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Abstract

Oracles in Sophoclean tragedies are consistently misunderstood, not because the gods speak in
out-and-out lies, but because they communicate in a decidedly non-human mode that appears to
violate the unwritten rules of effective human conversation. | use pragmatic linguistic theory to
examine how oracles are misunderstood, since pragmatics is concerned precisely with these
unwritten rules—how context, inferences, and implications complement the basic semantic
content of language. These non-semantic elements are conspicuously absent from oracular
communication, which leads to misinterpretation. | examine how the liminality and strangeness
of oracular speech afford Sophocles the flexibility to explore the different components of
language. Oracular speech—precisely because it is not bound by the rules of “normal” speech—
offers a context in which pragmatic principles can fail and artificially constructed
miscommunications can “break” pragmatic rules. By exploring the limits of communication and
miscommunication, Sophocles illustrates exactly those guiding principles that underlie effective

communication.
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Introduction

In this project, I examine all seven of Sophocles’ surviving tragedies with a focus on the
oracles and prophetic speech—features found in all seven plays. Although scholars have pointed
out that these oracles fundamentally defy understanding, my work explains exactly how mortals fail
to understand and argues that this failure is central to Sophocles’ conception of language. This
theory of language, I argue, is a sophisticated one that engages with and resists many of the
sophistic rhetorical trends in Athens in the 5" century BCE in a way that has not been fully
appreciated by previous studies. By focusing on the specific linguistic mechanisms that generate this
oracular ambiguity, I show that oracles in Sophocles communicate in a way that seems to violate
unwritten rules that govern effective human conversation. To do this, I draw on pragmatic
linguistic theories, which study the ways language gives rise to meaning and understanding, to

examine how and why these prophecies are misunderstood.

Because pragmatic theory deals with the role that things like context, inferences, and
implications play in generating meaning and augmenting the basic semantic content of language, it
offers a very useful and promising approach to oracles—though, thus far, a sadly underutilized
one. The deceptive nature of these oracles has often been understood as either a sign of malicious
intent by the gods or some sort of failure by the mortal listeners: scholarship on these oracles has
either treated the problems with oracular language as a dramatic convenience or as a theological
issue, or they have used deconstructionist approaches to conclude that language is fundamentally
unintelligible. I instead focus on the ways these oracles show things about language—things that
are entirely separate from the gods’ intentions. I argue that these intentions are in fact inaccessible
within the context of the play, and that the language itself is much more the object of Sophocles’

interest.

Oracles present a unique opportunity for Sophocles to explore language because they are,
by their very nature, liminal and strange. This, I argue, allows Sophocles to play with language to
create artificial exceptions to pragmatic principles, where deceptive language need not be

intentional or malicious, but can arise simply from a fundamental divide between mortals and the



divine. Precisely because it is not bound by the rules of “normal” speech, oracular speech offers a
context for Sophocles to explore the ambiguity of language, as he can present artificially
constructed miscommunications that seem to “break” these pragmatic rules. By exploring the limits
of communication and miscommunication, Sophocles illustrates exactly those guiding principles
that underlie effective communication. Put another way, by creating situations in which integral
parts of human communication are stripped away, Sophocles can highlight these aspects of

communication through their conspicuous absence.

Only after closely reading all of these plays can I widen my examination to explore
Sophocles’ broader purpose for including ambiguous oracles and other prophetic utterances in all
of his extant plays. By highlighting the failures of communication between mortals and gods,
Sophocles comments on the relationship of language to meaning—a particularly salient topic in
5th-century Athens, when Sophists were introducing more relativistic and deconstructionist ideas
about language into the intellectual discourse. Rather than simply accepting or rejecting these
concepts, as has often been suggested, Sophocles makes a much more subtle point about how
language functions. After examining the competing theories of language in Athens at the time, I
suggest that Sophocles uses the opportunities provided by oracles in his plays to argue that there is
some intrinsic meaning in language and communication. Language’s slippery nature does not prove
that there is no stable meaning to language, but simply that the rules that govern meaning are more

complex than people often realize.

Sophocles and Linguistics

In the analysis which follows, I seek to focus on the consistent presence of oracular
misunderstanding in all of Sophocles’ extant plays and to use these moments of miscommunication
to formulate a theory of language that emerges from these plays. Oracles are unique in that they
seem to present a moment of linguistic communication between gods and mortals. Contrary to
other sorts of divination, such as augury or reading entrails, once oracles are derived and placed
into a verbal form by some sort of priest or priestess, they appear to be intelligible. The words of
the gods are in the Greek language and can presumably be understood by anyone who speaks (or,

in some contexts, reads) Greek.



The often fatal misunderstanding of these oracles is surprisingly constant throughout the
extant Sophoclean corpus, however, and points to a persistent interest in this idea. The question of
how and why these oracles are misunderstood is not a new question—scholars have wrestled with
this at great length and often concluded that Sophocles’ works convey a constant message of “late
learning” and the inability of mortals to fully understand themselves and their own natures or
circumstances until it is too late to avert disaster.

This motif'is certainly present in Sophocles’ tragedies, but my analysis will focus on a
different aspect of this oracular misunderstanding. In Sophocles, the oracles are misunderstood in a
peculiarly linguistic way that does not, I argue, leave us with the inescapable conclusion that the
gods are malicious or knowledge is unattainable. These readings are certainly available within these
plays, but the linguistic mechanics of these oracles point to another, subtler point. Oracles are
misunderstood for the same reasons human communication is properly understood—the tragic
outcome of these plays hinges upon the fact that humans approach oracular language with the
same linguistic and pragmatic tools that they use to approach human language. These tools fail
spectacularly when applied to communication from the gods, but, in their failure, these plays also
highlight what these tools are. To put it another way, these plays offer a sophisticated set of
linguistic theories and the ambiguity of oracles specifically flouts these linguistic principles. By
creating artificial language and situations that “break” these linguistic principles, Sophocles’ plays
in fact construct and promote a theory of language that is conspicuously delineated by the unusual
situations in which it fails.

These theories are implicitly embedded within the language of these plays and require a
certain amount of excavation before we can look at them clearly. The best tools to do this are those
furnished by pragmatic linguistic theory—particularly, recent work on implicature. I provide here
an overview of the linguistic concepts that will be most relevant to my analysis in subsequent
chapters. Many of the more precise and technical aspects of pragmatics are not directly applicable
to my project and I will often turn to a less precise definition or theory when the more precise
version will not fundamentally alter my reading of Sophocles. Many of the precise details of these
theories, it is worth noting, are still controversial and hotly contested among the linguistics
community’ and the precise boundaries between pragmatics and semantics are not well delineated.

For my purposes, however, I am less concerned with the precise boundaries between the two and

I For example, Bach 1999 has claimed that conventional implicature is a myth.



more concerned with the theoretical implications of these ideas, as a lens through which to examine
the linguistic theories put forth in the extant Sophoclean corpus. For a more detailed presentation

of these ideas or a concise summary of terms and examples presented here, please see Appendix B.

Gricean Maxims and Implicature
Implicature—an aspect of what is meant by a speaker that is not a part of what is explicitly

said by that speaker—will pervade my analysis of Sophocles’ works. The term originates with Grice
but has since been picked up by many neo-Gricean linguists, in addition to other linguists as well. It
is worth noting, however, that the concept of a contrast between what is said and what is meant
(the roots of the idea of implication) dates back a great deal further than Horn or Grice, and in fact
finds its roots in antiquity. Horn? cites the 4th century CE grammarians Servius and Donatus, in
their discussion of litotes, on this point: minus dicimus et plus significamus. Since a great deal of
work has been done on this topic since Grice’s seminal work in 1961, I will begin with an overview
that Horn provides,® which summarizes and draws upon Grice heavily, but also makes use of more
recent advances.

The underlying premises that inform pragmatic theory (and concepts of implicature in

particular) stem from Grice’s seminal Cooperative Principle and his Maxims of Conversation:

Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Maxims of Conversation (Grice 1989: 26-7)

Cooperative Principle: “Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the
stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange.”
Maxims of Conversations:
QUALITY: Try to make your contribution one that is true.
I. Do not say what you believe to be false [i.e., Do not lie].
2. Do not say that for which you lack evidence.
QUANTITY:
1. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current purposes of the
exchange).
2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required.
RELATION: Be relevant.
MANNER: Be perspicuous.
I. Avoid obscurity of expression.
2. Avoid ambiguity.

2 Horn 2006 cites Hoffmann 1987 and Horn 1991

3 Horn 2006 working closely with Grice 1961. This work of his is an introductory chapter in a handbook to pragmatics
and is intended as an uncontroversial overview of implicature for a non-specialist audience. While many of his claims
(here and elsewhere) are not accepted by all contemporary linguists, this particular work is not very controversial and I
feel comfortable adopting his presentations and analysis of implicature: unless specifically noted, nearly all of the
terminology and linguistic theory provided here is drawn from his analysis.



3. Be brief. (Avoid unnecessary prolixity.)
4. Be orderly.

Ciritically, these maxims are not prescriptive or meant to guide ethical action. They are instead a
collection of default assumptions that are shared by speakers and which give rise to the implicatures
upon which pragmatic analysis rests. These conventions are a guide which can be observed,
violated, or apparently violated (when a speaker counts on the hearer to recognize the violation
and incorporate that knowledge into their context-based interpretation). In all these circumstances,

the underlying principles still function, just in different ways.

Out of these, Grice himself and many other linguists* have given the most importance to the
maxim of Quality. To emphasize this, I would like to include a critical passage from Grice’s original
formulation of these ideas that will be relevant throughout my analysis of Sophocles’ texts (though
I do not claim that it maps onto Sophocles’ own ideas, but merely that it is a critical element of this
pragmatic framework that I bring to bear on Sophocles’ plays):

The maxim of Quality, enjoining the provision of contributions which are genuine rather
than spurious (truthful rather than mendacious), does not seem to be just one among a
number of recipes for producing contributions; it seems rather to spell out the difference
between something’s being, and (strictly speaking) failing to be, any kind of contribution at
all. False information is not an inferior kind of information; it just is not information.s

There is something critically different about statements that are known to be false, and this
distinction will prove extremely important throughout the rest of this analysis. It is a persistent
misunderstanding of Grice’s ideas® to think that consciously delivered lies “disprove” this basic set
of maxims. In fact, these maxims are most useful as an analytical tool precisely when they are not
observed.

Building on the foundation of these maxims, Grice developed the idea of implicatures and
separated them out into specific subtypes. Horn’s illustrative examples (closely following Grice
1961: § 3) will be extremely useful for exploring how exactly implicature functions. The second

member (b, and in italics) below is deducible (at least in certain contexts) from the first version (a):

4 e.g. Levinson 1983, Horn 1984a
5 Grice 1989: 371, emphasis my own.
6 For a small selection of these misunderstandings, see Keenan 1976 and Campbell 2001,



Subtypes of Implicatures (after Grice 1961: §3)7

1a | Even KEN knows it’s unethical

1b | Ken is the least likely [of a contextually invoked set/ to know it’s unethical
2a | [in a recommendation letter for a position as a philosophy professor]
Jones dresses well and writes grammatical English

2b | Jones is no good at philosophy

3a | The cat is in the hamper or under the bed

3b | Idon’t know for a fact that the cat is under the bed?

Looking at sentences 1a and Ib, we can see that the word even plays a critical role in
generating Ib from Ia. Even without emphasizing the word KEN, we still understand from the use
of even that Ken is the least likely (of the contextually-invoked set) to know that it is unethical. We
could express the same truth-conditional contenfin a way that does not generate 1b (“Ken knows

it’s unethical too,” for example). This depends on a particular word (which is complemented by

stress placed on the word KEN).

In 2a and 2b, something very different is occurring. Here, it is entirely context-dependent.
In a different context, Jones dresses well and writes grammatical English would be a compliment.
This implicature has nothing to do with the conventional lexical meaning of the words (as was the
case in 1b), but rather from the utterance of those words in a particular context and the implicature
rests entirely on the context and what could have been said but was left unsaid. Convention dictates
that a recommendation letter will say positive and polite things about the applicant (see the
Principle of Politeness, addressed later). Returning to Grice’s maxims, the Principle of Relation
would dictate that the speaker should be relevant and comment on the applicant’s qualifications for
a job—a hearer will infer that the speaker has flouted this maxim for a reason (here, in the interest
of politeness) and by extension, will infer that the speaker has nothing positive to say about the
applicant’s qualifications.

Looking now at 3a and 3b, we see a similar situation. These inferences (as noted, an equally
valid option here would be I don 't know for a fact that the cat is in the hamper) are also context-

dependent. 2a requires a very specific context to generate 2b, whereas 3b is always generated,

7 For a more technical analysis of these implicatures, please see Appendix B. 1b is a detachable, non-cancelable
inference and illustrates a conventional implicature. 2b and 3b are non-conventional non-detachable, cancelable
inferences. All of these concepts are defined and explained in more detail in the appendix.

8 An equally valid implicature here would be “I don’t know for a fact that the cat is in the hamper.”

9 By “truth-conditional content,” I refer to the conditions (of the world) under which the utterance is true. If the truth
conditions obtain, the utterance is true. For my purposes in this example, this simply refers to Ken’s knowledge that it is
unethical (at which point the utterance and also the inference become valid.



without a specific context to block this implicature.™ This is a much more generalized version of
the same context-based implicature' we saw in 2b. 3a and 3b also illustrate an application of
Grice’s maxims, since the speaker implicates—by their use of or—that they do not have definite
knowledge either way. If the speaker knew that the cat was in one of those two discrete locations,
the Maxim of Quantity would dictate that (assuming the precise location of the cat is relevant to
the given conversation) they should provide as much information as they can. A hearer will infer
that the speaker does not know more relevant information because they did not disclose more
relevant information. The use of orimplicates that the speaker does not have enough information
to make a stronger, less ambiguous claim.

In all these types of implicatures, however, it is crucial to note that the proposition or
sentence does not produce the implicature—implicatures are produced by the speaker or the
utterance. Implicatures are critically not a feature of sentences. Before going any farther, I would
like to distinguish between a few critical (and unfortunately similar) terms: implication,
Implicature,” inference, presupposition, and entailment. For my purposes, I will be using fairly
standard and traditional definitions for all these terms.’ Grice was deliberate in his choice of
implicate rather than imply to describe what speakers do. If a sentence is true, then what it implies
is necessarily true. Implication (what is implied) depends on semantic content (what actually is said)

whereas implicature (what is implicated) involves what is not said and depends on pragmatic

10 “Block” is the term of art generally used for this process. An implicature is blocked when some sort of contextual
clue overrides the default pragmatic process that we would expect to occur. The cat is in the hamper or under the bed
always generates (as a default) the implicature 7 don 't know for a fact that the cat is under the bed unless context
prevents the implicature from occurring. We could, for example, imagine the following scenario:

A: T've looked everywhere for the cat, except in the hamper and under the bed

B (looking in the hamper while giving no indication that the cat is there): So, the cat is in the hamper or under

the bed...
In this scenario, the implicature generated would in fact be 1 know for a fact that the cat is under the bed, since Speaker
B’s actions have just conveyed that the cat is not in the hamper, and must therefore be under the bed. In this very
specific situation, the implicature I don 't know for a fact that the cat is under the bed is said to have been blocked, since
the default implicature is not generated, because context precludes it.
11 This is in fact a contrast between a particularized conversational implicature and a generalized conversational
implicature, which are described in more detail in Appendix B.
12 I will not be using the term impliciture (playing off of implicIT, as opposed to implicATE) at all. There are some
(e.g., Bach 2006) who prefer this term, particularly in the context of scalar implicatures, on the grounds that there is a
fine distinction between the two and that nuance is lost by using the term implicature for all of these situations. This
argument would see implicitures as situations in which the meaning is supplied implicitly through completion and
expansion, rather than explicitly. See Bach 2006: 28-9 for an argument in favor of this distinction. Although his
arguments have merit, the subtle distinction he draws is irrelevant for my purposes and only complicates the already-
complicated terminology.
13 These, and all other technical linguistic terms that I introduce, can be found in Appendix B, which is a glossary with
examples of these different terms which will hopefully be useful for readers as a handy reference.



elements instead. To return to the examples above, Jones dresses well and writes grammatical
English implies simply that Jones dresses well and writes grammatical English. The context is
irrelevant. However, in the context of a letter of recommendation for a philosophy position, what
the speaker (or writer) is understood to mean—that Jones is no good at philosophy—is the
unstated implicature. These terms will need additional refinement, and there is certainly debate
about the extent to which implicature can be extricated from grammar' and this is a simplistic
overview, but it will suffice for the moment.

Inferences are also distinct from implicature, though they are often conflated with one
another.’ The critical distinction here is that an inference is something that a hearer makes and an
implicature is something that a speaker intends. A speaker can implicate something without a
hearer making the intended inference and a hearer can infer something that the speaker did not
implicate. In a world of perfect and complete communication, these ought to line up with one
another, but the two terms describe opposite sides of unspoken communication.

Entailments can occasionally have the same truth-conditional content as implicatures,'® but
they are generally distinct. A sentence can entail something, whereas a speaker implicates
something. Entailment is the relationship between two sentences when one demands the truth of
the other. For example:

A) That urn contains the ashes of Orestes

B) Orestes is dead

Sentence A entails sentence B. If sentence A is true, sentence B must be true. This relationship has
nothing to do with the utterance of the sentences or the speaker’s intentions or the context.
Sentence A simply requires the truth of sentence B.

Presuppositions are also a feature of a sentence, but they work slightly differently from
entailments. A presupposition (as one might imagine) involves a presupposed truth that is taken for

granted. For example, 7hat urn contains the ashes of Electra’s brother presupposes that Electra

14 Chierchia 2004 argues compellingly that implicatures are far more grammatical than has often been acknowledged
and that—particularly with indirect and embedded implicatures—it is inadequate to think about implicatures as a
distinct aspect of an utterance.

15 See Bach 2006 ("The Top 10 Misconceptions about Implicature”) on this misunderstanding of Gricean and neo-
Gricean theories (among many others, as the title of his article would indicate). My discussion of this distinction, as well
as many of my definitions, draws heavily on his explanations (esp. 23-25).

16 See Bach 2006: 24 on this situations in which the two can correspond exactly.



has a brother. The simplest way to distinguish entailments from presuppositions is through
negation. Presuppositions still hold true under negation, but entailments do not:

Presupposition: 7hat urn does not contain the ashes of Electra’s brother still presupposes
that Electra has a brother.

Entailment: That urn does not contain the ashes of Orestes does not entail that Orestes is
dead (though he certainly could be, with his remains in an undetermined state and
location).

Building upon these, scalar implicature is another important term to introduce here. I
include Horn’s well-chosen illustrative example from the film When Harry Met Sally, partly due to
its great clarity and partly due to its entertainment value (in the midst of a rather dry discussion of
linguistic theory). In this scene, Harry is setting up a blind date between his friend Jess and his
friend (but not yet girlfriend), Sally:

Jess: If she's so great why aren't YOU taking her out?

Harry: How many times do I have to tell you, we're just friends.

Jess: So you're saying she's not that attractive.

Harry: No, I told you she IS attractive.

Jess: But you also said she has a good personality.

Harry: She HAS a good personality.

Jess [Stops walking, turns around, throws up hands, as if to say “Aha!”]

Harry: What?

—Jess: When someone's not that attractive, they're ALWAY'S described as having a good
personality.

Harry: Look, if you had asked me what does she look like and I said, she has a good

personality, that means she's not attractive. But just because I happen to mention that she

has a good personality, she could be either. She could be attractive with a good personality,
or not attractive with a good personality.

Jess: So which one is she?

Harry: Attractive.

=]Jess: But not beautiful, right?

Horn marks (with the single arrow) the moment where Jess incorrectly reanalyzes a
particularized implicature as generalized, at which point Harry stresses the content-dependent

nature of that inference. More than a gratuitous movie reference, however, this also provides an



example of another critical term for my linguistic analysis of Sophocles. At the end of this scene, in
the line marked with the double arrow, Jess draws a separate inference. Here, the inference is
generalized, but it demonstrates provides an example of scalar implicature.” Jess here assumes that
the weak claim that the speaker makes indicates that the speaker is not in a position to make a
stronger claim. In short, scalar implicature works from a scale of strength of predication and
assumes (based on Grice’s maxims, which I shall explore below) that a speaker will make the
strongest claim they are in a position to make. “Attractive” is here the upper-bound of an assertion,
and Jess then infers that the woman in question is not anything beyond attractive (i.e. beautiful,
gorgeous, etc.). Scalar implicature works on the assumption that terms can generally be ranked in
terms of their strength and a speaker will make the strongest claim that they are in a position to
make. As another example, a speaker would not say that their food is warm when they really mean
that it is very hot. It would not necessarily be wrong to say that it is warm (it is, after all, at least at
the minimum threshold to be considered warm), but it would be misleading. Perhaps more clear is
an example with numbers, where a scale of strength is essentially just a number line. If a speaker
says that she has four children, and it turns out that she in fact has five children, her claim to have
four children is not false, but a listener would be justified in thinking that her answer was not
entirely accurate either. This is, of course, context-dependent as well. If a large group were asked
to split into two smaller groups, based on the number of siblings they have, and people with fewer
than three siblings were asked to form one group and people with three or more siblings were asked
to form another group, then it would no longer be misleading for a woman with four siblings to say
that she has three siblings, since three siblings is the most relevant piece of information and is—in

this specific context—functionally equivalent to “three or more siblings.”

Scalar Implicature

Scalar Implicature, to delve in a little more deeply, stems largely out of Grice’s Quantity
maxim and, more precisely, out of the first submaxim he lists under Quantity: Do not say what you
believe to be false. This submaxim is used to derive “upper-bounding generalized conversational

implicatures associated with scalar values.”™® This idea can be seen much more clearly with an

17 Though Horn modestly does not refer to it this way in his summary which I am drawing heavily upon here, this
phenomenon is often described in terms of Horn Scales and refers to the idea that he developed in his thesis and later
work, though Horn himself protested vigorously against that term for them (Birner and Ward, 2006: ix-xi).

18 Horn 1972, 1989; Gazdar 1979; Hirschberg 1985
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examination of the uses of some in English, which can conceivably mean at least some (the
indefinite use) or some but not all (the semi-definite use)." If a speaker were to say “I like some of
the people at this party,” a hearer would be justified in thinking that the speaker does not like all of
the people at the party. Without additional context to suggest otherwise, the hearer will reasonably
assume that if the speaker liked a// of the people at the party, they would say a//. One can
reasonably suggest, however, that perhaps the speaker does not know everyone at the party and
does not feel as though they can pass judgment on people they have not met. To reduce ambiguity,
a speaker in that situation might say something like “I like at Jeast some of the people at the party.”
In fact, this is precisely what Grice addresses with his Modified Occam’s Razor: “Senses are not to
be multiplied beyond necessity. "2 This effectively negates the “lower bound” of the semantic
possibilities that would otherwise be in play; put more simply, it means that the speaker will give as
much relevant information in the most comprehensible way, and the hearer is authorized to
eliminate the less obvious understanding.

This lower bound is often called a one-sided reading, as opposed to the two-sided reading,

which combines what it actually said with what is implicated. If we schematize this, it looks like the

following:
One-Sided and Two-Sided Understanding (Horn 2006: 10)
“One-sided” “Two-sided”
I'like some of the people at the party. “...some if not all...” “...some but not all...”
The water is warm. “...atleast warm...” “...warm but not hot...”

So, combining Grice’s different theories, we come to a conclusion that the best understanding of an
utterance, without other context, will be this two-sided meaning. If the speaker has all the relevant
information at their disposal (i.e. they do in fact know how they feel about everyone at the party or
what the temperature of the water is), then they would say “all” or “hot” if that were the better
choice. By not using the stronger word, they effectively implicate the weaker reading and cancel the

stronger reading.

19 Horn 2006: 9 lays out the scholarly history of debating this point, including De Morgan 1847 and Mill 1867. Mill’s
formulation draws on the principles that underlie the idea of scalar implicature.
20 Grice 1989: 47.
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This, then, is where the “scalar” aspect comes into play.?* Working from the two examples
above, we can see a pattern that gets generalized more broadly into the idea of scalar implications.
We can order descriptive words into a ranking of relative informativity. The scales (often called
Horn Scales, from Horn’s seminal 1972 work on the topic) are not entirely accepted in any given

form, but Levinson provides a useful sampling of scales as follows:

Sample Horn Scales (Levinson 1983: 134)

(all, most, many, some, few )

(and, or)

(n,...,5,4,3,2, 1)

(excellent, good )

( hot, warm )

( always, often, sometimes )

(succeed in Ving, try to V, want to V )
{necessarily p, p, possibly p )

( certain that p, probable that p, possible that p )
{ must, should, may )

( cold, cool )

(love, like )

{ none, not all )

The direction of the scales will vary based on context (temperature, for example, will
depend largely on the desired temperature and the stronger version will be very different when
talking about iced tea as opposed to hot coffee). The critical element here is that they are arranged
in ascending/descending order of informativity. So when a speaker chooses a word (to return to my
previous example, some of the people at the party), the hearer can assume that the speaker has a
reason for not using a word higher up that particular scale. There can be a range of reasons that

the speaker made this choice, but the underlying assumption is that the speaker did not intend for

2I For a much more elaborate exploration of this, sece Horn 2006: 11, where he provides a square of opposition that
visually constructs the possibilities and lays them out in a hierarchy from universals to particulars and affirmations to
negations.
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that “some” to be understood as “more than some” (i.e. all, most, or many). This, in effect, cancels
those semantically viable meanings and the speaker implicates “some not all.”

To introduce a final bit of relevant terminology here, items higher up (more informative) on
a scale entail things below them. This is, to some extent, the flip side of how scalar implicature
works. So, to take the following example:

{necessarily p, p, possibly p »

“Necessarily p” entails “possibly p” and not the other way around. This is why saying “possibly p”
implicates the negation of anything higher on that list. The utterance of “possibly p” means, once
the implicature is taken into account, “possibly p, but not necessarily p,” or the speaker would have
used the stronger term. Hirschberg 1991 has also shown that this pragmatic approach to meaning
applies not only to scales or the sort that are listed above, but in fact any partially ordered set. So in
a chronologically-arranged history book, if someone were to say that Sarah has made it to the
Middle Ages, knowing as we do that this is a chronologically ordered set of topics, that utterance
would implicate that she has not yet made it to the Industrial Revolution, though this implicature
could be canceled by its modification to something like “not only has Sarah made it to the Middle
Ages, but also to the Industrial Revolution” (which might, depending on the context, be
preferred).

A few other constraints apply to this framework as well. For example, in the context of
negation, this process is complicated.? In addition, there are many reasons why someone might not
provide as much information as he or she potentially could, including a concern with style or
politeness. Things like irony and sarcasm or understatement or hyperbole seem to flout these
principles in a way that undermines their usefulness. Davis is quite succinct on this point:

We use irony and other figures, of course, in part because we have conversational goals
other than the efficient communication of information. We observe not only the Cooperative
Principle, but also the Principle of Style.

Principle of Style: Be stylish, so be beautiful, distinctive, entertaining, and interesting.

Clear and simple prose—"just the facts, please "—can be boring, tedious and dull. We liven
up our writing with figures of speech and other devices. In the process, we sacrifice
perspicuity (violating Manner). We sometimes “embellish” a narration to make it more

22 Chierchia 2001 addresses the way that this works in more detail, in the context of what are known as “downward-
entailing operators,” such as negation. Horn 1989:234 also addresses how scalar implicature can be blocked and “scale
reversal” occurs. Levinson 2000 challenges some of Chierchia’s conclusions about scale reversal, and the issue is
certainly a complicated and unresolved one, but it does not directly pertain to my arguments and is perhaps best left to
qualified linguists to resolve.
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interesting (violating Quality) and delete boring or ugly details even when they are
important (violating Quantity).>
Further, as Davis notes, drawing on Leech, Grice’s maxims often come into conflict with the
Principle of Politeness:

Principle of Politeness: Be polite, so be tactful, respectful, generous, praising, modest,
deferential, and sympathetic.

Speakers frequently withhold information that would be offensive or disappointing to the
hearer, violating Quantity. Speakers often exaggerate in order to please or flatter, and utter
“white lies” in order to spare the hearer's feelings, violating Quality. People pick “safe
topics” (e.g., the weather) to stress agreement and communicate an interest in maintaining
good relations—but violating Relation. Euphemisms avoid mentioning the unmentionable,
but in the process violate Manner and Quantity.>

As we can see, then, there are a great variety of principles that can come into conflict with one

another and complicate the emergence of meaning.

Implicature conclusions
In closing this section on linguistic theory, I would like to raise some objections that are

perhaps obvious to any application of these theories to literary texts—particularly texts written in a
different time and language. The emphasis in pragmatic theory is placed squarely on the speaker
and the hearer and implicatures are only properties that can properly be spoken of in relation to a
speaker or an utterance. A sentence, as I have noted, does not implicate anything. It would seem,
then, that this is a purely spoken phenomenon that is entirely contingent on the assumptions that
the speaker and hearer bring to bear on the conversation. It is not obvious how one might apply
these theories to an ancient literary text.

Although these theories can be applied to a wide range of literary texts, drama is a
particularly apt place to apply them, since drama recreates spoken communication, albeit in an
artificial form. Further, the aspects of these plays which I am focusing my analysis upon are
instances of communication that is intrinsically connected to spoken language. Oracles are a

fundamentally language-oriented form of communication. As opposed to augury and other similar

23 Davis 2014

24 Davis 2014, drawing on Leech 1983 as well as directing readers toward Lakoff 1977; Brown and Levinson 1978;
1987; Horn 1989: 360; Matsumoto 1995: §2.4. Contrast Huang 2007: 37, fn. 12; Pinker 2007. Grice 1975: 28, he notes,
“acknowledges the Principle of Politeness, and suggests that it generates implicatures that are both nonsemantic and
nonconversational.”
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means of divination (reading entrails of an animal, for example), oracles are a linguistic means of
communication and they seem, at least, to be intelligible in the same way that normal Greek
linguistic communication is. While we do not always learn where a prophecy originated in the plays
I will examine, they are all vocalized and we see characters within the plays interact with these
oracles as utterances of the god(s). In this way, pragmatics are a viable means of interpretation and
analysis.

The other obvious objection is that pragmatics is fundamentally concerned with the context
of an utterance and the sorts of psychological mechanisms that allow the speaker and hearer to
minimize the effort involved in effective communication. Can we, as moderns, effectively
approximate the sorts of assumptions that shaped ancient communication? If we are to
pragmatically analyze communication between characters within plays (and the ways the
playwright’s own ideas might shape those depictions), then a certain understanding of ancient
psychology is a requisite. As I will show, however, we do have a great deal of information both
within and without the plays and we have literary characters as well as ancient philosophers and
other authors who provide an extensive frame of reference. Characters voice their own
expectations and analyze the ways in which their expectations were incorrect and the ways their
assumptions of meaning proved not to be accurate. In this way, we have the tools that we need to

effectively and reasonably bring pragmatic linguistic theory to bear on these ancient texts.

Ambiguity
Because this project deals so much with ambiguity, it is worth laying out precisely what I mean by

ambiguity. Linguists recognize several discrete types of ambiguity: lexical ambiguity, syntactic

ambiguity, and pragmatic ambiguity.

Lexical Ambiguity: this sort of ambiguity involves words that are homophonous (such as read and
reed) and/or homographous (Bios meaning life and Bios meaning bow). Lexical ambiguity will
vary between written and oral communication, since written lexical ambiguity only arises from

homography, whereas oral lexical ambiguity arises from homophony.?

25 This can also vary by dialect, in oral communication—for instance, the word been is pronounced differently
throughout the United States, and been/ bin are homophonous in some regions, whereas been/ Ben are homophonous
in others, and been/ bean are homophonous in yet other regions. See Katz 2016 for an extremely accessible visual
representation of regional linguistic variants in the United States. See Hickey 2014 for a more scholarly approach.
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Syntactic ambiguity**: this type of ambiguity refers to ambiguity that occurs on the sentence level,
when the relationship between words and phrases is unclear (often involving modifiers whose

referent is not clearly identified).

Phrasal ambiguity, a major subset of syntactic ambiguity, refers to a something like
superfluous hair remover, which could either mean something that removes superfluous

hair or a hair remover that is not necessary (that is, superfluous could modify either hair or

remover).”’

A relevant and extremely problematic sort of syntactic ambiguity occurs with
multiple connectives, as in the sentence 7onight, he will get drunk and rowdy or
sad, in which there is a lack of clarity about which connective has the broadest
scope. Does this mean that either he will get drunk and rowdy orhe got sad? Or
does it mean that he got drunk and then he either got rowdy or sad? While math
and propositional logic use brackets to make these distinctions, in written and

spoken communication, the distinctions are not so clear.

Modals are also likely to introduce ambiguity, as in_John should be at home by now
(depending on context, this could mean something like 7 don 't know for a fact where
John is, but I strongly suspect that he is at home at this time of night or it could
mean_John is not home, and I have no idea where he is, but he is under an
obligation to be home or You must eat a piece of cake (the range is less extreme
here, but this could suggest a moral imperative, as in you are obliged to eat this
cake, or else you risk offending someone, or worse or you really should eat this cake

because you will certainly like it).

Scopal ambiguities: A second sort of syntactic ambiguity is a question of what are called
“scopal ambiguities "—these involve operators and quantifiers. A/ that glitters is not gold s

syntactically ambiguous, in that it is unclear whether this means that not everything that

26 Examples here are taken from Sennet 2016, with minor modifications, since his examples are concise and effective
and there is no reason to reinvent the wheel, so to speak.

27 This can also occur when a phrase is not clearly connected to another part of the sentence, as in Mary took the boat
between the rocks, which could refer either to Mary piloting a boat in such a way that it passes through two rocks
(between the rocks modifies the verb took, in this case) or it could refer to Mary seizing a boat that was located
between two rocks (between the rocks modifies the object the boat, in this case).
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glitters is gold (but some of it is) or that everything that glitters is not gold (i.e., nothing that
glitters is gold). Another sort of syntactic ambiguity occurs with pronouns whose referent is
unclear, as in His mother loves_John, where we might assume that this is John’s mother, but
that is not necessarily true.?® This is the type of ambiguity we will see surrounding a passage
in the Oedipus Colonus in which it is unclear who the referent of keiveov is. The ability of
Ancient Greek to omit the subject of the verb (as with aoi) can cause similar ambiguities,

as will occur at OC'392.
Pragmatic ambiguity:

One of the largest categories of pragmatic ambiguity has to do with speech acts and
ambiguity as to what ¢ype of speech something is. Anyone with a particularly pedantic
friend who has been asked Can you pass the salt? and responded smugly with 7 don 't know,
can 1?1s familiar with this sort of ambiguity. Can you pass the salt? can be intended either
as an actual question (imagine, say, that someone’s hands are full, and there’s an actual
question about their ability to pass the salt, under those conditions) or a request that is
synonymous with Please pass the salt. This ambiguity, then, is one about the nature of the

speech in question.

The broadest and most interesting type of pragmatic ambiguity (for my purposes) is
presuppositional ambiguity. As an example, consider the ambiguity introduced by foo in
the intriguing case of / Jove you too.? This can mean one or more of the following:

I'love you (just like you love me)
I love you (just like someone else does)
I'love you (and I love someone else)

I'love you (as well as bearing some other relationship (i.e. liking) to you)

These ambiguities are not a syntactic sort of ambiguity, but arise rather in relation to

presuppositions.®® This is the sort of ambiguity that occurs in ToU 8¢ Adyou ToUd’ edvTos

28 In a sentence like Every woman loved a man, this could mean that for every woman, there is at least one man that
she loved, or [Vx:Wx][3y:My](xloved y) in logical notation. It could also mean that there is at least one man whom
every woman loved, or [Ay:My][VxWx](xloved y) in logical notation. Similarly, the scope of negation can cause
problems of this sort.

29 This example and an exploration and analysis of the ambiguity here can be found in Bach 1982.

30 A second example can be found in the statement Maria solved the problem too. This could either mean Maria
solved the problem, in addition to Sarah, who also solved it or it could mean Maria solved the problem in additional to
other things she’s done. Tone of voice might help distinguish these two in a spoken communication, as could contextual
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ael afuveTtol yivovtal dvBpwol, in which it is unclear with what &ei should be

understood (an ambiguity Aristotle complains about at Rhet. 1407b).

Two final types of ambiguity3': are the sorts known as collective-distributive ambiguity and ellipsis

and complement ambiguity.

Collective-distributive ambiguity arises when talking about a group of individuals, such as in
Natalie and Sara brokered deals, in which it is unclear whether Natalie and Sara worked
together to broker several deals or they each brokered one or more deals individually (or,
as a third option, they may have brokered deals with one another, as in they were the two

parties to a negotiation).

Ellipsis and complement ambiguity describes something like Sam loves _Jess more than
_Jason, in which it is unclear whether this means Sam loves Jess more than Sam loves, Jason
or if it means Sam loves_Jess more than_fason loves Jess. The ambiguity here arises from the
words which are not written, and ambiguity occurs within that ellipsis (and the words that
the reader/listener supplies to fill that ellipsis). The listener must decide whether Jason is
another subject or object of the understood Joves. Similarly, in a sentence like_John loves his
mother and Bill does too, this could mean_John loves his mother and Bill also loves_John's
mother or_John loves John'’s mother and Bill loves Bill's mother. This type of ambiguity has
been given the name “strict-sloppy identity” and there is an extensive linguistic debate
about precisely what sort of ambiguity this is,3? for which reason I have not included this in
a particular category, though I tend to agree with those who classity this as a sort of

syntactic ambiguity.

clues provided by what was said immediately before this, but taken in a vacuum, the meaning of the initial utterance is
unclear.

31 I have omitted discussion of “truth conditional pragmatic ambiguity” because linguists are not convinced that this
necessarily exists. For those who think that such ambiguity is impossible, see Kripke 1977 and Searle 1979: 150 fn. 3.
For an opposing view, see Donnellan 1966 (esp. p. 297) and Recanati 2010.

32 See Fiengo and May 1994, Sag 1980, Williams 1977, and Hardt and Stone 1997 for three different interpretations
about precisely where the ambiguity is generated, in a psycholinguistic sense. For my purposes, this discussion is not
terribly relevant, though it is fascinating.
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All these types of ambiguity33 fall under the larger linguistic umbrella of polysemy. Polysemy has
been a popular topic in linguistics recently, primarily in computational and cognitive linguistics3
and psycholinguistics has also treated the topic extensively, in terms of things like word recognition,
semantic priming, and lexical decision tasks.® Intentional polysemy has long been overlooked in
linguistics, though this has changed more recently. The earlier approaches to polysemy relied on
the assumption that in normal speech, we resist multiplicity of meanings and avoid ambiguity. To
examine instances when conversational maxims are flouted, Lehrer 1990 introduces the principle
of conventionality (see also Clark 1993 on this), which Lehrer separates into two different closely

related principles (Lehrer, 1990: 210):

1. Ifaword already exists to express a meaning, use it; don't use or construct another one
2. Ifaword lexicalizes a meaning (concept), don't use it to mean something else, even if that
meaning would fit the patterns of the language

Critically (and this is where she departs from linguistic approaches like Grice 1975 and Sperber
and Wilson 1986), she notes that these principles "can, of course, be overridden when there is a
good reason for doing so, for example, to be entertaining, literary, shocking, or simply to be
unconventional" and that "[w]henever a principle of conventionality is violated, the hearer, in
addition to computing the meaning of the words, must figure out what, if anything, is being
implicated by the unconventional choice as well" (1990: 210). As with the more fundamental
Gricean maxims, the principle of conventionality is most useful when it is not followed. Because
these guidelines do provide general descriptions of how communication functions, they are

generally followed. When they are not followed, effective pragmatic analysis demands that we

33 There are some additional cases which do not fit neatly into one category and others which are niche enough (and
which do not pertain to my analysis in this project) that I did not treat them here. For a fuller list, sce Sennet 2016.
One sort which I would like to mention in brief'is often called pros hen ambiguity and is detailed in Aristotle’s
Metaphysics (.2, 1003a-b), where he discusses ambiguity inherent in words like being (T6 &v), healthy (T6 Uyiewov),
and medical (T iatpikdv). These are all used in relation to something—in the case of health, for instance, “healthy”
can mean related to health or producing health or in good health, etc.—but it is not always clear which meaning is
intended, which can generate ambiguity (To 8¢ dv AéyeTan pév moAAaxdds, A& Tpods Ev kai piav Tva guow kai
oUx OHWVUHWS AAN’ cdoTrep kal TO Uyiewov &mav mpods Uyielav, TO pev TE UAGTTEW TO B¢ TG TolEiv TO B¢
T onueiov elval Tijs Uyteias 76 8’ 8Tt SekTIKOV auTHis, Kal TO iaTpikd Tpds iaTpikny (TO pév yap TS Exev
latpiknv Aédyetat laTpikdv TO 8¢ TG eUputs elval TTpds alTnv TO 8¢ T Epyov elval Tiis laTpIkis), OHoIOTPOTTWS
3¢t kal EAAa Anwéueda Aeydueva TouTtols, — oUTe 8t kai TO &v Aédyetal ToAAaxads utv &AN’ &mrav mpods piav
apxnv: T& pev yap 81 ovoial, Svta Aéyetal, Ta 8 &1 &b ovoias, Ta 8 8T1 6865 eis ovoiav fj pbopai f
oTEPTOELS T) TTOIOTNTES F TOINTIK 1} YevvnTik&ovsias 1) TAv Tpds Ty oUsciav Aeyouévwv, fj ToUTwv Tivds
amo@doels 1) ovoias: B1d kai TO ur) dv elval un év papev).

34 See Pustejovsky 1995, Brugman 1997, Cuyckens and Zawada 2001, Nerlich 2003.

35 See Nerlich and Clark 2001: 3.
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examine precisely how and why these principles are disregarded. In actual conversations, this can
be due to a variety of factors, ranging from complex theory of mind and psycholinguistic
considerations to far simpler explanations such as accidental mishearing (perhaps by a listener who
is distracted) or language barriers. In literature, however, choices are far more conscious and
random accidents do not occur in scripted, literary conversations. This makes a pragmatic analysis

of literary ambiguity that much more valuable.

This dissertation proposes a pragmatic linguistic reading of the oracles in Sophocles and
takes precisely the approach that Lehrer suggests. Sophocles crafts oracular language which is
intentionally ambiguous, and we must ask why he does this. Why are the oracles formulated in that
way, and why specifically do humans chose the interpretation that they choose? The linguistic
analysis required to answer these questions provides useful insight into Sophocles” own ideas about

how language works, as I will show in the following chapters.

Linguistic Case Study: Orestes and Electra’s Recognition Scene (£I. 1098-1230)

To illustrate what these tools can offer us, I turn now to the extended recognition scene
between Orestes and Electra at £7 1098-1230, since this scene offers ample opportunity to
examine how human characters miscommunicate and are forced to revise their language in a
shared endeavor to arrive at meaning. Scholars have generally been quite unconcerned at the
unusual length, slow development, and abundant miscommunications that we find in this scene. For
the few who think there is anything worth commenting on, theatrical effect or suspense has been

enough to explain the prolonged scene.3

As the scene opens, Orestes and Pylades have arrived at Argos in disguise and are bringing
false proof of the fabricated story of Orestes’” death. The moment when the scene becomes much
more interesting, for my purposes, is at 1174, when Orestes realizes that he is speaking to Electra—
he exclaims “Oh gods, what should I say? What words can I—who am at such a loss—turn to? I

am no longer able to control my tongue!” (ped @eU. Ti AéEwo; ol Ady v dunxavddv / éABeo;

36 Jebb describes the scene as a “delicately gradual process” (ad 1176-1226) and Wright 2005 notes that this is
elaborate and the recognition is postponed (from the prologue, where it conceivably could have occurred) in order to
build suspense or excitement. Kells (ad 1176-1231) describes this scene as one of “great art and mounting excitement .
.. due to its naturalness.”
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KPATEIV Y&p oUKETL YAcdoons 06éve, 1174-5). For the rest of the scene, in a prolonged

exchange, Orestes slowly reveals his identity to Electra.

As Orestes confirms his realization that he is speaking to Electra, the two begin
communicating at cross purposes. Orestes is reacting to Electra’s life and the sad conditions she has
faced, and he laments the wretched misfortune that he has just fully come to understand (ofpot
TaAaivns &pa Tijode oupeopds, 1179). At this point, we understand that he is upset at learning
how terrible his sister’s life has been, and her misfortune becomes his own. We can also see her own
confusion in her response, since she is not aware of any reason why her pain would directly affect a
stranger with whom she presumably has no particular connection and she responds with “surely
you are not upset about me, stranger?” (oU 81 ToT’, & £V, aug’ éuoi oTévels Tade; 1180). Kells
suggests that this is because “Electra is not accustomed to having strangers feeling concern over
her. So she finds it hard to believe that it is herself that is the object of Orestes’ pity” (ad 1 180).
Kells is not wrong on this point, but the source of the confusion is somewhat more nuanced. It is
not the sadness of her plight in the abstract that strikes Orestes, but rather the personal connection
that he has to this misfortune—he has just learned that Ais sister has suffered terribly.

Even just in these first few lines, however, we can see clearly how understanding takes so
long to emerge. Orestes asks if he is looking at the “famous form of Electra” (cbv TO kAewodv eidos
‘HAéktpas T68e; 1177). Here, we see some important pragmatic nuances. His formulation of the
question is highly wrought and reflects the “dignity and solemnity” (Kells ad 1177) that is
appropriate to the moment and to the genre. However, Orestes flagrantly breaks the Gricean
Maxim of Manner, which suggests that speakers ought to be perspicuous and avoid ambiguity or
obscurity or prolixity. Rather than explain who he is or why he feels Electra’s own pain so deeply,
which would be the most relevant pieces of information at this point, Orestes instead obliquely
laments for the wretched misfortune (taAaivns . . . oupngopds, 1179), her body, which has been
treated dishonorably and impiously (6 odu” aTinws k&Béws épbapuévov, 1181) and her
unmarried and ill-fated life (ped Tfjs dviugou duoudpou Te ofjs TpoPiis, 1183). Throughout, we
can see Electra struggling to determine the missing information, though her persistent questions go
largely unanswered—alfter her initial confusion at 1180, she explicitly asks Orestes why he is so
upset about her plight (ti 81 ToT’, & Eév’, 8’ £moko&Y oTévels; 1184). Interestingly, she
addresses him as Eévos here, as she has at 1180 and 1182 already, clearly identifying him as

something without a particular stake in her own plight and someone with whom she does not have
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a pre-existing connection.” We can see the ways Electra moves forward in her attempts to
understand what is going on, starting from her reasonable (though ultimately inaccurate)
assumption that a speaker has not concealed his identity and that he would identify himself, if he
were a friend or kin of some sort. When Orestes finally answers her question about why he is
lamenting, Orestes’ identity (known only to him) separates his interpretation of this conversation
from Electra’s and we can see how the same words are interpreted in two very different directions
by the two participants in the conversation.

If we were to paraphrase Electra’s reasoning, it would rest on these underlying
presuppositions and logical progression:

Presupposition: (extreme) pity for suflering is something that only reasonably aflects friends

or family of the suflerer

Electra’s assertion that her interlocutor is a stranger (€évos) with no personal connection to her
then produces the following:

Entailment: My pain should not affect you [so much/
As such, we can now improve upon Kells’ reading of this scene and understand that Electra’s
reaction is not primarily a response to anyone expressing concern or pity for her, though we
understand that she has not received a great deal of sympathy lately. Instead, we can understand
her statement at line 1184—Tliterally, “Why then, stranger, do you lament so much when you look
at me?"—as actually meaning something more like “Why did my sad story make you so upset? You
are a stranger and my suffering presumably has no connection to you.” The difference in the
amount of information that Electra and Orestes possess leads to radically different interpretations

of the same exchange.

"HA: i 81 ToT’, & €€V, OB EMOKOTEV OTEVES; El: Why then, stranger, do you lament so much when
‘Op: cos oUK &p’ 1181 TGV €UV OUBEV KAKGV. you look at me?

"HA: v T digyveos ToUTo TGV eipnuéveov; Or: How, in fact, I knew nothing of my own woes!
‘Op: 6pédv ot ToAAoTs tumpémoucav &Ayeotv. EL In which of the things that have been said did you

1184-7 | come to realize this?
Or: Because I am seeing you, conspicuous in your

myriad woes.

37 The context makes quite clear that this is a use of Eévos that equates to “stranger” as a term of address (LS]J II and,
in particular, III.b) and not “guest-friend” (LS]J I). Electra has expressed suspicions that this stranger might in fact be
related to her, but she has phrased those suspicions in language related to ouyyevris, as at 1202, and Eévos here refers
to his unknown, stranger status. For more on this, see Dickey 1996.
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Orestes’ perspective

Electra’s perspective

El: Why are you so sad?

Or: [ understand now how much you, my
sister, suffered and by extension, I was/should
have been suffering all these years!

El: How so?

Or: Seeing you and your suffering made me
understand that.

El: Why are you so sad, stranger? You don’t
even know me!

Or: How ignorant I was of my own woes!

El: What that either of us has said in this
conversation possibly made you think that any
of these woes should affect you personally?
Or: Seeing you and your suffering made me
understand that.

At the end of this scene, just before Orestes finally reveals his identity, we see another

illustrative moment that corroborates this interpretation. Electra is still clearly operating under the

assumption I highlighted earlier, that only a relative of some sort would reasonably be this pained

on her behalf.3®

‘Op: @ BUoToTy’, €5 OP&V O EMOIKTIP

T&Aal.

"HA: pévos Ppotdov vuv {06’ émroikTipas

TOTE.

‘Op: udvos yap fikw Toiol 0ois AAydv

KakKoTs.

"HA:0U 81} 106’ nuiv Euyyevrs fikels ToBEv;
1199-1202

Or: Poor wretch! How I pity you, as I look at
you!

El: Know, then, that you alone among mortals
has ever pitied me.

Or: For I alone have come here, feeling grief at
your woes.

El: Surely you have not come as a relative of
ours from somewhere?

Again, Electra’s inferences are readily apparent in this scene. In the face of Orestes’ own

cryptic and oblique statements, Electra’s attempts to make sense of his words foreground her own

interpretive process. She is still unable to ascertain why this stranger takes such pity on her and,

38 Electra is not being entirely realistic here, and her claim that Orestes alone has ever pitied her is hyperbolic, since
the Chorus certainly pities her (as Kells notes, ad foc., “But what of the Chorus?”). Her hyperbole does serve at least
two purposes, however. Most obviously, this emphasizes the extent of her grief and despair, even if she overstates the
reality facing her. Simultaneously, her claim that Orestes alone has ever pitied her draws rhetorical attention to how
unusual his care is. As Electra describes things, Orestes is more concerned for her than her entire household, and even
though her statement is not entirely accurate, her claim nonetheless has the same rhetorical effect, in the heat of this
highly emotionally charged moment. The audience is unlikely to carefully weigh the merits of a claim like this and will
instead feel the effect of Electra’s claim, which highlights Orestes’ concern and kinship (known only to the audience in

this exchange).




adopting Jebb’s preferred reading of Tolol cois rather than Tois {cols at 1201,39 we can see
Electra apply the same basic assumption—that only kin would truly share in pity and suffering—to

try to solve her confusion in this scene.

Just looking at this isolated facet of this scene, we can already see how pragmatics—
combined with other interpretive tools—can help us to make sense of a complicated scene that
hinges on failed attempts to convey meaning effectively. As we can see, Grice’s maxims and the
other underlying principles I have detailed need not be followed for them to be useful tools. In fact,
they are most useful when they are not followed, since they can serve as a diagnostic tool to
determine how failures of communication occur. By looking at the statements and responses of the
two interlocutors, and knowing as we do that Orestes is more informed than Electra, we can
identify what realistic human impulses are at play. It does a disservice to this scene to simply
attribute its length and convolutions to dramatic suspense or some other theatrical effect. Similarly,
to look at Orestes’ wording and Electra’s confusion and conclude that this is a generic, tragic
convention of elevated language and tense stichomythia misses the point in many ways. To be sure,
all these analyses are accurate, but they are also insufficient. As I will also argue in the context of
oracular misunderstandings, Sophocles presents a complex and nuanced picture of how people

communicate with one another and the ways meaning and understanding can be compromised.

In the end, Electra’s assumption proves valid and Orestes reveals his identity as the kinsman
that she suspected he must be all along. The assumptions and her grounds for making them are
validated, and the lengthy process of recognition serves to highlight both the logical inferences that
Electra is making as well as the complicating factors that can further obscure meaning. Orestes is
not sure whom he can trust and his plan for revenge hinges on the element of secrecy. When
combined with dramatic conventions of lofty, tragic language, there are multiple psychological and
generic reasons for Orestes to be cautious about revealing his identity. In this scene, Sophocles
combines these motivations in a way that requires readers to employ multiple heuristic approaches

in order to make sense of it fully.

39 I adopt Jebb’s reading here of Toiot cois rather than Tois icots. Either variant produces coherent meaning, but I
am persuaded by his argument that Euyyevr|s in the following line suggests that something must have prompted
Electra’s assumption and Toiot cois does that far more effectively than Tois {cots.

24



Although I focused mostly on this particular assumption of Electra’s to explore the value of

pragmatic analysis, the final lines of this scene offer a bizarre series of circumlocutions on Orestes’

part, while Electra struggles to make sense of his cryptic and riddling language. I provide it here

because Orestes” ambiguous language shares a great deal with the ambiguous and cryptic language

of oracles, which will be my primary focus throughout the following chapters. However, because of

two critical differences between Orestes’ speech and oracular speech, Orestes can (eventually) be

understood effectively: (1) Orestes and Electra can continue to ask questions and clarify meaning in

a way that is impossible with oracles and (2) even though Orestes is proceeding in a strange and

confusing way, he is nonetheless aiming at comprehension. Because of this, despite the comically

circuitous path they take,* Electra and Orestes do eventually reach a shared understanding. The

conclusion of this scene represents a particularly flawed attempt at communication, but one which

nonetheless resolves into meaning, which is an interesting comparandum for oracular speech.

‘Op: nébes TOS &yyos viv, 8Trws TO Tav udos.
"HA: ) 8fita pos Becov TouTo W Epydor, Eéve.
‘Op: meibou AéyovTi koUx GuapTrioel TOTE.
"HA: urj, mpods yevelou, ury '6éAn T& pidTaTa.
‘Op: ol pnu’ E&oev.
"HA: & téAaw’ éyco oébev,

‘OpéoTa, Tiis offs €i oTepTicOUAL TAPTS.
‘Op: elpnua pver Tpods Bikns y&p oU OTEVELS.
"HA: réas Tov BavdvT’ aBeApov ou Bikn oTéve;
‘Op: oU ool TTPooTiKel TIHVEE TPOOPLIVETY PATIV.
"HA: oUteos &Tiuds el ToU TeBunkdTos;
‘Op: &Tipos oUdevds oUr TouTo & ouxi odv.
"HA: eimrep y’ 'OpéoTou odua BaoTalw TESE;
‘Op: &AN ouk 'OpéoTtou, ANV Aoy ¥’ foknuévov.
"HA: ol &' €01’ Ekeivou ToU TaAaimcdpou TAPos;
‘Op: ouk éoTl" TOU yap LVTOS OUK EOTIV TAPOS.
"HA: 1éas elmas, @ al;
‘Op: yeldos oudtv v Aéyw.
HA: 7 Cij yap aviip:
‘Op: eimep Euyuxods y' ey .
"HA: 7 y&p ou keivos;

1205-1222

Or: Hand over this urn now, so that you can learn
everything.

El: No, by the gods, do not do this to me, stranger!

Or: Listen to what I tell you to do and you will never err.
El: No, I beseech you at your knees, do not take this thing
which is most dear!

Or: I say that I will not allow that.

El: Alas for me and for you, Orestes, if I am to be deprived
of your burial!

Or: Say well-omened things! You are not justified in
lamenting.

El: How am I not justified in lamenting my dead brother?
Or: It is not appropriate for you to say these things.

El: Am I so dishonored of the dead?

Or: You are dishonored of no one. This is not yours.

El: It certainly is, if this is Orestes’ body I am holding.
Or: It is not Orestes’, except insofar as it has been
decorated with that story.

El: Then where is the tomb of that wretched man?

Or: There is none; there is no tomb for the living.

El: What are you saying, boy?

Or: I say nothing that is a lie.

El: Then the man is alive?

Or: If] in fact, 7am breathing.

El: Are you he?

40 I am thinking specifically of comic routines such as Abbott and Costello’s "Who's on First?” in which similar gaps in
knowledge and linguistic ambiguity are exploited to great comedic effect.
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In the face of seemingly nonsensical demands from Orestes, Electra responds in precisely
the way that we would imagine, from both a psychological perspective and from a pragmatic
perspective.#! She has trusted all of Orestes’ previous words and believes that the urn contains the

ashes of Orestes—a claim which she has had no reason yet to doubt.

I would like to replicate the example I provided of entailment from above: 7hat urn
contains the ashes of Orestes entails that Orestes is dead. As I mentioned above, a sentence can
entail something, whereas only a speaker can implicate. We are now in a better position to see the
clear application of these to an actual passage. When Orestes (in disguise) says that he and Pylades
come carefully bearing the meager remains of dead Orestes, in a small urn (pépovTes auToU
oukp& Aeiwav’ ev Bpaxel / Teuxel BavdvTos, cos Opds, kopilouev, 1113-4) and that this urn is
the container for Orestes’ body (168" &yyos {661 oddua ToUkeivou oTéyov, 1118), he has
implicated that Orestes is dead. The actual circumstances—that Orestes is alive—are not a secret,
clever potential meaning hidden in the language, as we will see is the case with oracular speech.
Electra’s interpretation is exactly as it should be here and she has correctly understood the words
that were spoken to her. The issue here is that the speaker was aiming at deception. Nonetheless,
pragmatics provides a useful mechanism for determining how and where this misunderstanding

occurred.

Linguistic Conclusions
In the example above, both speakers are humans who can question one another and

ascertain more details and eventually reach a shared understanding. This provides a useful example
to demonstrate the ways these theories can illuminate Sophoclean tragedy which is, as I will show in
the subsequent chapters, deeply concerned with the process of communication and language.
Characters in Sophocles’ plays are fundamentally rational actors. Their actions are motivated by

events in the play (or events external to the play which we have access to in some capacity) and,

41 There is a great deal more going on in these lines then I have detailed here. One particularly interesting feature is
the subtle linguistic shift that occurs throughout this passage, as Orestes’ identity comes to light. At the start, Electra
addresses Orestes as Eéve and describes Orestes (in the third person) as &8eAdv. When Electra addresses Orestes as
& Tal at line 1218, she is addressing someone who is E€vos to her and, with Tais, she is using a term reserved for
either children or servants/slaves. While she may be commenting on his age or his status in her eyes (as a reflection of
her frustration), this is nonetheless not a term that suggests respect. As it becomes clear that she is speaking to Orestes
(that Eévos and &BeApds are one and the same), his identity is also elevated from Tais to avrjp, linguistically marking
his recognition and his newly-elevated status. More than simply a recognition scene, this is also the moment where
Electra realizes that her brother, who was a mafs the last time she saw him, is now an &vrjp. The shift from Tafs to
avrjp gives a linguistic form to both these changes in Orestes’ identity.
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while we may not agree with their actions, we understand why they choose those actions. We can
analyze the characters using things like theory of mind, because these characters have minds that
can be read, to use Zunshine’s terminology (Zunshine 2006), and things like cognitive science and

psychology can yield useful insights when applied to literary characters.

Though tragedy is a heavily stylized genre and tragedians are not aiming for perfect
verisimilitude, the interactions between characters in these plays nonetheless conform broadly with
what we would expect from interactions between real people. Characters in these plays
communicate in ways that do accord with the pragmatic principles that I have laid out in this
introduction, as we saw in the exchange between Orestes and Electra. When characters talk to one
another, unless they have reason to be suspicious of their interlocutor, they both assume that they
are part of a cooperative conversation which aims at comprehension. As such, if the person they are
speaking to says something that initially seems not to comply with these maxims, the listener tries to
reinterpret the speaker’s words in a way that does fulfill the Gricean maxims, and seeks to confirm
their interpretation. If that proves impossible, then the listener asks clarifying questions or expresses
their confusion, and the two parties work to eliminate misunderstandings and arrive at

comprehension.

However, in the context of oracular speech, there is not the opportunity to work
cooperatively to negotiate meaning. Instead, the god speaks—ungoverned by human linguistic
conventions—and the hearer(s) must interpret the oracle without any additional context. Unlike
Orestes, whose motivations are at least somewhat clear (desire for revenge, fear of discovery, etc.),
gods who are issuing oracles are often inscrutable. Even when Zeus communicates with his own
son, Heracles, we will see that the communication is not straightforward or easily intelligible. In
stark contrast to communication between mortals, when communicating with a god, the hearer
cannot apply the contextual and linguistic tools that are at their disposal when communicating with

other humans. Gods, it seems, abide only by semantic rules and not pragmatic ones.

As I will show, the characters in these tragedies are unaware of this and persist in
interpreting divine, oracular speech as though it were human speech. This is not because
Sophocles wants to show that the gods are necessarily malicious or cruel (though that may well be
the case). Rather, by depicting gods who only speak the same language as mortals in strictly

semantic terms, Sophocles highlights all the non-semantic elements that contribute to meaning.
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Because the gods almost never physically appear in Sophoclean tragedy, they exist purely in a
linguistically-mediated form. Put more simply, the only concrete presence that the gods have in
these plays is through their words. In this sense, we can know very little about the gods qua gods
and I will generally avoid the question of how the gods are characterized. Instead, I will approach
their oracular pronouncements as an instance of non-human language which can be usefully
juxtaposed with human language. By seeing the ways (which can be most effectively analyzed
through a pragmatic framework) that humans fail to accurately interpret divine (non-human)
language, we can learn a great deal about the basic underlying assumptions and structures that do

effectively govern human communication.

Other Aspects of Oracles in the Ancient World

My focus in the subsequent chapters will be on literary oracles in Sophocles. This excludes
two major categories of oracles: non-Sophoclean literary oracles and actual oracles (i.e., non-
literary oracles). A striking feature of literary oracles is, as will be clear, how fundamentally different
they are from historical oracles. For this reason, it will be worthwhile to look at what we know of
actual oracular and divinatory practices in Ancient Greece. Further, we should question why such a
discrepancy exists between historical and literary oracles and what this discrepancy tells us about

conventions for oracular speech

Historical Oracles
The definitive studies of historical Delphic oracles are Parke 1939 (rev. 1956 with Wormell)

and Fontenrose 1978. For more recent work, see Johnston 2005 and 2008. Because Delphic

oracles are the most famous, I will focus primarily on them, but see also Parke 1967 for oracles of
Zeus at Dodona, Olympia, and Ammon. Parke and Wormell provide a broad, historical overview of
the Delphic oracle from its mythohistorical origins (detailed in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, the
Pythia’s speech in the prologue of the Lumenides, and Euripides’ account, in the mouth of the
Chorus in Iphigenia in Tauris). These accounts do not corroborate one another, though there are
points of similarity, and since material culture suggests that the region of Delphi was inhabited as

early as 1500 BCE, our literary sources do not give a clear picture of Delphi’s actual foundation.

What seems likely is pre-Apolline cult activity which was associated with some sort of
chthonic deity, likely an earth goddess. This is corroborated by the archaeological record, and we

see hints of this in the mythical foundation stories of Apollo killing a snaky monster and supplanting
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a female deity at Delphi—Minoan religion also suggests a connection between a female deity and
snakes (cf. the so-called “Minoan Snake Goddess”). Rituals and local myths at Delphi may
commemorate Apollo needing to atone for killing the snake (by exile in Thessaly, in some

accounts).

Actual divinatory practices at Delphi seem to have mirrored the overall trends in Greek
divination. Our first alleged oracular consultations at Delphi date to the 8" century#, but legends
are preserved which reflect augury# as well as divination via entrails (extispicy or haruspicy) and
interpretation of dreams (oneiromancy).# Divination by fire is attested as well (pyromancy),® as is
divination by lots (cleromancy).4 Parke and Wormell suggest that the term commonly used to
describe the Pythia giving oracles, &vaipeiv, relates to picking up (and then casting) lots or a
divinely inspired selection of lots (Parke and Wormell 1956: 9-10).47 By the archaic period,
however, cleromancy was the only other form of divination that survived at all, and the
overwhelming majority of oracles were given by direct utterances from the Pythia (with a male

priest who presided over the ceremonies).4

42 These are all responses Fontenrose classifies as Quasi-Historical, however, and include accounts like Pausanias’ story
of King Iphitos being told to renew the Olympic Games (QI in Fontenrose, 485 in Parke and Wormell, Paus. 5.4.6),
which would have to date to sometime before 776 BCE. Similarly, we have an account of Lycurgus of Sparta, King
Iphitos of Elis, and Cleosthenes of Pisa consulting the Delphic oracle about the Olympic festival (Q2, 486 in Parke and
Wormell, Phlegon OI. 1.3 and schol. vet. On Plato Rep. 465d) which would date to sometime before 776 as well
(Fontenrose dates it 884-776 BCE, but also declares it not to be genuine). The carliest extant responses Fontenrose
considers genuine are from c. 440-430 BCE (H1, 123 in Parke and Wormell, IG 12.77 = Oliver 1950: 13, lines 7-11)
and relates to people receiving public maintenance in the prytaneion, though the text is not preserved well enough to
tell the specifics of the response. For what we can know about the early history at Delphi, see Sourvinou-Inwood 1979.
43 Paus. 10.6.1 attributes the invention of augury to Parnassus, namesake of the mountain (see also Str. Byz. s.v.
TMMapvaocods). Pliny also attributes knowledge of augury, though not its invention, to Phemonoe the Pythia (HNV
10.21). Flaceliere 1938 argues (based on h.Merc. 543) that augury was once used to tell if the oracle could be
consulted with good results.

44 Pliny HN7.203 attributes the invention of haruspicy to Delphus, namesake of Delphi, and attributes the
interpretation of portents and dreams (interpretationem ostentorum et somniorum) to Amphictyon, namesake of the
Amphictyony.

45 Paus. 10.5.6 and Hsch. s.v. Tupkéot. This is likely connected in some way to the fire in the temple at Delphi.

46 The ancient evidence is more oblique on this point. For an overview, see Parke and Wormell 1956: 15 as well as
Bouché-Leclercq 1879, Halliday 1913, Robbins 1916, Amandry 1950. For cleromancy as the original form of
divination at Delphi, see Nilsson 1906: 155-159.

47 This interpretation is shared by others and uses as evidence the many mentions of lot oracles and mantic yijpot in
late sources. The lateness of these sources (Nonnus, Hesychius, Stephen of Byzantium) does make their testimony less
reliable, however. For a thorough list of sources on the possibility of lots, see Fontenrose 1978: 219, fn. 33.

48 There has been debate about the role that the priests played and some have posited that the priests were actually
bards in practice, and they would translate the Pythia’s words into verse. However, it is now the consensus opinion that
the Pythia herself delivered the oracles. On this point, see Maurizio 1995.
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As I noted above, this move from augury and pyromancy and other such methods of
divination toward verbal oracles is not unique to Delphi. In general, literary evidence suggests that
Greek divinatory practices shifted in this direction.# In Homer, for instance, the future is told
either through dreams® or through natural omens. Though gods do appear to mortals and speak
with them directly, this is treatment reserved for exceptional heroes. Heroes of the more common
sort (the supporting characters of the Homeric epics, as it were, who inhabit the heroic era but are
not as kingly or famous as men like Achilles, Hector, and Odysseus) rely primarily on things like
bird signs to discern the will of the gods.5' To take the example of signs from birds, we know that a
bird is not always an omen, but that it takes on specific meaning in certain contexts.5> Once the bird
is recognized as a form of communication, then an interpreter can divine the meaning it intends to
convey (as Calchas does at 7/. 2.308-20). Ornithomancy, at least in Homer, is not available to
everyone and it seems as though the ability to interpret birds and other omens is one of the
defining characteristic of a Homeric prophet.5* The prophet then “reads™ the sign which has likely

occurred in the context of a sacrifice or some other moment when mortals are attempting to

49 For a general overview of this process, see Bushnell 1988. It might be more accurate to say that literature points to
this sort of development over time. It seems reasonable to infer that literature is reflecting something about the
development of actual divination practices, but there is a great deal that is artificial about literary divination, as I will
examine throughout this dissertation. Because of this, I do not think that we can comfortably assume that the move
from sign- or omen-based divination that we see in our literary texts is necessarily a reflection of actual practices.

50 These can be either accurate or misleading and can also be straightforward or involve interpretation. For an
example of a misleading dream, see Agamemnon’s dream at /7. 2.1-34. For a dream requiring interpretation, see
Penelope’s dream at Od. 19.535-50. In effect, this is a bird sign within a dream.

51 For discussions of bird signs, see Bouché-Leclercq 2003, or Thompson 1936 (for specific birds and their connection
to particular divinities). See also Bloch 1963 on the types of omens found at Od. 2.146-55 or /1. 2.308-20, which feature
natural signs (animals) behaving in unnatural, portentous ways.

52 As Eurymachus states at Od. 2.181-2, many birds make their way beneath the rays of the sun, but they are not all
portentous (&pwviBes 8¢ Te ToAAoi U alyds fleliolo / portéC’, oude Te TavTes evaioipor). The weight of this line
should be colored by the fact that Eurymachus is wrong about these birds, which the narrator has just told us were sent
from Zeus, and Eurymachus uses his flawed reading of the birds (despite insisting that he is a better reader of bird signs
than Halitherses, who has in fact just read the omens correctly) to argue that Odysseus is dead, which is also false. This
is all to say that we cannot take this line entirely at face value, but the gnomic sentiment expressed in these two lines
seems accurate, even if Eurymachus does not apply this principle correctly to these particular birds.

53 Though, it should be noted, this is not exclusive to prophets. Helen, for instance, is able to read omens, even though
she is not a prophet. For the process of interpreting omens and the transmission of omens as a type of messenger scene,
see Ready 2014.

54 It is unclear what the cause-effect relationship is between these two attributes, though it does not matter in any
substantive way, for my purposes. We do not know if there is something else about Calchas that makes him a prophet,
and by virtue of that, he can read bird signs, or if the ability to read bird signs is what grants him his status as a prophet.
That is to say, 1 HavTikr is not explicitly defined. See Bouché-Leclercq 1879 and Halliday 1913 (in response) on the
development of a more rigorous system of orthinomancy by the Hellenistic period. At that point, there are clearly
defined codes for interpreting the direction, species, and action of birds. Homer paints a very different picture,
however, or at least chooses not to include the technical details involved in interpreting bird signs.

30



communicate with the divine,’ and the prophet can even be seen as a participant in a conversation
of sorts, in which the bird is a divine answer to the (explicit or implicit) request that the mortals

have just made.

Significantly, however, these conversations are only available to priests and prophets (those
conducting sacrifices and reading omens) and all the other Greeks must rely on them to
communicate effectively and reliably. As Bushnell has detailed nicely, however,® Greeks shift away
from the sort of divinations that rely on the interpretation of signs (such as birds, entrails, or dice)
in the 5th century BCE. These sorts of divination are relegated to a secondary position and Greeks
move toward what Vernant (following Crahay) calls the “oracular dialogue.”s” The effect of this
shift is seemingly to make communication from the divine accessible to everyone—once placed into
the Greek language, prophecies would seem to be equally accessible to any speaker of the Greek
language.’® As I will explore in subsequent chapters, this accessibility is only apparentin the context
of Sophocles’ plays, and the language of oracles is subtly different from the normal Greek language
(so subtle as to be indiscernible to the characters within the play, though not to an external viewer
or reader), and this subtle difference is one that can only be effectively understood by the
application of pragmatic linguistic analysis. However, in actual oracles, this is not the case, and we
have no reason to think that oracles were transmitted in anything other than the standard Greek
language. For Greek people who consulted oracles, the responses they received were in a form that
they (or anyone else) could readily interpret effectively. A shift from other sorts of divination to
oracular divination marks a democratization of the divination process. The natural signs were
replaced by linguistic signs (signs in a Saussurean, semiotic sense) which needed no special

expertise to interpret.

To return to the form and content of the oracles dispensed at Delphi, Fontenrose collects a
total of 535 Delphic responses, divided into Historical Responses (75 examples), Quasi-Historical

Responses (268 examples), Legendary Responses (176 examples) and Fictional Responses (16

55 Stockinger 1959 suggests that omens appear at times when mortals are in some sort of contact with the gods (during
a prayer or a sacrifice).

56 See Bushnell 1988: 1-42.

57 Vernant 1974: 18-19, following Crahay 1956.

58 With Bushnell 1988: 14, I am somewhat skeptical of the claim made by Fontenrose 1978 that the Pythia “was not
seized by a frenzy” or that she “spoke coherently, and it was she, not the prophets, who gave the response in final form
to the inquirer” (224).
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examples).5? Though some of his classification choices have been questioned,® this remains the
most thorough and complete catalogue of oracular responses (95 entries from Parke and Wormell’s
catalogue have been removed and 15 additional entries added—Fontenrose includes only 535
entries, as opposed to 615 in Parke and Wormell, due in large part to reclassification and
rearrangement of the responses. I am generally persuaded by Fontenrose’s classifications and
conclusions, which were controversial at the time of publication but have become increasingly well-

accepted since then.

Fontenrose’s Historical category includes responses which are recorded in contemporary
records. Among this category, he distinguishes between the most genuine, which are recorded by
the person who received the oracle or someone close to them. Less genuine are the oracles
reported by hearsay, such as the oracle Chairephon received about Socrates (item H3 in his
catalogue). Fontenrose is careful to note that historical does not mean genuine. His Quasi-
Historical category includes oracles which are alleged to have been delivered in historical times
(i.e., non-mythological /legendary) but which were not recorded until after the lifetime of the
person who received the oracle. Legendary responses are responses which are transmitted as part
of a “legendary narrative,” which he defines as stories about events which took place before the 8%
century BCE. Finally, Fictional responses are responses invented by poets and playwrights for
works of fiction. His final words on this subject is useful: “The inventors did not intend that anyone
think them authentic; their audience or readers were not likely to believe them genuine. These
responses are important only in so far as they reveal ancient conceptions of Delphic oracles™

(Fontenrose 1976: 9).

His conclusion is that these Historical questions are commonplace and are generally posed
as a simple yes/no or Choice A/Choice B questions (we might think of these as questions in a
multiple-choice format), generally on matters of public interest, such as political or religious affairs.

Significantly for my purposes in this study, he concludes that

A) Ambiguous and riddling phrasing is not an authentic feature of genuine oracles

59 At times, Fontenrose combines two responses into one two-part response; elsewhere, Fontenrose omits responses he
thinks come from Didyma or another non-Delphic oracle
60 See for instance Maurizio 1997.
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B) Many of the famous oracular responses (found in Herodotus and later authors) are
inauthentic or at least dubious
and he further suggests that the characteristics of fictional oracles (ambiguous wording, misleading
or incomplete predictions, etc.) become dominant characteristics of literary oracles, such that
traditional riddles and proverbs are laterattributed to the Delphic oracle, reiterating this image of
the Delphic oracle as a source of unclear prophecy. Once the trope of riddling, unclear oracular
communication was established, any sort of riddle or wordplay could then be attributed to an

oracle, reinforcing the reputation of oracles.®!

For additional reading on historical oracles, see also Rosenberger 2003, Friese 2010, and
Eidinow 2013, and for divinatory practices in the Roman time period, Busine 2006 is a useful
starting point, though she focuses on Roman Asia Minor. For a general epigraphical study (i.e., not
one confined to a particular site), see Guarducci 1978. Among smaller sites not covered here,
Klaros is perhaps the most significant. For information on oracles at Klaros, see Parke 1985:112-
170, Merkelbach and Stauber 1996 and Oesterheld 2008. Additionally, Oracle consultations were
an involved process and there was often extensive travel required to get to the oracle.®> Once at the
oracle, there was often required sacrifice of a costly TeAavds cake, the proceeds from which went
to the temple itself, and there could be additional fees.® The process was also often conducted or

mediated by priests or temple attendants.®

61 As a few final notes on historical oracles, Delphi was not the only site of an oracle, and prominent oracles were also
located in Didyma (another oracle of Apollo) and Dodona (an oracle of Zeus). For details about Didyma, see Parke
1985: 1—111, Fontenrose 1988, Morgan 1989, Oesterheld 2008. Turning to Dodona, Parke’s pronouncement that
“The material found at Dodona...is not of a kind which would greatly reward the effort of collecting it into a corpus”
(Parke 1967: 259) was thankfully not the last word on the subject and there have been several recent studies which have
advanced our understanding of consultations at Dodona significantly. For details about Dodona and a collection of
inscriptions, see Lhote 2006 and Eidinow 2007. For the latest edition of these inscriptions, see the 2013 edition by
Dakaris, Vokotopoulou, and Christidis (DVC). Each of these three works contains a slightly different selection of
inscriptions as well as different interpretations of the fragmentary findings and are worth consulting in tandem. See also
Parker 2016 on oracular consultation at Dodona.

62 For pilgrimages to Delphi, see Arnush 2005 (in Elsner and Rutherford 2005) and for pilgrimage in antiquity more
broadly, see the rest of Elsner and Rutherford 2005.

63 For financial considerations and demands at Delphi, see Rosemberg 1999

64 On temple personnel in general, see Georgoudi 1994. There is extensive debate about the role of priests or
attendants at both Delphi and Dodona. At Delphi, the debate centers on whether the Pythia gave oracles directly to
questioners or if she pronounced oracles in a secluded portion of the temple and then the oracles were transmitted via a
third party. On the Hosioi at Delphi, see Jay-Robert 1997. There is also debate about what form the oracles were in.
The main alternatives are that the Pythia delivered oracles directly in hexameters; she raved while in a trance, and the
priests translated her ravings into hexameters; or the oracles never took actual hexameter form and that is an
exclusively literary convention. For more on the Pythia’s role, see Fontenrose 1978: 126-228, Versnel 1992, Price 1985,
and Suarez de la Torre 1998. This question connects to the controversial debate about the Pythia’s mental state while
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It is worth considering not only what the oracles said, but also what the oracle was asked.
Literary oracles are not always given in response to a question, but actual oracular consultations
were always in a question/answer format. We do not always have corresponding questions and
answers, but of those that survive, none presents an oracle who does not answer the question that is
posed to it. Unlike unprovoked oracles which often occur in literary contexts, actual oracles do not
provide answers to anything but what they are asked. As to the sorts of questions posed to oracles,
Beerden 2013 concludes (working from the 75 oracular responses in Fontenrose’s Historical
category) that Delphic oracles are expected to function predominantly in an advisory capacity,® as
opposed to an instructive, indicative or predictive capacity.®® An analysis of Dodona provides
similar results: working from Lhéte’s 152 questions from Dodona, nearly half of the responses are

advisory.%
As an example of what constitutes an advisory question, I include an example from Dodona:

TUxa dyabd. "H tuyxdvowul ka éutropeuduevos | 81rus ka Sokijt oupgopov Euev, kai
&ycwv, T Ka SOkl | Gua T&L TEXVAL XPEUUEVOS.

Good fortune. Whether I would do better travelling to where it seems good to me, and
doing business there, if it seems good, and at the same time practicing my craft.®®

delivering oracles and the possibility of some sort of hallucinatory agent (gas fumes or drugs). For a small portion of the
extant scholarship on this question, see Holland 1933, Chirassi Colombo 1991, Maurizio 1995, Strauss-Clay 1996, and
Lehoux 2007. At Dodona, there is debate about the precise role of the attendants (the Selloi). On the Selloi,
Georgoudi 1994: 335— 340 provides a useful treatment. Beerden 2013 omits them from her examination because she
does not think they are manteis.

65 Beerden’s classification is useful for analyzing these responses. Advisory questions are ones here the questioner asks
whether he ought to perform a particular task or make a particular decision. These usually take the form of “Will it be
better if I do X or Y?” Instructive questions ask for specific instructions, such as “To which god should I sacrifice?”
Her indicative category refers to general questions about the future, such as “Will I be happy?” Though these are
similar to predictive, Beerden makes these into a separate category, though I find her rationale for this to be flawed:
“They contain a predictive element but the supernatural is not specifically asked to look into the future: the question is
general and the timeframe vague” (Beerden 2013: 212). I think that these do form a useful classification, not for the
reasons Beerden lists, since any question about the future necessarily asks the god to look into the future—to determine
whether the questioner will be happy, the god must look into the future and see what their lot in life is. However, I do
think that this is useful as a distinct category from predictive, since these questions are not connected to any sort of
action and are not about a specific time. The vagueness of these questions does seem to distinguish them from what
Beerden classifies as predictive oracles. The final category is predictive, which includes requests for specific information
about the future as well as the past. Though I think it would be useful to separate questions about the past from those
about the future, Beerden combines these two. Here, she includes questions like “Who are my parents?” or “What will
happen if I do X?” These ask for specific knowledge that is currently unknown by the questioner.

66 She finds that 33 of 75 (44%) are advisory, 31 are instructive (41.3 %), 4 are indicative (5.3 %), and 2 are predictive
(2.7%). The finds that 5 (6.7%) cannot be placed into one of these classifications (Beerden 2013: 213).

67 There are in fact 187 responses from Dodona, but 35 are illegible. Of those 152, Beerden finds that 73 are advisory
(48%), 35 are indicative (23%),31 are instructive (20.4 %), and 11 are predictive (7.2%), and 2 combine prediction and
instruction (1.3%) (Beerden 2013: 2013-4)

68 Text and translation taken from Eidinow 2007: 97, number g.
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At its heart, this is a yes/no question: Should I take this action? This is the sort of question which
forms the overwhelming majority of the questions posed to oracles.

To conclude, our extant material evidence suggests that historical oracle consultations
involved a structurally simple, yes/no (or, rarely, a multiple choice) question posed either to a
temple functionary or to the priest or priestess directly. The questions generally involved advice
about the best course of action and responses were straightforward and direct,® and rarely gave
precise, detailed predictions about the future. Further, there are no examples from Delphi,
Dodona, or Didyma which are widely held to be authentic which are written in meter.” How, then,
do literary oracles take such a vastly different form? And what should we make of all the oracles in

verse which are preserved in the literary record,” if not the archaeological record?

It will be useful to look at Herodotus as an intermediary between actual oracular practice,
as detailed here, and the literary oracles in Sophocles. Herodotus purports to be providing an
accurate history and ethnography, and yet his History features oracles which bear little

resemblance to the sort of oracles I have detailed here.

Oracles in Herodotus
Crahay 1956 remains the most thorough and exhaustive study of Herodotean oracles. He

concludes (as does Fontenrose 1978) that very few of the oracles in Herodotus provide a verbatim
account of an actual oracle given at Delphi (or elsewhere). Of the few oracles that he deems
authentic, the majority are related to cult, and they are almost entirely instances in which Delphi
confirms an extant cult, rather than prescribing the formation or introduction of a new cult. Crahay
concludes that the false oracles were political inventions, whereas others (e.g., Defradas 1954) have

suggested that these stories were generated by the priests at Delphi (whom he characterizes harshly

69 Naerebout and Beerden perform their own analysis, using (with some reservations) the oracle collections compiled
in Eidinow 2007 (for Dodona) and Fontenrose 1978 (for Delphi). Based on these, they calculate that at least 96% of
the historical Delphic oracles are unambiguous, and they find no evidence of truly ambiguous oracles at Dodona
(Naerebout and Beerden 2012).

70 On Dodona, Eidinow concludes that “Although none of the texts seems to offer traces of poetry, and the literary
evidence suggests a prose format, the possibility still remains that the answers were given in verse” (Eidinow 2007:
138). For methodological problems with these studies, see the following section.

71 In addition to Herodotus and Sophocles, Plutarch’s On the Oracles at Delphi No Longer Given in Verse (Plut.
Mor. 394d-409d) presents a very detailed description of the shift away from overwrought oracles and Plutarch in fact
suggests that Apollo caused this shift in oracular style because people were unable to understand the oracles in their
earlier, poetic form (406f: &peAcov 8¢ TGOV xprouddv €1n kai YA ooas kai Tepippaoels kai dodeeiav oUTtw
BiaAéyecbal TapeokeUaoe TOIS XPWHEVOLS os vOpol Te TToAeot BiaAéyovTtal kal BaciAels évtuyxdvouat drjuols
kal pabntai didaockdAwv dkpoddvTal, TPds TO cuveTdV Kal Mhavov apuolouevos.). See also Parke 1945 for a
collection of metrical oracles which are in non-hexameter verses.
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as ambitieux et avisé and impérialiste et usurpateur), in order to elevate the Delphic oracle’s status.
Yet others, such as Amandry 1956, have suggested that they were exaggerations of an underlying
oracle which was actually delivered. The broad issues with all these studies,”> however, is
encapsulated in a review of Crahay’s work, which asks “How many oracles are genuine? How, and
by whom, were the false invented?” before reluctantly concluding that we cannot answer those
questions conclusively (Forrest 1958). Forrest is quite right that Crahay’s work does not effectively
answer these questions (as T will discuss below, I do not think that these are the most useful
questions to be asking in the first place), nor does it provide an answer to the question of how to
balance the clearly fictionalized, literary oracles with all the evidence to suggest that Delphi did

play a very real role in Greek political discourses.

To address these issues, I turn to work done by Oswyn Murray and Lisa Maurizio,” both of
whom treat Herodotus as more of an oral history than a purely literate history. When looking at
oracles in particular, this approach is very illuminating. Murray moves away from the
authentic/fake dichotomy and concludes that there is a great deal of space between real and
fictional, in terms of Herodotus’ narrative structures (Murray 2001 [1987]). The fact that stories in
Herodotus resemble one another or folktales or other traditional stories does not mean that the
story is entirely made up, Murray argues, and we need not discount an entire story based on
elements like a suspicious resemblance between contemporary events and events in the distant past.
Instead, Ionian storytelling conventions rely on certain tropes and conventional forms, and that
Herodotus’ work demonstrates many of the techniques of the professional storytellers in what he
refers to as the “moralizing Eastern Greek tradition.” Murray argues that the very features of
Herodotean history which have caused many scholars to question their veracity—things like
common folktale tropes, such as the wise advisor who is not heeded (Demaratus, Artabanus)—are
hallmarks of a storytelling style that Herodotus adopted from the Ionian tradition. Murray
concludes that “to one brought up in the traditions of storytelling in Ionia it was the obvious way to
present the Great Event. It is in fact this moralizing East Greek tradition which created Herodotus
as a historian, and which moulded his attitudes towards the patterns in history, the narrative

techniques of his art, and the roles of creativity, accuracy, and invention. For we must recognize

72 And here, I would include several other works (primarily but not exclusively by French scholars) that were roughly
contemporancous, such as Amandry 1950, Defradas 1954, Delcourt 1981 (first edition published in 1955), Parke 1956
73 Maurizio 1997 and Murray 2001 [1987] and 2001.
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that ultimately truth in Herodotus is a question of aesthetics and morality, as much as of fact”
(Murray 2001 [1987]: 34). Conformance to a story type does not mean that these stories are
fabricated, he argues, but simply that Herodotus took events as he learned about them and shaped
them into the narrative forms he knew (which were largely oral performances by professional

storytellers). He took the facts, as we might think of them, and formed them into a story.7

Maurizio too takes an approach that focuses on the role that oral histories and oral
transmission play in Herodotus’ work.” To begin, she provides a useful overview of the approach
to Delphic oracles which was long taken by literary scholars. This process, as exemplified in the
previous section, generally involves establishing an oracle’s authenticity, “where authenticity
implies that it is a fact that there was a consultation of the Delphic oracle, that a response was given
and that the account of these events reports the occasion of the consultation and the response
verbatim” (Maurizio 1997: 309). She (rightly, I think) attributes the longevity of this type of
scholarship both to positivism as well as to the legacy of the major works on Delphic oracular
responses: Parke and Wormell 1956 and Fontenrose 1978. Both these works aimed at systematizing
approaches to the question of authenticity and developing some objective criteria on which to base
these classifications. Crahay 1955 uses a fundamentally similar approach and reaches a similar
conclusion to Fontenrose,” which is that an overwhelming majority of the oracles which have
survived are inauthentic. These approaches have been criticized,”” but Fontenrose remains the
authoritative collection of Delphic responses, and it seems likely that the structure of his collection,
organized by authenticity, cannot help but predispose scholars to think of oracles in those terms (if

only subconsciously).

74 I should note that Luraghi 2001 raises objections to this interpretation (namely, that this posits an Ionian storytelling
tradition for which there is no actual evidence), though Murray remains committed to the central premise of his 1987
article, which he revisited in a 2001 postscript.

75 It corroborates her approach that the only two instances in Herodotus when writing is clearly attested at Delphi are
the “wooden wall” oracle (Hdt. 7.142, ...ouyypawyduevol dmall&oocovTo & Tas ABrjvas) and when Croesus tests
the oracles (Hdt. 1.48 explicitly describes the messengers writing their oracles down for Croesus to read: TaUta ol
Audoi Beomodons Tijs TTubing ouyypawydauevol...évbaita 6 Kpoioos ékacta avamTioowy Emcpa Tév
OUYYPOUUATV).

76 Crahay distinguishes the oracles which are found in prose summaries in Herodotus from the oracles in hexameters.
He concludes that the former, which relate to religious matters, were told to Herodotus by priests at Delphi, and are
therefore authentic, whereas the latter category come from romanticized biographies of eastern rulers and are
fictionalized.

77 While Mikalson praises Fontenrose’s "precise historical and philological methodology" with its "cold hard realism"
(Mikalson 1980/1981: 179-80) and Dietrich 1980: 238-39 follows suit, many others have objected to the methodology
as well as the conclusions Fontenrose draws, including Robertson 1982, Brenk 1980, and Maurizio 1997.
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As noted above, the stories in Herodotus conform largely to traditional story patterns, and
nowhere is this more true than in oracular stories. Many have been tempted by the similarities in
narrative structures to disregard all the oracles as fictionalized, and Homeric echoes and other
stylistic elements have caused suspicion as well (on the grounds that these are evidence of conscious
manipulation by the author to include allusions and other stylistic embellishments).”® Maurizio goes
further than Murray in suggesting that authenticity (in the sense of the Pythia’s ipsissima verba) is
simply not the correct focus for studies of Herodotean oracles,” and she points out that even
inscriptional evidence is not a reliable source of authenticity, since inscriptions reflect inscriptional
practice and are not necessarily even intended to be verbatim copies of what the Pythia said. She
instead uses oral historian Jan Vansina’s concept of “structuration” to make sense of these plot
similarities. ®Structuration describes this process, common in oral traditions, to fit events into a
familiar pattern to make a memorable and coherent narrative structure:

Sequential order is imposed and the ordering made easier to remember by patterning

successive accounts in one of the basic ways in which the mind patterns-by oppositions, or

by strong sequential association.... Finally there is the known tendency of the mind in
memory to construct a coherent discourse. This leads to structuring the same topics over

and over again so that they become more meaningful in terms of world view of the culture
in question (Vansina 1985: 171).

Maurizio notes that the sheer number of what Fontenrose terms the Quasi-Historical Delphic
oracles (oracles which were recorded after the lifetime of the recipient of the original oracle)
suggests that the oracles are “oral derived,” meaning that the written form is the product of a long
process of oral transmission.?” She also suggests that our ideas about truth may not correspond to

those of Herodotus and his audience and that all of the oracles attributed to Delphi were all

78 Crahay, for instance, makes this argument about many oracles. Though I think Crahay (and Parke and Wormell and
Fontenrose) are taking a fundamentally flawed approach to these oracles, I would also comment that even using their
approach, Homeric echoes are not necessarily a disqualifying element. If the priests at Delphi (or, less likely, the Pythia
herself) were trained as oral poets, then we could expect oracles to share many similarities with other popular oral
poetry.

79 Her parallel to Homer is useful here: “In the same way that it is not possible to recover the "original" songs of
Homer (or "Homer"), it is not possible to recover the Pythias' original words, their jpsissima verba. No oracle in the
Delphic tradition can be proven to be such. Nor can oracles which originated from the Pythias in Delphi be easily
distinguished from those which did not” (Maurizio 1997: 312). She draws upon Homeric scholarship on oral
performance throughout her article, and the general principles which shape studies on Homer and oral composition
are illuminating when applied to Herodotus.

80 On the process of structuration in oral traditions, see Vansina 1985: 7I1-79, 165-73. See Peradotto 1974: 822-25 for
an analysis of the narrative patterns of oracular tales.

81 On the term "oral-derived," see Foley 1990.
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considered to be “true,” in the sense that the audience deemed them all to be authentic and

fulfilled.?

The picture that emerges from Maurizio’s approach is one in which an oral oracle genre
emerges, and oracle stories are expected to include certain features.® When we view Herodotus as
recounting oral-derived stories which have been transmitted through several intermediaries who
considered these to be authentic oracles, we must resign ourselves to the idea that whatever
original form the Pythia’s words took, they have been altered at least somewhat in the transmission
process (as each subsequent storyteller recomposes the oracle to fit their own narrative). The
repetition and interchangeability of elements of oracles or even the entirety of those oracles is not

a sign of forgery so much as a sign of the Delphic genre, which begins to look very similar to

82 Maurizio’s argument includes a fluid concept of author and audience in the transmission process. E.g., “Since
oracles were accepted (or rejected), interpreted (and during this process re-worded), remembered and recited by a
community of believers, their author, properly speaking, was the community itself, not the Pythia, nor the author who
recorded them in writing. Thus, a recognition of the oral transmission of oracles requires us to revise our notions of
authenticity and authorship, two interrelated concepts” (Maurizio 1997: 313). Her argument is compelling, but the
details of it are not necessary for this overview, so I have omitted much of this from my summary of her work. The basic
premise is that at each stage of transmission (Pythia to the theoros/theoroi, theoroi to the community who sent him,
and community members among themselves, and eventually—often with additional intermediate steps—someone
telling Herodotus, who then wrote down a form) there is a separate author and a separate audience and the audience
needs to confer authority and legitimacy to the oracle at each stage of the process. She cites instances in which the
audience does not grant that legitimacy or cautions an ambassador not to exercise any authority in changing the
oracle’s form to support this interpretation, which is quite compelling. For instance, Theognis 805-810 explicitly state
that a theoros should not meddle with the oracle he receives, suggesting that this was something that some theoroi did:

Toépvou kai 0Tdbuns kai yvopovos &vdpa Becopdv Cyrnus, a man who is a theoros needs to be careful
euBUTepOV Xpn <E>pev, KUpve, puhaccduevoy, that he is more straight and upright than a carpenter’s
orTwvi kev TTuBéow Beod xpricac’ iépeia compass, his rule, and his square, the man to whom
SNV onurvnt Tiovos ¢§ aduTtou the priestess at Delphi gives an oracle and reveals the
oUTE T Y&p TpocBeis oUdév K’ ET1 pdppakov elpots, | voice of the god, from out of the rich adyton. For you
oUd” dpeAcov Tpods Beddv duTrAakiny Tpoeuyols. would not be able to find any remedy, if you make any
Theog. 805-10 | addition, nor would you be able to avoid offense
before the gods if you remove anything.

Further, Croesus’ demand that his ambassadors write down what the oracles tell them, when he is testing the oracles
(Hdt. 1.48) reflects a concern that theoroi might not faithfully transmit the oracles they receive. She also cites an
account of Oenomaus, a Cynic philosopher, in which an oracle is not confirmed and thereby has no conferred
legitimacy (Eusebius Praep. Evang. 5.22.214AfT.).

83 For elements of Herodotus which reflect oral composition, see Immerwahr 1966 and Lang 1984 in addition to
Murray 2001 [1987].

84 See Maurizio 1997: 323-4 on an oracle (PW1) which is preserved in several sources and which is said to have been
given to several different people and by several different oracles. Ion of Chios says that it was delivered at Delphi to
Aegium (FGrHTII 51) on the topic of the First Sacred War, but it is also said to have been given to the Megarians
(Mnaseas recounts that Callimachus says this at FGrHIII 157). The version in Dinias substantively changes the content
of the oracle, as does a version attributed to Oenomaus (in Eus. P.E. 5.29.4). Plato alludes to yet a different version
(Hp. Ma. 288b) (see Parke and Wormell 1956: I 82-4 and their full apparatus criticus on PWT for all the attested

variants).
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Homeric poems: accounts of oracles are expected to be in meter (usually hexameters)® and often

feature recycled phrases and motifs which are flexibly and easily repurposed for a particular

setting.® If we understand these folk motifs and recycled elements as markers of oracles rather than

purely literary fictions, then we are forced to reconsider what it means to talk about an oracle being

“authentic” at all.

As an extended case study of both Herodotean oracles and the history of scholarship on

them, I will look at the “wooden walls™ oracle from Herodotus, since it has been the focus of many

recent studies: Georges 1986; Holladay 1987; Robertson 1987, Vernant 1991, Manetti 1993, and

Maurizio 1997.

Herodotus recounts how the Athenians went to Delphi for advice, and the Pythia,

Aristonice, gave them the following oracle:

"W péAeo, Ti k&BNoBe; Aoy Uy’ €5 EoxaTa yaings
ScopaTta kal méAios Tpoxoeldios dkpa k&pnva.
OUte y&p 1 kKepaAn pével Eutredov olUte TO odua,
oUTe TTOBes véaTol oUT’ oV XEPES, OUTE TI HECOT|S
AetmeTal, GAN &CnAa TréAer kaT& Ydp pw Epeiel
TUp Te Kai 6EUs Aprs, cupinyeves dpua Sicdokeov.
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Hdt. 7.140

Wretched ones, why are you still seated here? Leave, flee to
the ends of the earth, flee your homes and the heights of the
circle of Athens

For the head will not remain secure, nor will the body, not
the lowest feet, nor its hands, nor will anything in the middle
remain, but all is in ruins. Fire and Ares, driving swiftly a
Syrian chariot, rushes down upon it. He will demolish many
other citadels, not only yours, and he will give many temples
of the immortal gods to the fierce fire. They now stand,
dripping with sweat, pallid with fear, and black blood is
poured upon the peaks of their roofs, A harbinger of the
inevitable evil. Leave, then, from the adyton, and cover over
your woes with a courageous spirit.

Unsurprisingly, the Athenians did not like this oracle, which painted a very bleak picture, so they

returned to Delphi to ask for another oracle, and refused to leave Delphi until they were given one.

At this point, they receive a second oracle:

85 There is no evidence to suggest that this is the case at Dodona, though this is very likely a result of having very few
literary accounts of oracles from Dodona (although the material evidence from Dodona does not reveal any metrical
oracles, the same can be said about the material evidence at Delphi.). Any argument about the oracular conventions at

Dodona is largely an argumentum ex silentio.

86 See Maurizio 1997: 324-6 for a series of oracles and oracle stories which are about ravens (many are about white
ravens being a sign, though what they signify varies) and many of which are explicitly connected to the phrase &g
képakas (go to the ravens). White ravens are also a proverbial descriptor of an unlikely event (AP 11.417; Luc. Epigr.
43; Arist. HA 51926, though Aristotle presents them as a real phenomenon and not merely a proverb). Idiom, folk tale,
actiology, and oracle overlap here, blending the genres somewhat.
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Hdt. 7.141

Pallas is unable to propitiate Olympian Zeus

Praying with many words and shrewd counsel.

But I will tell you this word, made strong like adamant,

For after everything is taken, which the Cecropian border
holds within it, and the valley of holy Cithaeron,

May wide-seeing Zeus grant to the Trito-born a wooden wall,
which alone shall be unassailable, which will profit you and
your children.

Do not wait quietly for the cavalry or the great infantry on
their way from Asia, but turn your back and withdraw.

There will yet be a day when you meet face to face.

Divine Salamis, you will destroy the women'’s children, either
when the grain is scattered or when it is gathered.

This second oracle, Herodotus tells us, “seemed to be and actually was more favorable than the

revious one” (TaUTa opl ATIOTEP YAP TGV TTPOTEPWVY Kal fjv kal €ddkee elvat, Hdt. 7.142).
p s

Crahay notes several Homeric echoes®” and comments upon how many of these details are

too vague to be meaningful predictions and that the only precise detail, the mention of Salamis, has

often been excised on the grounds that it is an ex eventu addition, though Crahay does not feel the

need to remove the last two lines. He does characterize this double oracle as propagandistic though

(301) and is skeptical of its verisimilitude. Parke and Wormell take a similarly “historical” approach

and note that the Pythia’s behavior (seeming to respond before a question is asked) is more typical

of legend than history, but they conclude that “there can be no doubt that we have here the

original utterances of Delphi before the event” because “[n]o forger would have perpetrated such

a mistake as to show Apollo induced to change his mind about one of the most decisive events of

Greek history” (Parke and Wormell 1956: 170). They allow that the Athenians may have tampered

with the oracular process by privately requesting a specific prophecy from the Delphic authorities.

They reiterate Crahay’s point that the oracles are vague and full of ambiguities that would allow

the oracle to seem to be confirmed by a wide range of outcomes.®® Fontenrose categorizes both

these oracles as Quasi-Historical, though with some qualms, since he concludes that too little time

87 Crahay 1956: 296 fn. I and 297 fn. 1-2, though he includes several Hesiodic, Pindaric, and Aeschylean echoes as

well

88 Crahay : “clles sont trop vagues...Les prodiges décrits dans le premier oracle sont purement conventionnels ; c’est
le type de présages qui, dans I’ Antiquité, constituent 'accompagnement classique de toutes grandes catastrophes “
(298). Parke and Wormell: “Delphi gave qualified support to Themistocles’ plan, but guarded itself by the insertion of
ambiguities. The ‘wooden wall’ pointed fairly clearly to the navy; but even it could be interpreted otherwise. The

reference to Salamis is almost absurdly equivocal” (171).
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has passed (c. 40 years) for anyone to viably circulate false oracles. However, he points to several

factors which incline him to think that this oracle is not truly a Historical oracle.®

Georges 1986 examines 7.132 through 7.145 and concludes that there is not any reason to
assume that there is a “clear sequential link” (19) between the oath the Greeks take against
Medizers, the oracular responses from Delphi, and the military deliberations which take place at
7.145.1. Though this is the order that events are presented in Herodotus, Georges finds this an
implausible chain of events and suggests instead that “the more economical hypothesis is that the
same meeting is referred to at both 132.2 and 145.1, at which the oath was deliberated upon and
sworn as one of the pledges exchanged. On this hypothesis, chapters 133-44 are enclosed by a
narrative loop within a factual context to which they bear no readily apparent connection” (19).
On his reading, the Delphic consultation could have taken place either earlier or later than people
generally assume, since it has no causal or temporal connection to the events surrounding it in
Herodotus’ account, and he concludes that the consultation may well have taken place after
Thermopylae and Artemisium.% His primary objective, however, is to square Herodotus’ account
with military history (a great deal of his approach can be seen in the title alone: “Saving Herodotus'
Phenomena: The Oracles and the Events of 480 B.C.”) in order to defend Herodotus’” honor as an

historian.

Robertson 1987 meanwhile takes Herodotus’ account at face value and takes great issue
with those?' who (as Georges does) suggest that the oracle consultation took place at any other time
than in 481, as the most natural reading of Herodotus would suggest. He argues vehemently that
these oracles are not a vaticinium ex eventu (11) and suggests that the problems historians have
had with this passage stem from their inability to think that the oracle might mean something else
by the "wooden wall," beyond the two options that the Athenians generate (a wooden wall on the

Acropolis or the Athenian fleet). The “wooden wall,” he suggests, is the Spartan Isthmus wall and

89 He points to the length (12 lines, long for what he considers an authentic Delphic response, and longer than most
inauthentic responses), the mode (what he calls mode E2, or a clear historical prediction, which is uncommon in most
of his Historical responses), and the strange nature of the requests (for the first oracle, the Pythia speaks without being
asked a question and for the second, the Athenians simply ask for another oracle, but still without any actual question).
These, combined with the unusual combined form of the requests, parallels between this account and Croesus’ oracles
(Hdt 1.55 and 1.971 in particular), and stylistic features more common in Bacid oracles.

90 Among other rationales, he draws on Plutarch’s Life of Themistocles and gives particular credence to Plutarch’s
opinion that this was all a ruse of Themistocles’ because Plutarch was himself a priest at Delphi, though in a much later
period.

91 Georges 1986, but also Evans 1982.

42



the oracle’s advice to “flee to the ends of the earth” meant that they should flee to the
Peloponnese. Though he vehemently opposes Georges’ interpretation, he too attempts to defend
Herodotus and he is right to conclude that “[t]his reconstruction vindicates both Herodotus and
the Delphic oracle” (20)—his interpretation does in fact allow that the words Herodotus provides

are the Pythia’s word verbatim.

Finally, Holladay 1987 offers a third interpretation. Like Georges, his title makes his
interpretation quite clear: “The Forethought of Themistocles.” Also like Georges, he is extremely
skeptical of Herodotus’ implied timeline and attributes the oracles to Themistocles” own scheming,
in order to persuade the Athenians to follow his proposed course of action: “it is tempting to think
that he must have put pressure through the envoys at Delphi to secure what he needed” (186).
Holladay attributes a great deal of this oracular story to “patriotic mythmaking” (186) while
simultaneously defending Herodotus again, since Herodotus accurately reported the story he

received, though that story was colored by Themistoclean propaganda.

It is against these interpretations (and others like them) that Maurizio argues. All these
approaches are still rooted in the approaches that Fontenrose takes, or attempting to measure the
historical accuracy of the oracular tales. Did the Pythia say those exact words? Did she say them
when Herodotus suggests that she did? If not, how close to the actual oracle is the version he
provides? Her approach usefully switches the focus away from these questions and instead presents
an oral-derived model. On these oracles, she identifies a secular and a sacred thread to the story, as
Herodotus recounts it, and focuses on the body motif in the first oracle to conclude that the oracles
taken together force the Athenians to debate what actually makes up Athens, “its population or its
physical territory, filled as it is with the living temples of the gods” (331). The oracles, she
concludes, “reflect a crisis in the very definition of Athens as a city. Whether they reflect particular

historical details and can be mined for them, as many scholars have tried to do, is unlikely” (331).

My own approach to Herodotean oracles is very much based on Maurizio’s, and I concur
with her that while these oracles reflect something important about the events that were happening
in Greece at the time, they are certainly not verbatim. This fictionalized aspect does not undermine
the overall impression that Herodotus provides about the oracle—the Delphic oracle’s role in
politics is well-attested, both in material and literary evidence. The precise form that these oracles

take, however, is shaped by Herodotus’ own narrative demands and, as Murray observed,
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aesthetics and morality shape these stories as much as historical fact. Things like the hexameter (or
other metrical) form are not so much a representation of the way that the Pythia or her priests
delivered the oracles, but rather a stylistic marker to show that these words are different and are set
off from ordinary, secular language. Similarly, Herodotus’ oracles are not always readily
intelligible, and his most famous oracles are those which are ambiguous and misinterpreted.
Though I will depart somewhat from her interpretations in the subsequent chapter, Maurizio’s
conclusion about is useful here:
Tellers of oracular tales were interested in how oracles were divine utterances which eluded
human comprehension because of their tropic nature. That is, they were interested in the
interstices of language, its capacity to hold multiple meanings that can make manifest the
presence of the divine breaking in on the human world. These authoritative tale tellers
created oracular narratives that emblematized their Sitz im Leben, which always involved
human and divine interaction, the gap between human and divine intelligence, and the

tragedy of the human condition that resulted, as it inevitably did, in the space where human
strivings to hear and comprehend the divine on earth often failed (331-2).

The primary purpose of an oracular tale is not to transmit an oracle verbatim but to convey the
importance and effect of that oracle, which is to emphasize the awesome power of the gods and the
insurmountable divide between mortals and humans. Oracles in Herodotus are often
misunderstood, I would argue, to reinforce the power of Apollo and the gap between gods and
mortals. Maurizio’s linguistic and theological conclusions will be useful to keep in mind when
turning to Herodotus’” contemporary, Sophocles, whose work shows the influence of Herodotus at

times and whose oracles share some important features of Herodotean oracles.

Other Literary Oracles

Herodotus is not the only other source of literary oracles, and there are many relevant
examples in Thucydides, such as Thuc. 2.54, which recounts an ancient oracle (described as
m&Aat) ostensibly phrased as fi€et Acoprakds TéAepos kai Aonods Gu’ avtdd, though the
Athenians debate whether the oracle mentioned Aowuds (plague) or Aiuds (famine). This occurs in
the midst of the plague at Athens, and Thucydides explains that they eventually chose to recount
the oracle as saying Aouds because “people make their memory accord with what they are
experiencing” (ol yap &vbpeotrol mpods & Emacyov Thv pviuny émototvTo), but that if another
Dorian war took place in the future, and it was accompanied by famine, the Athenians would very

likely re-remember this oracle with Aiuds instead (fiv 8¢ ye ofuai ToTe &AAos TTOAepOS
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kataAaBn Awpikds Toude UoTepos kai EupPT yevéoHal Aipdv, kata TO eikds oUTws

doovTtal).

Euripides also offers another example in his /on, in which Ion and Xuthus misinterpret
Apollo’s oracle to (at times) comic effect, as Xuthus bursts out of the temple of Apollo and
addresses Ion abruptly as his son (& Tékvov, xaip™ 1 yap apxn Tou Adyou mpémouod pot, 517)
while Ion is concerned that Xuthus has perhaps gone mad (eU ppovels pév; 1) 6” éunve Beot Tis, &
Eéve, PAAPN; 520). The play as a whole offers an extended study of the process of misinterpretation

and reinterpretation (and re-misinterpretation) of oracles, before Athena eventually resolves things.

These literary oracles are sporadic moments in a much larger body of work by both
Thucydides and Euripides. These reflect the sort of oracular conventions that Maurizio discusses,
but oracles are not a central part of these authors” works. With Sophocles, as we shall now see,
oracles play a central role in the 7rachiniae (Chapter 1) and the Oedipus Tyrannus (Chapter 2)
and at least one prophetic or oracular utterance occurs in the other five extant Sophoclean
tragedies (Chapter 3). As I will show, these oracles are carefully constructed linguistic phenomena
and are designed to elucidate subtle aspects of how language works. Reading these oracles from a
pragmatic linguistic perspective helps highlight how and why these oracles are misunderstood and
we can use our findings to construct a loose theory of language for Sophocles, which accounts for
the nonsemantic aspects of language and presents a sophisticated linguistic perspective operating

beneath the dramatic form.
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Chapter 1: The 7rachiniae and Tragic Misunderstandings

Introduction
Ezra Pound famously identified line 1174 of the 7rachiniae, which he translates as

“SPLENDOUR / IT ALL COHERES,” as “the key phrase, for which the play exists.” I hesitate
to endorse many of his interpretations of the play, but on this point he is quite correct. The play
revolves around disparate oracles and prophetic utterances given to different characters and
understood in different ways. It is only at this late moment in the play that Heracles finally connects
all the oracles. Though he has only two prophecies to draw upon directly—both given to him by
Zeus in the distant past—the audience has had a much broader range of oracles and prophecies at
their disposal. In this final moment, it is clear that the constantly-shifting oracle from Dodona,
which has appeared throughout the play, is accurate in all its incarnations. Additionally, Nessus’
riddling words to Deianeira at the moment of his death prove to be accurate as well, and to
coincide with a prophecy from Zeus. At this moment, all the prophecies do in fact cohere into the
only possible outcome that could fulfill them all—the death of Heracles.

The plot of the 7rachiniaeis a particularly salient place to explore how oracles function in
Sophocles, which is why I have chosen to begin here. This central oracle appears five times in
different forms throughout the play—lines 43-8, 76-85, 164-74, 821-6, and 1159-73—in addition to
the second prophecy from Zeus that appears at the end of the play (1159ff.) and the dying
prophecy from Nessus (568{1.). This play has been studied less than some of Sophocles’ other
plays, though that has begun to change. % There has been some very useful recent scholarship on
the subject, but the ways in which the different prophetic utterances shift and interact has still not

been adequately explored. The utter failure of communication and understanding that lies at the

92 Unless otherwise noted, I am using Davies’ 1991 text throughout this chapter.

93 Davies provides a useful discussion of this shift from the 19th century’s general consensus that it was an inferior work
in which Sophocles did not rise to his usual level of mastery. Davies opens his introduction to the text with: “The
rehabilitation of the 7rachiniae’s reputation is one of the more impressive achievements of twentieth-century classical
scholarship” (Davies 1991: xvii). Writing approximately a decade earlier, Easterling notes that the play must have been
admired in antiquity to have survived, but it was largely neglected in the middle ages and 19th century, though more
recent studies (Segal 1977, Albini 1972, Winnington-Ingram 1980, Fuqua 1980, and Easterling 1981) have been more
sympathetic to the play (Easterling 1982: 1).
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center of the 7rachiniae prompted some scholars to understand this as a play about late-learning%
and epistemological uncertainty, even imputing a radical skepticism to Sophocles.® Further, this
play has been cited as the “greatest stumbling block™ to “the humanist view of Sophocles as a
dramatist of emotion and character.”9

Most recently, this play has prompted a thorough, deconstructionist reading by Heiden,
who suggests?” that “there is no knowledge, only interpretation. ”® Returning to this argument
later, Heiden reiterates that this play “lures audiences through familiar myth into a deep and
troubling aporia where it leaves them to draw what wisdom they can from it.”9 As I will note
throughout this chapter, I adopt many of Heiden’s (and others’) nuanced readings of the text, but I
draw a different conclusion. Heiden focuses on the very real issue of the elusive and slippery nature
of language and knowledge within this play, and his deconstructionist approach points out the
myriad places in which this text resists an easy interpretation and where the possibility of knowledge
is called into question. This text does, however, offer more than simply aporia; a concept of how
meaning does emerge and how language does function can be drawn from a confusing and
complicated web of misunderstanding.

In this chapter, I trace the central prophecy, received by Heracles from Zeus’ shrine at
Dodona, through the play and closely examine how it expands and changes, based on the context
and the speaker who is recounting the oracle. I also look at the dying words of Nessus and the
second prophecy from Zeus, to see how these prophecies interact with one another and to show
how one can help us understand the other. Nessus’ dying words are not a prophecy per se, but they
provide a linguistic comparandum for Zeus’ words, and they demonstrate many of the linguistic
features which cause Zeus’ words to be misunderstood. Thus, Nessus’ words—situated in the
middle of four different versions of Zeus’ oracular words—can serve as a key that can “unlock”
these oracles. To establish why these oracles are misunderstood in the first place, I draw on

pragmatic linguistic theory, which allows me to conclude that the oracles are careful linguistic

9¢ Most famously, Whitman 1951.

95 Lawrence 1978.

9 Segal 1977/1995: 26.

97 He here argues against many previous Sophoclean scholars, but most directly against those such as Whitman 1951,
who would seck to find some stable truth amidst the rampant misunderstandings and whose entire reading, in Heiden’s
words, “[d]espite the textual self-contradictions of which he is well aware . . . is based upon a passionate belief in the
possibility and desirability of truth” (Heiden 1989: 7).

98 Heiden 1989: 13

99 Heiden 2012: 132.
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constructions and the characters’ misinterpretations and (eventual) correct reinterpretations
showcase how language and interpretation functions in the play.

There is, I argue, a subtle difference between the deceptive speeches, elusive language, and
misguided interpretations employed by the mortal characters in the play (and here I include
Heracles, on the assumption that his suppressed apotheosis has, at the very least, not yet happened
at the time of the dramatic events'°) and those at work in oracular language. The play undoubtedly
presents a complicated, shifting landscape of language and meaning, but a great deal of the
confusion can be understood by looking at how communication functions among humans as
opposed to divine, oracular language. By showing how understanding and communication break
down (a particularly salient topic in any examination of oracles), Sophocles also demonstrates how
language normally functions and how speakers and listeners normally interact. In this way, oracles
highlight how people interpret and misinterpret language and offer a useful look at the theories of
language advanced by this text. Knowledge may be impossible for tragic characters, but that does
not imply that knowledge is impossible, in broad terms. Rather, the tragic example—a negative
example—has a great deal to show us about how language and communication do function

between humans.

Pragmatic Theory

The tragedy of the 7rachiniae can be framed in terms of a mortal failure to understand the
terms of the “oracular conversation.” If we want to approach this play through Aristotle’s theory of

tragedy, there is a tangible mistake (GuapTia) that drives the trajectory of this play: mortals

100 Segal and Easterling have both argued in favor of the choice to supplement the ambiguous ending of this play with
the external mythological tradition (i.c., to assume his apotheosis is implied by Sophocles) (Segal 1977: 138-40 and
Easterling 1981: 67-9). Segal has suggested that lines 1206-10 in particular, as well as the persistent emphasis on the
oracles and Heracles’ relationship to Zeus, combined with the pyre at the end, “strongly suggest that Sophocles means
us to view Heracles’ sufferings against the larger framework of the legend” (Segal 1981: 99-100). Both Segal an
Easterling make compelling points, and the audience almost certainly supplies Heracles” apotheosis as a sort of
postscript to this play, which makes the absence of any clear reference to his apotheosis that much more striking. As
Whitman 1951: 120 points out, “if Sophocles had wished to refer to Heracles’ apotheosis on Mount Oeta, he could
have done it more clearly. Instead, he studiedly suppresses it.” While I do feel that an audience would assume that
Heracles’ apotheosis would follow the shortly after the events of the play, I side with Hoey 1977 and Heiden 1989 in
reading the play’s ending as a very aporetic moment. While this is not to say that Sophocles denies the apotheosis of
Heracles, which is clearly taken as a fact in his Philoctetes, he does conspicuously suppresse any clear allusion to
apotheosis—Heracles, Hyllus, and the Chorus do not have the consolation of apotheosis to balance the suffering at the
end of the play. If we are to understand an apotheosis, it is not a concern of this play and it is not anything that the
characters have access to—as with all knowledge of the future in this play, any anticipation of apotheosis is perhaps
accessible to Zeus and to the audience, but to none of the characters within the tragedy.
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interpret divine communication in the same way that they interpret mortal communication. Their
misunderstandings stem from applying an entirely reasonable set of linguistic rules and assumptions
to a type of communication that simply does not follow those rules.

As I'will argue, the crucial linguistic issue that keeps Deianeira from properly understanding
the meaning of the oracle from Zeus is her assumption that fj . . . T} represents an exclusive or (that
is, A or B, but not both). Only in the end is the oracle’s true meaning revealed as “both A and B,”
since A and B (death and happiness) prove to be the same thing in the end. Similarly, Heracles and
the Chorus do not anticipate the riddling nature of their version of the oracle. They take a
straightforward interpretive approach to something that proves to be far more enigmatic than they
had anticipated. Sophocles provides two different examples of each type of interpretive misstep,
offering multiple case studies for how language can fail to communicate meaning effectively.

On this point, the tools from linguistic theory that I laid out in the introduction will be
extremely helpful. Drawing on the work of Grice and many neo-Griceans," we can provide a more
analytical justification for these misinterpretations. However, any theoretical approach that uses
Grice as a starting point presents a clear problem when applied to oracles in tragedy—pragmatic
theory rests on the cooperative principle, which suggests that both members of a conversation are
engaged in a shared attempt to convey meaning. In this and subsequent chapters, I will argue that
the gods are not bound by these conventions, and that gods are not participating in a cooperative
conversation, not through any uncooperative intent, but simply because the gods are not part of the
mortal world and are not bound by human linguistic conventions. Nessus, however, has a decidedly
uncooperative intent, and his speech is motivated by malice and a desire for revenge. His words to
Deianeira are carefully crafted to mislead her, flouting several of the Gricean Maxims (manner,
quality, and select submaxims of each) so that she will infer something that is not true, even though
his words are not an outright lie. Pragmatic theory gives us the tools to analyze Nessus’ words
effectively in light of the context in which he delivers them, and this analysis can, in turn, help us
make sense of how and why Zeus’ oracles are misunderstood.

Pragmatic theory, then, provides not only a way to identify what goes wrong in mortals’
attempts to understand the gods but also a way to make sense of why the gods so consistently
communicate in this cryptic manner in Sophocles. From the perspective of the mortal characters,

there is no reason to think that the characters within the play are aware of the dramatic conventions

101 See the Introduction or Appendix B for a more detailed explanation of these theories
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surrounding oracles and their potential for misinterpretation. At the very least, characters within
the play are convinced of the accuracy of the oracles (Deianeira refers to them as pavTela moTa
at line 77) and they express no qualms about their clarity or the potential for misinterpretation. At
no point is there any sort of metatheatrical reference to the elusive, slippery nature of oracles. For
all intents and purposes, the characters seem unaware that they are likely to be tricked by the
oracles. It is worth noting here that the characters within the play do communicate with one
another in a way that accords with Grice’s and Levinson’s theories. Despite being mythological
characters, they exhibit realistic psychological and emotional responses to the events of the play
and frame their own interpretive processes in a way that assumes cooperative conversations and
accords with pragmatic theory. As such, while the methods that mortal characters employ will
prove to be ineffective tools for understanding the oracles themselves, the theoretical framework
laid out by neo- Gricean theories of pragmatics will be extremely helpful in understanding precisely

how and why mortals interpret oracles ineffectively.

The Multiform Prophecy from Zeus

43-8: Deianeira's ominous déATos

oxedov & tmioTtapal Tt WY ExovTa viv* I know for near certain that he is experiencing
Xpdvov yap ouxi Baidv, AN 118 Séka some sort of suffering, for it has not been a brief
45 | uijvas Tpds EAAoIs VT AKTPUKTOS HEVEL stretch of time, but he has been unheard from for
KAOTIV T1 SelvdV THUA" TolauTnv éuol ten months, plus five more in addition.
BéATov Aitrcov EoTelxe, T £y oo Bapd It is some terrible suffering. He went off and left
fBeois dpddoual Tnuoviis &tep AaPeiv. me with a tablet of the sort that I am constantly
43-8 | praying the gods that I received it free of
misfortune.

When the play opens, we begin to learn about these prophecies in an entirely piecemeal
way; as the play develops, more (and at times, contradictory) details about the oracle come to light.
The content of the oracle, though it is often described as a fixed entity, paradoxically proceeds to
grow and change throughout the course of the play. Even when the content stays fundamentally
similar, the language used to express that content still shifts. In fact, even the language used here to
describe this must necessarily be ambiguous—it is difficult to know whether we ought to speak of
an oracle or oracles (plural), since the different accounts depart so significantly from one another.
Significantly, both the language used to talk about the oracle and the language used to convey the

contents of the oracle shifts throughout the play, as we shall see.
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The first mention of any prophecy is in Deianeira’s ominous final words of her opening
speech (lines 46-8), in which the audience learns of the writing tablet (8¢ATov), which Deianeira
connects to the dreadful misfortune of some sort (Tt detwov mijua), recalling the Tipa from a few
lines earlier (oxedov & émioTauai Tt AW ExovTd viv, 43).7> As Deianeira’s opening speech
concludes with her constant prayer that she will have taken the tablet without misfortune (Trnuovis
&Tep), we are left with very little information about the content of the tablet but a distinct

impression that it contains something foreboding and calamitous.'3

76-85: Deianeira's first account

Anidveipa Deianeira
76 &p’ oloba BiT’, & Tékvov, cos ENelTTE Hot Do you know, my child, that he left me
pavTela mMOoTa THodE Tiis Xopas mépL; reliable oracles about that land [sc. Oechalia]?
“YAAos Hyllus
T& Trola, uijTep; TOV Adyov y&p Ayvod. What are they, mother? I do not know the account.
Anidveipa Deianeira
s 1) TeAeuTrv ToU Blou péAAet TeAeiv That either he will achieve the completion of his life,
f) ToUTov &pas &BAov eis TS ¥’ YoTepov or, having accomplished this labor, in the future
80 | TOV Aoimrdv 1idn BloTov evaicwov’ Exelv. he will have a happy life, for the rest of it.
€V oUv POTITj TOIASE KEINEVEY, TEKVOV, With his life laying in the balance like this, child,
oUk &l EuvépEaov, Nvik’ 1) oeccoueba Aren’t you going to help him, since either we are
[A} TrirTopey 0ol TTaTpods EEoAwAdTos] saved
keivou Biov ocdoavTos, 1) oixdueod’ Gua;ios [or, with your father destroyed, we fall]
76-85 | If his life is saved, or we perish together with him?

102 [ am not persuaded by T. von Wilamowitz’ suggestion that this repetition is the product of corruption and the text
should instead read xpfjna. While I would not rule out the possibility of corruption, there does not seem to be a
problem with the text that the manuscript provides. Rather, when joined with Tnuoviis in line 48, this repetition seems
to reflect an obsessive concern about potential misfortune.

103 The seeming contradictions between this account and later accounts have caused many to try to excise portions of
these lines. T. von Wilamowitz 1917 and Wunder 1841 find fault with lines 44-8 and delete them, as an actor’s
interpolation; Nauck 1880 largely follows them, declaring 46-8 to be interpolated. Reeve 1970 goes farther and
removes line 43 as well. Davies’ text includes all these lines and defends their inclusion effectively, however. Their
apparent contradictions can be resolved with a more nuanced approach to the text and the characterization that
Sophocles employs. With Davies (who builds on Kranz 1921), I find these lines to be dramatically effective and a
means to reveal the truth slowly and progressively throughout the play.

104 This passage nearly mirrors the oracle (78-80). With her exhortation to Hyllus in the middle, Deianeira and Hyllus’
fate mirrors that of Heracles. The structure is almost chiastic, and this neat symmetry may have contributed to the
interpolation of line 84 (cf. Easterling and Davies on the arguments for its deletion, following Bentley). Heracles’ death
(teAeuTtny Tol Biou uéAAel TeAeiv) is mirrored by Deianeira and Hyllus’ destruction (oixopect’ &ua). Working
inward, we have the preferred fate for Heracles (Tov Aoimov 1181 BioTov evaicwv’ €xev) and Deianeira and Hyllus
(oeowpeba), arranged neatly around the scale imagery (év oUv poTrij To1&8e) and forming a scale-like balance of the
outcomes of all the people involved.
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At line 77, however, we learn more about Deianeira’s concerns—oracles (uavTeia) left to
her by Heracles. Though the verbal echoes™® might suggest that these are at least connected to the
tablet from before, Easterling correctly notes (ad loc.) that we are not yet explicitly told whether
these pavTela mMoTa are in fact inscribed on the tablet. To further complicate things, the
prophecy seems to have shifted from being about a time (in 44fT.) to being about a place (Tfjo8e
Tis xcopas meépt). ¢ This is an effective means of introducing more information about the oracle
and characterizing Deianeira’s mental and psychological condition. Her preoccupation with
Heracles’ prophesied fate is evident in her interactions with Hyllus—at the mention of Oechalia (a
location that is not explicitly mentioned in any of the incarnations of this prophecy), Deianeira
recounts the oracle. As we will see below, Oechalia could potentially be Heracles’ “labor”
(&BAov), but there is no necessary connection between those two, based on the information we
learn about the oracle. Three scenarios could explain Deianeira’s interpretation.™” Potentially, the
version of the oracle she recounts here omits a reference to Oechalia that was in the original oracle,
and her segue is not as tenuous as it seems. Another option is that she has chosen to interpret the
oracle as being about Oechalia, which is perhaps a logical assumption, given that it is the closest
&BAov to the oracle’s deadline and the most natural way to understand the reference to a labor.
Finally, perhaps Deianeira is simply so obsessed with this ominous oracle that she is making
connections where there may not necessarily be any. For now, let us leave this as an open question,
noting only that while all three incline us to interpret Deianeira’s mental state in slightly different

ways, they all fundamentally reflect her own mindset. Deianeira’s own mental state will be the lens

105 ¢35 EAelTré pot here echoes the €uol . . . Airrcov from less than 30 lines before. As noted above, Deianeira is obsessed
with Heracles’ fate in a way that her language and interactions persistently reflect. Rather than a simple coincidence of
phrasing, this wording certainly suggests that the tablet and the prophecies are essentially the same.

106 The manuscripts read xcopas here. Hense suggests the intriguing xpeias (printed by Lloyd-Jones and Wilson’s
2000 text), a word that would fit the sense here nicely, but there is no clear reason why the transmitted text needs to be
emended and xddpas provides an entirely acceptable reading. Dronke reads cdpag instead, in order to align this
account of the oracle with the previous mention at 44ff., when the thrust of the oracle was the #Zme of fulfillment and
not the place. This oracle is protean in nature though—in all five iterations of it, the wording and focus change. There
is no reason to emend the passage on these grounds, when the manuscripts provide a reading that is perfectly
acceptable.

107 My preferred interpretation here follows closely from Easterling (ad77): “it is dramatically more effective at 76 for
Hyllus’ comparatively casual mention of Eurytus’ city to strike a chord in D.’s mind than for here merely to interrupt
him.” Jebb ad 76 makes essentially the same argument, as does Kranz 1921: 35. Kamerbeek ad 76 and Martina 1980:
70-1 disagree: Kamerbeek argues that Oechalia was in the actual oracle but that Sophocles does not allow Deianeira to
mention it earlier for dramatic effect, and Martina argues that this reference to Oechalia is not Deianeira’s
interpretation of the oracle, but instead that of Heracles. This line of reasoning does not, as Heiden 1989: 35 n. 47
points out, explain the fact that Oechalia is never mentioned in association with the oracle, even after this scene. It is
much more plausible that this passage instead reflects Deianeira’s mental state.
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through which we view prophecy throughout much of this play and, as will be noted later, it is
nearly impossible to extricate Deianeira’s own condition from the prophecy. Language cannot be
considered in a vacuum and Deianeira’s versions of this prophecy provide a case study of sorts to
examine the factors that inform and complicate how language works.

In the first explicit formulation of the prophecy (78-80), Deianeira outlines a bifurcated fate
for Heracles: either he will die (1) TeAeuTrnv ToU Biou néAAet TeAeiv), or he will accomplish the
labor and live a peaceful existence afterward (1] ToUTov &pas &BAov eis 16 y’ YoTepov / TOV
Aortrov 1idn BioTov evaicov’ Exev). The language here is particularly critical, because while the
semantic range of fj . . . 1) allows for inclusive or exclusive uses,™® the most natural reading of this
passage assumes that esther option I or option 2 will come about, but not both. Clearly, Deianeira
has interpreted the 1) . . . fj to be an “exclusive or,” since she invokes the imagery of a scale or a
balance (év poTrfj, 81).'°9 To her mind, as reflected in the imagery she chooses, this is the critical
moment upon which his fate hinges, and it could be tipped in favor either towards option I or 2
(but presumably not both, or the scale imagery falls apart). It is only after the tragic events of the
play unfold that the 7} . . . 1j is revealed to be an “inclusive or.”

In general, there does not seem to be a clear way in which 1) . . . fj constructions function in
Greek, and Appendix A includes a more thorough analysis of the different ways that 1} . . . ) can
function in Greek. In short, looking at examples from Homer through Euripides and Sophocles
(excluding fragments, since the context is often unclear with fragments and it is difficult to draw
conclusions about the implications of the “or” structure), I conclude that 1 . . . fj primarily suggests
an exclusive interpretation, but there are several ways in which this disjunction is used with an
inclusive meaning. In addition to uses that are more readily distinguished, there are also many uses
of 1 . .. fj which are vague enough that they cannot be easily classified as inclusive or exclusive.
With this range of meanings available to this construction, the context and the expectations and
assumptions of the speaker and the listener shape the way that disjunctions are interpreted, since
there are many potential interpretations of items connected with 1) . . . 1} and the process of

selecting one of those interpretations is complicated.

108 T am here adopting the logical (and computing) terminology of inclusive and exclusive or (and inclusive and
exclusive disjunctions). I am using “exclusive or” to refer to a disjunction in which only one of the two options can be
true, but not both. “Inclusive or” refers to a situation in which one or both of the alternatives can be true.

109 ‘Porr is etymologically connected to péme, which implies the inclination of a balance (Beekes). The meaning of
potm is tied to the idea of a scale tipping and the metaphor implies one outcome (or side of the scale) prevailing to the
exclusion of the other.
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Drawing further on pragmatic theory, theories of scalar implicatures are particularly
helpful here. As described earlier,'™ scalar implicature suggests that a hearer assumes a speaker will
provide as much information as they are in a position to provide and so, when a speaker makes a
weaker claim, it is because they cannot make a stronger claim. In my previous discussion of
implicatures, I provided the following sentence:

The cat is in the hamper or under the bed,
as well as the implicature that it generates:

1 don’t know for a fact that the cat is under the bed.

This implicature is generated because a hearer assumes that if the speaker has definite knowledge
where the cat is, then the speaker would simply provide that location rather than offering two
alternatives, if they knew one was certainly false. This rests on an underlying scale of informativity, ¢
and, or ), in which andis a stronger or more informative claim than or, and a hearer naturally
assumes that the speaker will make the strongest possible claim they can, in an attempt to remove
ambiguity and convey meaning effectively.

As will be discussed in greater detail below, this question of interpretation is at the center of
the tragedy. There is nothing inherently wrong with the way Deianeira interprets the oracle—that
is, her interpretation is certainly within the semantic range of these words and is the most natural
interpretation of those words, from a pragmatic perspective. It is not until the other, far less natural
reading is revealed at the end of the play that it becomes clear that there was a flaw in her initial
interpretation. Pragmatics suggest, however, that this alternate interpretation of the oracle (the one
that proves to be correct) should not be an available meaning. Resolving this apparent

contradiction will prove critical for an understanding of this play.

164-174: Deianeira's second account

Xpdvov mpoT&Eas cos Tpipnvov nvika He established the length of time—that when he
165 Xwpas amein kaviavoiov BePBds, had been gone from this place for a year and three

TST 1) Bavelv xpein ogpe TG e TG Xpdve months, it would be necessary either for him to

) ToU8’ UTrexSpapdvta Tol xpdvou TEAos die at that time or, if he escaped the end of his

T6 Aoirdv 1dn Civ GAuTTo Blco. time, he would live in the future without pain.

TolaUT Eppale mpods Bedov einapuéva He explained that these things had been decreed
170 TV HpakAeicov ékteAeutdobat méveov, by the gods to bring the labors of Heracles to an

o5 TNV TaAai&v pnyov avdfoai ToTe end, and he said that the ancient oak at Dodona

Awdovi Bloodv ek TTehetddcov Epn. had spoken, through the two Peleiades. !

1o See the Introduction or Appendix B for a fuller treatment.
111 The identity of the Peleiades here is unclear. Jebb’s Appendix (p. 203-7) details the history of the priests and
priestesses of Dodona, using Strabo’s account of the site. According to Strabo, who himself draws on Pindar (7.7),
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kai TOVde vapépTela oupPBaivel xpdvou The unfailing truth of these things comes to
ToU viv TapovTos, 6os TeAeoBRval xpecov fulfillment at this present moment in time, when it
164-74 | is necessary that they be fulfilled.

Before going any further, it will be helpful to look at another passage. In the third—and
thus far, most complete—reference to this prophecy, the division between Heracles’ own words
and the prophetic words from Dodona is blurred. It seems safe to conclude that the partitioning of
Heracles’ inheritance is not on the tablet,”™ and in Deianeira’s account here, the fifteen-month
timing is repeated from lines 44-45. The urgency of her anxiety makes more sense with this added
bit of information. The time has effectively run out on Heracles’ fate and the decisive moment is at
hand (xpdvou ToU viv TapdvTtos, 173-4). In fact, Deianeira’s whole speech reflects an obsessive
awareness of time, in a variety of forms, as I explore below. As Deianeira is acutely aware, this is the
moment when the oracle’s meaning will emerge—the ancient oak (triv Takaiav gnyov) was the
source of this ancient tablet (Takaiav 8éATov) that is going to be realized at the present time
(xpdvou Tol viv TapdvTos).

It is not until line 155ff. that we can begin to connect the prophecies with the tablet from
the opening of the play. Here, Deianeira describes an ancient tablet (Takaiav 8éAtov, 157),
inscribed with EuvbriuaTa (signs or signals). The use of EuvbriuaTa is significant here. Jebbs

notes that this is an archaizing word choice, since Sophocles “may have felt that it suited the heroic

when Dione’s temple was combined with Zeus’ (oUvvaos téd Aii mpooamedeixdn kai 1) Aicovn), the Selloi (male
priests) were replaced by priestesses, who were known as Peleiai or Peleiades. See also Pausanias (10.12.10) on this
account. Priestesses at Delphi were known as péAiooa, so an animal epithet for priestesses is not unprecedented (see
Sourvinou-Inwood 1979: 240). Strabo (7. Frag 1) also offers an account— @aoi 8¢ kal katd Ty TGV MoAoTTV
kal OeoTPw TGOV YAGOTTav TaS ypaias meAias kaAeiofal kal Tous yépovTas meAious: kai {ocos oUk dpvea foav
ai Bpulovpeval eAetddes, &AA& yuvaikes ypaial Tpels Tepl TO igpdv oxoAdfouoar—in which TTéAeian is simply
an alternate form of moAiai, and the name relates to their age. Compare Eustathius (ad Od. 14.327) on this account.
Parke, meanwhile, thinks that this refers to actual doves who, in an earlier period of Dodona’s history, lived in the
sacred oak at Dodona and whose cooing and rustling of the leaves were seen as divine communication (Parke 1967:
Chapter 3). For more on animals in religious contexts, see also Bodson 1978 and Lloyd 1975 (ad Herodotus 2.55).
Herodotus’ own account at 2.55 derives the name of the priestesses from a prophetic dove, but does not suggest that
there was ever any sort of dove-based divination taking place at Dodona. I tend to side with Easterling (ad /oc.) in
seeing these as actual (human) priestesses, but I also agree with Parke’s argument that Sophocles is deliberately vague
here (Parke 1967:63), allowing the audience to imagine either priestesses or doves.

112 Scholars have variously interpreted these markings as a will of some sort--Davies (ad 157-8) calls Pearson’s revival
(1925) of Pretor’s idea of a will “unfortunate” and dismisses it, with T. von Wilamowitz--and the play thus far certainly
does not preclude that interpretation. However, by the end of the play (1167 {I.), it becomes clear that Heracles
himself has written some prophecies down—the far simpler interpretation of this passage understands the tablet to
contain the prophecies about Heracles’ fate.

113 Easterling (ad 157-8) tentatively follows Jebb on this on the archaizing effect: Jebb (ad 157 {I.) suggests that “[i]n
later Greek ouvbriuata meant a preconcerted cipher: . . . There is possibly a touch of designed archaism in the poet's
phrase; he may have felt that it suited the heroic age to speak of writing as a mystery. This is more likely than that he
thought of Heracles as using secret symbols.”
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age to speak of writing as a mystery, "4 but it particularly apt, beyond just the archaizing effect,
since these inscriptions defy ready human interpretation.

In this second iteration of the oracle,'s we are also given far more context about the oracle.
It was delivered at Dodona, making it an oracle associated with Zeus instead of Apollo. More

importantly, the phrasing of the oracle is modified:

o5 1) TeAeuTrv Tou Rlou péAAel Teheiv 16T f) Baveiv xpein oge TEGBE TG Xpdvew
i ToUTov &pas &BAov els TS ¥ UoTepov ) ToUB’ UtrexSpapdvta Tol xpdvou TéAos
TSV Aottrdv 1idn BloTov evaicov’ Exew. (78-80) TS Aoitrdv 1dn Civ dAutitep Bico. (166-8)

That either he will achieve the completion of his life, or, | it would be necessary either for him to die at that time
having accomplished this labor, in the future or, if he escaped the end of his time, he would live in the
he will have a happy life, for the rest of it. future without pain.

In its second full iteration, the apparent meaning of the oracle is not substantively different;
both versions reflect the seemingly disjunctive fate and both use etymologically connected words
(TeAeuTr), TeAéw, TéAOS) to describe the possibility of death, together with descriptions of a future
(Tév Aormodv 1981) with a pleasant and painless life (BioTov elaicov’; dAutr|Te Bic). Rather than
noting the similarities, however, it is more illuminating to look at the differences between the two
passages. While we are repeatedly reminded that the oracles are inscribed (and, therefore, have a
fixed form) on a tablet, the wording of this oracle has changed significantly in the span of less than

100 lines.""® Given the grave import of oracular prophecies, this shift is striking. Overall, her

114 Cf. the description of writing in the story of Bellerophon (/7. 6.168-9): mépev & 8 ye orjuata Auypa / ypayas év
Tivakl TTUKTE Bupopbopa ToAAG.

115 Dobree found lines 166-8 “frigid” and deleted them, arguing that “ hic ubi omnia pessima ominatur, inepta sunt ista
167-8, neque audivisse videtur Chorus 823-4" (ad loc.). Nauck and Wecklein follow him in removing the lines.
However, as I will explore here, this repetition does add significantly to the presentation of the oracle, and there is not
sufficient evidence to delete these lines.

116 Deianeira’s own literacy is a difficult and unresolved question and the import of having a written account of the
oracle is diminished significantly if she is not in fact able to read it, but instead is only accessing the oracle from her
memory of what Heracles explained to her. I will be operating under the assumption that she is literate, though it only
changes but does not invalidate my argument if she is not. If we imagine an illiterate Deianeira (as would be common in
antiquity, and even more common among women in a much earlier time, as the heroic age was imagined to be), her
shifting pronouncements are less striking, since she is drawing on a less fixed account that she must recall from 15
months earlier, but her versions of the oracle are still accurate, in the end. As such, these need not be viewed as
spurious or interpolated accounts—their legitimacy as oracles is corroborated by their eventual realization. Cole lays
out the varying degrees of female literacy displayed in tragedy and argues (against Harvey 1966: 622) that Sophocles
does not necessarily suggest an illiterate Deianeira. Deianeira, Cole argues, needs Heracles to explain the EuvbrjpaTa
on the tablet because it is an oracle that is particularly difficult to understand—the fuvBrjuaTa are “the enigmatic
expressions of the oracle . . . not the words of a text which she cannot read” (Cole 1981: 224-5). Dillon offers a broad
look at the literary evidence for women’s literacy and concludes that both Sophocles and Euripides are interested in the
question of elite female literacy, but that many of the depictions are inconclusive. Euripides’ Phaedra is certainly able to
write in the Hippolytus, but Iphigenia needs someone else to write a letter for her (/7'582-7), and Clytemnestra’s
literacy seems to vary. Dillon concludes, with Cole, that Deianeira seems to have read the tablet (Dillon 2014: 406f1).
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second account of the prophecy has an increased vividness and pessimism. Instead of the vaguer,
more euphemistic phrasing she used before (he is going to “achieve the completion of his life”),
Deianeira here phrases the oracle in stronger terms—her earlier péAAco has shifted to xprj, and it
is necessary for him to die at that time (which, as we learn, is the current time). This shift in tone
continues in the following line. If Heracles can run out from under (UmekSpaudvta)'’ the end of
his time, then he can experience a painless life. Previously, all that Heracles needed to do was
aipew the &BAov. Since Heracles’ defining heroic characteristic is his ability to win contests and
trials, this should not have been a difficult thing for him to accomplish.”® Yet the tone has shifted in
a decidedly pessimistic direction between these two accounts of the oracle; the difficulty of avoiding
death and the sureness of that death have both increased. This is significant because, if the
underlying oracle has changed, and there is no reason to believe it has, any shift must then have
been generated from Deianeira’s increasing concerns and pessimism about Heracles’ fate.

Viewed within the larger context, however, the shift in the oracle makes more sense. Of
course, her own sense of foreboding, established at the start of the play, explains to some degree
the increasingly pessimistic tone. As discussed above, however, the passage as a whole places a
great deal of emphasis on time. Time is, of course, a motif that permeates this play,9 but Deianeira
herself focuses much more on time in this passage than she has before. The phrasing of the oracle
exhibits this emphasis (TG8e TG xpdvep, ToU xpdvou TéAos, TO Aotmov 118n), but the oracle’s
wording and emphasis on time reflects Deianeira’s broader concerns. Beginning at line 155,
Deianeira returns to time-related words over and over—o68dv...THv TeAeuTtaiav (155); TaAaiav

(157); pdobev ... moTé (158); viv 8’ (161); XpOvov ... o TPiUnvov ... kaviavciov (164-5); THv

17 ymekTpéxwdoes not occur often in 5% and 6% century texts, but when it does, it generally has a connotation of
escaping an unfortunate fate, as it must here. In a Euripidean fragment (8ucos 8 &ycdva Tévde Bel 1 utrekSpapeiv-/
Wuxrv yap &6Aa kelpévnu eunv 6pa., frag. 88 Kannicht), it refers to escaping a trial. It also occurs in Euripides’
Medeain the sense of escaping a storm at sea (8T W, €a Eolke, UM Kakdv pUval Aéyew, GAN doTe vads kedvov
olakooTpdPov &kpolot Aaipous kpaoTédols UTekSpapeiv / oy oTéuapyov, @ yuval, yAwooalyiav, 522-5),
twice in his Andromache, both of escaping death (fiv 8" oUv €y co pév ur| Bavelv Umekdpduc, / TOV Taid& pou
KTeVElTE; 338-9; and fjv & Umrex®pdunis udpov, / uéuvnoo untpds, ola TA&S™ &mwAduny, 414-5), and one in his
Phoenissae, of escaping or outrunning the gods (cog 81y Beovs Umekdpapoupevot, 873). The verb only occurs one other
place in Sophocles, at Antigone 1085-6 (&@iika Buné kapdias TofevuaTta / PéBaia, TéV oU B&ATTOS oUx
umrek®papi), and Herodotus uses it once as well (&ppwadécov 8¢ un kai YoTepov kot o Audoi, v TS TTapedv
UTrek®p&uwot, amootduTes Ao TGV MMepotwv dmdAcovTal, 1.156). In both of these two instances, it is used to
describe escape from weapons/military attack. All these instances do seem to share a common theme of escaping a
pursuing fate (death, arrows, a storm, etc.). We might translate this as something like “evade the approaching or
oncoming disaster.”

118 See Lu 2013 for more on this point.

119 For detailed explanations of the role of time, see Easterling 3-5 and Segal 1995: 30-2 and 2000: 153.
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TaAai&v enyov (171); oTe (171); ToU viv TapdvTtos (174); TeAeodijvar (174). Deianeira is
obsessively focused on the issue of time because the decisive moment in Heracles’ fate is at hand.
Filtered through her own concern about time (and his time potentially running out), the change in
the oracle’s phrasing is understandable.

However, this second, different version presents a very real problem in the interpretation of
the oracle. Ifits form can shift significantly in such a short span, how secure are any interpretations
based on an oracle that is being paraphrased with questionable fidelity'>? While this is an issue that
potentially arises with any oracle, this particular oracle has not been transmitted by word of mouth.
This oracle was inscribed on a tablet. Sophocles provides a set form for the oracle, though only the
characters within the play have any access to the original. It is only through their perspective, then,
that the audience can access the oracle, and this is important because it acknowledges and
emphasizes the problems inherent in communication. The individual concerns, preoccupations,
and perspective that each character naturally brings to the interpretation of this oracle shape the
way that they understand it on a fundamental level. The process of interpretation—even of a
common, fixed text—is fraught with unavoidable complications and I here adopt many of Heiden’s
suggestions about the impossibility of reaching any sort of objective knowledge. From the
perspective of the audience, any real understanding about the specifics of the oracle is impossible
and the best we could do is try to wade through the varied accounts and come up with some

approximation of what the underlying oracle must have said.™" Heiden’s deconstructionist reading

20 It is worth noting that all these versions could be seen as paraphrases, if we assume that any actual oracle would be
in hexameters, and since none of our versions in the play are in hexameters, these are all paraphrases, and paraphrases
are likely to change from iteration to iteration. The use of hexameters for oracular responses seems to be a purely
literary convention, however—out of all the responses to inquiries at Dodona catalogued by Eidinow, none are in
hexameter form (Eidinow 2007: 72-124). We should be cautious about assuming that the audience or Sophocles saw
these non-hexameter forms as a clear paraphrase, since audience members might well be equally familiar with literary
conventions as with actual oracular practices. Regardless, the characters in the play treat these versions of the oracle as
true and accurate, and they perform close readings on the text, paraphrased or not. Sophocles chose not to have
Deianeira (or anyone else in the play) cite a hexameter form. An analysis of this play should, I think, treat the multiple
incarnations of the oracle at face value—particularly since all the different versions prove to be true in the end.
Although this first shift in the form of the oracle is minor, we should still see the changes as significant, since Sophocles
could easily have repeated the original form verbatim, but chose not to. As I have argued above, this choice points to
the way that memory and emotional state relate to language transmission (since Deianeira’s emotional state is coloring
the oracle, and it takes a slightly more pessimistic tone as she grows anxious) and it also adds an additional formulation
to an oracle that will take on many forms in this play—this first shift is subtle, but starts to establish this pattern, which
later iterations of this oracle will develop further.

2t This process, I note, nearly resembles the process of a textual critic working back from extant manuscripts to
recreate the original text of an ancient author. An ancient audience of this play (and this is only exacerbated by the
additional remove of time and textual transmission, for a modern audience) would only have the versions of the oracle
that had been transmitted and filtered through the different characters in the play. In the case of the Chorus, whose
knowledge comes from an unidentified source, we cannot even posit how many intermediaries might have shaped the
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understands this aporia as an end in itself, however, and does not look for any sort of positive
conclusions in the midst of a sea of elusive language. I share his convictions that trying to excavate
the content of the underlying oracle is an exercise in futility, but it is precisely this ambiguous and
elusive nature of the oracle—and of the varied interpretations of it—that provides fertile ground
for deeper analysis. The precise content of the oracle is not particularly important. It is only in the
juxtaposition of all these different accounts that a coherent picture of how communication

functions can (and does) emerge.

821-830: The Chorus' account

821

825

830

{8’ olov, & maides, Mpooéueifev &pap
ToUTOS TO BeompdTToY MUV

T&s TTadaip&Tou Trpovolas,

8 1’ Ehakev, OTOTE TEAeSUNVOS EKPEPOL
BwdékaTos &poTos, avadoxbv TeAelv OV
T Ads avtémandr

Kai T4 6pbcds

gumeda kaTtoupilet

TS Y&p &v 6 Ui Aevoowv

ET1 TOT €T ¢miTovov Tdvwv

Exo1 Bavcov Aatpeiav;

Look, girls, how suddenly

the prophetic word with its ancient foresight has come
upon us:

When the twelfth plowing [i.e., year], with all its
months, should come to a close, it would bring the
series of toils to an end for the son of Zeus himself.
And these things are truly coming

to unfailing fulfillment.

For how could one who no longer looks upon the light
of day possibly still experience the painful servitude of
toils, after he is dead?

821-30

This passage provides the first version of the oracle that does not come from Deianeira. As
such, this is our first external point of reference for this prophecy since, as noted above, Deianeira’s
account is inconsistent and very likely distorted by her own mental state. It is striking, though, just
how different a form the oracle takes here from what Deianeira has described previously. The
Chorus recognizes that the oracle has now come to completion, at what seems to be the proper
time for its fulfillment, but they date this moment by a very different standard. The version of the
oracle that they know established a time period of twelve years (6méTe TeAedunvos ékpépor /
SwdékaTtos &poTos). Critically, the oracle (ToUmos T BeompdTov) with which they are

familiar did not lay out two different potential outcomes for Heracles. Rather, as recounted here, it

oracle’s words before it reached them. More significant, however, are the respective mental states and concerns and
desired outcomes of each of the characters and the influence these have on their interpretive processes. This web of
influences and interpretive bias present an ineluctable mess from which an underlying oracular utterance simply cannot
be extracted.

22 T ST suggest that the phrase TeAedunvos &poTtos means “a full twelvemonth,” following a scholiast who glosses
TeAedunvos as 6 EviauTtds © TEAeIOV Exv TO Bodekdunvov: Kai &poTos O éviauTds &Td Told dmag kat’
gviauTov apolv. While twelve years presents some interpretive difficulty, one year is harder to reconcile with the rest
of the play and—as Easterling notes (ad 825-5)—"there are no close parallels for such transference with numerals.”
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foretold that Heracles would end his series of labors (dvadoxav TeAeiv mdévwv) after twelve years.
The Chorus correctly interprets that someone who has died cannot be a slave to labors any longer.

Much ink has been spilled over the time discrepancy (fifteen months versus twelve years),'?
but there is no clear reason why these cannot make sense. These two different time periods are
entirely compatible if—as both Kamerbeek and Easterling suggest—the original oracle was given
twelve years ago.” As Kamerbeek notes (ad 824, 5), “It is only logical that, if there was an oracle
referring to the end of his labors, the term was reckoned from their beginning.” Reconciling the
two accounts merely requires acknowledging that Heracles adjusted the time, providing only the
amount of time left of the original twelve-year span—fifteen months—when recounting the oracle
to Deianeira.

The more relevant question to the present discussion is how the Chorus knows what they
know.™s Their choice to date the oracle from when it was first given would seem to indicate that
they are familiar with the oracle from before the moment when Deianeira describes it, if not from
the time when it was given. There is no clear reason why this would be the case—as women from
Trachis, it seems implausible that they would have some sort of special access to an oracle from
Dodona. Although Easterling may be correct in suggesting that this oracle was common enough

knowledge that the audience would already know its source, ' within the context of the play itself

123 More troubling, to my mind, is the Chorus’ mention at 646-7 that Heracles has been gone for a year. T. von
Wilamowitz (1917: 130) has pointed out, however, that a year of service followed by three months attacking Oechalia
add up to the fifteen months mentioned here: Die Frist von fiinfzehn Monaten ist natiirlich erst von ihm ausgerechnet,
indem er zu dem_Jahre der Knechtschaft in Lydien drei Monate fiir den Feldzug gegen Oichalia zufligte, wie denn
tiberhaupt die Hinterlassung des Orakels bei Deianeira und ihre Motivierung mit der Hinterlassung des Testamentes
eine Erfindung des Sophokles sein wird. For additional information on this, see also Kranz 1921. Easterling suggests
that the looseness is natural, because Heracles’ year in Lydia has been prominently mentioned at 69-70 and 253 (if 253
is genuine, though I feel confident it is—Wunder’s arguments against them are not convincing, and both Easterling and
Davies print 252-3). I am not bothered by Heiden’s objections (1989: 48-9) to this reckoning of time, on the grounds
that Deianeira may well have miscalculated the time that has passed and—if an intercalary month is factored in, as it
often was in ancient Greece—the elapsed time will in fact be 16 months. A potential (though not necessarily real)
mathematical error of this sort does not seem like solid grounds on which to doubt that the prophecy’s moment of
fulfillment is at hand.

24 Apollodorus (2.4.12) provides an account of this myth in which the labors are fated to take twelve years. Both
Kamerbeek and Easterling point to this passage as potential corroboration for the idea that twelve labors in twelve
months was part of a familiar myth about Heracles. The account in Apollodorus is complicated, however, in that it
recounts a Pythian oracle that only mentions ten labors in twelve years before eventually going on to describe 12 labors:
KaTolkelv 8¢ autodv elmev év Tipuvbi, EUpucbel Aatpelovta étn 8chdeka, kal Tous émTacoopévous &bAous Béka
¢mTelelv, kal oUTws €pn, TV &BAwv cuvTeAecBivTwov, dBdvaTtov auTtdv Ececbat.

125 Davis (ad 825) finds the Chorus’ “sudden and unexpected knowledge” about this oracle to be “logically
indefensible” but “dramatically necessary.”

26 Machin 1980: 153-4 takes up this oft-lamented issue in somewhat more detail, tracing the attempts to make sense of
the Chorus’ unexpected knowledge about the oracle back through the line of interpretation begun by T. von
Wilamowitz 1917. Machin takes particular aim at Jebb, who suggests that “[tJhe answer is simply that this inconsistency
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this explanation is dramatically unsatisfying. Deianeira was clearly not aware of the oracle until
Heracles told her about it and its realization has caused her a great deal of anxiety. We cannot
assume that the oracle is common knowledge within the play itself, particularly when there is so
strong a focus on how and when Deianeira comes to learn about the oracle. The source of
knowledge and the process of gaining understanding are major themes within this play and the
Chorus’ sudden knowledge cannot easily be explained. I side with Machin 1980, however, in
interpreting this as an intentional choice by Sophocles, and not an oversight, though I am
nonetheless unable to provide a compelling or satisfying answer to how they came by their
knowledge,’” beyond noting that the abrupt introduction of the Chorus’ version of the oracle only
further highlights the issue of the sources and veracity of knowledge within this play.

If we grant, however, that the Chorus does have some knowledge of the oracle, it is
important to note that this version of the oracle has a significantly different formulation than the
previous versions—a formulation that is importantly not influenced by Deianeira’s mental state.
There are not two options in this account of the oracle. Instead, the oracle foretold an end to toils
after twelve years. The Chorus solves the quasi-riddle by realizing that the “end of toils” is in fact
death, because no one can experience a “servitude of toils” once they are dead. Suddenly, the
oracles related by Deianeira also snap into focus, since the same interpretive move that the Chorus
has just made will also resolve her disjunctive version of the oracle—peace and death are, we find,

one and the same.™8

of detail was simply overlooked by the poet” (1908: 123) and Kirkwood, who revisits Jebb’s arguments and modifies
them: “it may be more accurate to say that the poet counted on his audience to overlook the inconsistency, while he
went ahead and used whatever parts of the oracle suited his purpose at various points in the play” (1958: 79), but
generally agrees with Jebb’s understanding of the oracle and how Sophocles uses it throughout the play. This is
essentially the same approach that Easterling adopts, though Machin raises important objections to this explanation
and (rightly, I think) concludes that Sophocles includes these elements in a much more intentional way and is not solely
concerned with individual scenes at the expense of the overall continuity of the plot. As Segal aptly notes, “we need not
accept his [T. von Wilamowitz’] view that Sophocles is willing to purchase an immediate dramatic effect in an
individual scene at the price of inconsistencies and contradictions in the details of his plot” (2000: 155-6).

27 Heiden 1989: 120 is unconcerned with the presumptive source of this knowledge, since it is “verified, or at least
rendered credible, by its correspondence with Heracles’ account.” Presumably, they must have come to this knowledge
by some means that bypassed Deianeira’s version, since their account bears no trace of her disjunctive understanding of
the prophecy—though, her disjunctive incarnation might be a recent interpretive move, colored by her recent fear. In
the end, how they learned of the prophecy is not crucial, since it too is fulfilled and is validated in that way, even if we
cannot identify a clear source for the oracle.

28 This solution should come as no surprise to a Greek audience, since it echoes traditional sentiments like “the best
thing is never to have been born, and the next best thing is to die soon” (a sentiment common in pessimistic Greek
though, but found in perhaps its most famous form at O7 1224-7: ur| ivar TV &mavrta vi- / k& Adyov: 16 &', émei
pavij, / Brivat keiBev &Bev Trep - /kel TOAU BeUTepov s TEAXIOTA).
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568-577: Nessus' dying words

g¢kBurjokwov 8’ 6 Bnp The beast, as it was dying, told me this much:
ToooUTov elme’ Tal yépovtos Oivéws, “Child of old Oeneus, you will profit to this extent
570 | Toobvd’ dvrion TV EUcdy, Eav b, from my ferrying, if you obey me, since you were my
TopBucY, OBoUvEX UYOTATNY G ETERY £YCd’ final passenger. If you collect in your hands the
Eav yap aueifpemtov aiua Tév Euddv clotted blood from my wound, where the offspring
opay v evéykn Xepoiv, i ueAayxdAous of the Lernaian Hydra dyed the arrows with black
gRayev lous Bpéupa Aepvaias Udpas, bile, you will have a charm for the mind of
575 goTan ppevds oot ToUTo KNANTIpLov Heracles, so that he will never look at another
Ths HpakAeias, chote uiTv’ eici®cov woman and love her more than you.”
oTépEel yuvaika kelvos &uTi ool TAéov.
568-77

Before moving to the final iteration of Zeus’ oracle at Dodona, it is worth backtracking
briefly to look at another statement about the future which occurs in this play—the dying words of
Nessus, the centaur. Faced with Heracles’ affection for Iole, Deianeira recalls the ancient gift
(TaAaidv 8édpov, 555) that will be her means of remedying the situation (Autripiov AUtmua,
554). We should, as Heiden cautions,' be very skeptical about this particular phrase—the text as
transmitted in the manuscripts gives a reading that is both unusual and loaded. Nonetheless, an
unusual reading is not reason enough to emend the text and AuTriptov AUTmua recalls language
from elsewhere in the play. In lines 21 and 181, words with a Au- root (forms of ékAUco and AUco,
respectively) have both been used of questionable releases relating to Heracles. The nature of this
AuTtripiov AUtmua is extremely ambiguous and also belies an imprecise understanding of the
philter itself on Deianeira’s part—an ambiguity echoed in the later use of p&puakov (at line 685)

to describe the same blood.

129 All of what follows here borrows heavily from Heiden 1989: 85-92 and his interpretations of Autripios (and words in
the Au- root) as well as pdppakov. I do not endorse all Heiden’s arguments on this point—some of the layers of
ambiguity that he teases out of this passage (lines 552-581) seem somewhat forced, but I am grateful for the nuanced
analysis that I here borrow.

130 This phrase is particularly difficult and there have been numerous attempts to emend away these difficulties in some
fashion. Whereas Heiden titles an entire chapter from this passage (“A Pain that Cures,” 1989: 8 1ff.) and embraces the
difficult ambiguity it presents, Campbell, Dawe 1979, and Easterling 1982 all dagger AUtrnua. Davies defends the
manuscript reading and remains unconvinced at the numerous attempts to emend the difficult reading: kiAnua
(Hermann); Téxvnua (Blaydes, prob. T. von Wilamowitz); vénua (Campbell); Acdpnua (Jebb). Davies, following
Lloyd-Jones (Sophoclea, p. 162), does not find the manuscript to be in need of emendation and cites parallels such as
Aeschylus’ &kos Topaiov (Cho. 539) to support the passage as referring to a remedy that is “naturally painful but can
also be conceived as bringing relief” (Davies ad 554). For my purposes, the AuTripiov is the more important element—
whatever else this gift is, she views it as a means of deliverance.
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In this scene, Nessus’ dying words to Deianeira function somewhat like an oracle, in that he
describes future events, though his legitimacy as a source of prophecy is certainly dubious.'
Although he does not have access to the sort of oracular authority bestowed by Dodona or Delphi,
dying words are powerful and often prophetic.’ It will be useful to think of his words as a
prophecy of sorts, if not on par with proper oracles, because they present another measure of
Deianeira’s ability to interpret such language, as well as the way that language can mislead
regardless of the form it takes. Like the oracle of Zeus, the critical element of Nessus’ prophecy will
prove true, but not in the way that Deianeira assumes. Still, it is striking that a malicious centaur’s
words prove true at all, given that he could easily lie (by which I mean say something that is
completely false). By making Nessus’ words misleading but ultimately accurate, Sophocles
effectively makes Nessus into a cipher for decoding Zeus’ oracles; the overt similarities between
Zeus’ and Nessus” words invite us to read these passages against one another and the differences
between them illuminate some important linguistic features of Zeus’ oracles.

It is worth noting, however, that much of this speech by Nessus can only be salvaged by
somewhat tenuous interpretations of his words. For example, Nessus’ words begin with a
dangerously imprecise instruction: “If you collect in your hands the clotted blood from my
wound...” (¢&v yap aueibpemtov aiua T Euddv / opayddv Evéykn Xepoiv, 572-3). Taken
literally, these instructions would presumably kill Deianeira. Additionally, it is unusual to describe
Deianeira receiving Nessus’ blood with the verb évivnu, or to call it a ppevds . . . knAnTrplov—it
is strange indeed to call Heracles’” death a “profit” to Deianeira, though many commentators have

raised no objections here, '3 and the poison’s effect might potentially be called a knAnTripiov,

131 See Bowman 1999 on prophecy and authority in the 7rachiniac and the reasons why Nessus’ authority and
legitimacy as a source of prophecy is very suspect. See also Bushnell 1988 on oracular authority more generally,
especially 19, 22-5.

132 Janko outlines the prophetic powers that people often obtain when they near death in his Ziad commentary (ad
16.852-4), citing Xenophon (Cyr. 8.7.21), Plato (Apol. 39C and Phaedo 84E), Aristotle (frag. 10), Aeschylus (Ag:
144411.), among others. There are also hints of this idea underlying Heracles’ words at the end of the play: cos
TeAeuTaiav ¢uod / eriunv TUbnobe BeopdTwy 60° old ¢y (1149-50).

133 Jebb, Easterling, and Davies are all silent on these passages. Kamerbeek simply notes that “the ‘profit’ may turn out
aninjury” (ad 570, 1), which is clearly true in this situation, but in all Sophocles’ other uses of dvivnu (O7'644) or
dvnois (Ant. 616; OC 288, 452; Aj. 400; Elec. 1061), it refers unambiguously to an actual benefit. We might compare
amoAavw’s different uses here, since &dmoAavce can mean to benefit or enjoy something but it can also be used in an
ironic sense, as at Eur. Phoen. 1204-5 (Jocasta, talking about Creon losing his son: Kpécov 8 £oike TV éucov
pgeUHdTV / Tév T Oidimou duoTtnvos amoAaloal kakév) and 17526 (Orestes speaking about Helen:
améAauoa K&y 81 T TGV keivns yducov). dvivnut has a similar semantic range and though there are not many
parallels for this sort of usage, dmoAavw provides a useful comparandum. See also 71.1.410, in which the “benefit”
described with émaupéc is not a benefit at all, but rather the negative consequences of Agamemnon insulting Achilles
(fva ravTes émavpwovtal BaciAfios).
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though its locus of attack is not limited to his @prjv.’3¢ The oblique formulation of his final lines
allows this part of his speech to be cryptically true (although Nessus does not seem to be similarly
concerned with the validity of the rest of his speech, a point which I will revisit at the end of the
chapter). At this point in the events of the play, however, none of the characters recognize the
seemingly obvious cause for suspicion (i.e., Nessus is unlikely to want to help the people responsible
for his death) and both Deianeira and the Chorus blindly believe in Nessus’ sincerity and the
efficacy of this philter to re-inflame Heracles’ love for Deianeira.'ss

Nessus’ words—unlike the prophecy from Dodona, which was literally inscribed onto a
tablet (8¢ATov ¢y yeypauuévny, 157)—is fixed in her mind as though it were written on a bronze
tablet (xaAkijs &meos SuoviTtov ¢k SBéATou ypaerv, 863). The verbal echo is striking, since both
descriptions imply a fixed permanence for the words, and yet at least the oracle from Dodona—the
one that was /terally written down and unchangeable—has appeared in three different forms thus
far in the play.

Similarly, in fact, this final utterance is also flexible and, despite being fixed in her mind, it

appears in two different versions:

gkBurjokeov 8’ 6 Bnp gy yap v 6 Brp pe Kévraupos, movdov
TooouUTov eite” Tai yépovTtos Oivéws, TAeUpav TIKP& yAcoxivi, Tpoudid&faTo
Toobvd’ dvrion TGV UV, E&v Tribn, Tapiika Becucov oudév, AAN’ éocalounv
TopBucdv, S6oUvex’ UoT&TNY o ETepy’ £y cd: XOAKTs 8Tros SUoVITITOY Ek BEATOU ypagriv.
gav y&p aueibpemtov aiua TV Euddv kai pot Tad’ fv mpdppnTa kai ToladT Edpcov:
oPAY OV EVEYKT XePOiv, T neAayxSAous TS PAPHAKOY TOUT &TUpov aKTIvds T del
gRayev lous Bpéupa Aepvaias Udpas, Bepuris &BikTov év puxois o ety e,
goTan ppevds oot ToUTo KNANTrpLoV €cas Vv apTixploTov apudoaiui Tou.
1ijs HpaxAelas, cdote puijtiv’ eioidcov K&8pwv TolalTa.

134 Sullivan 1999 looks in detail at the use of psychological and related terminology in Sophocles. Chapters 2 and 3
address the @p1v, both in Sophocles and in contemporary use. Sullivan notes that prjv is the most common of the
“psychic terms” that Sophocles uses (Sophocles follows Aeschylus in this). Aeschylus occasionally uses phrenes to refer
to a physical part of the body (Ag: 997, Choe. 831, Eum. 158), though this is much rarer in Sophocles and only occurs
once (7rach. 931) with a clearly physical meaning, rather than a psychological meaning (either intellectual or
emotional) (Sullivan 1999: 13, 43-59). However, Heracles is suffering both in body and mind, and he describes physical
pain (&AArikTOLS 6BUvals, 985-6; TAeupaiol y&ap TTpoopaxBiv ¢k piv toxaTas / PéPpoke odpkas, TAeUUOVOS T
apTtnpias / pogel Euvoikolv, ék 8t xAwpdv alud povu / mémaokev 181, kai Siépbapual Sépas / 1O Tav,
APPaoTe TS Xelpwbeis TEDN., 1053-7), but much of Heracles” lament describes suffering (which could apply
equally to body and mind, as SUopopov and &molels ), illness (¢ TEBe vooolvTy, 113) as well as regret (993-
1003) and betrayal (1010-1016).

135 Heiden 1989:87-8 takes a detailed look at what effects Deianeira and the Chorus anticipate that the blood will
have—Deianeira seems unsure whether it will diminish Heracles’ love for Iole or increase his love for Deianeira, as
hinted by her use of Trcos at line 584, in describing her hoped-for success with the philter (piATpois & é&v Teos THvs’
UmepPalcopeba / Ty maida kai BéAkTpolol Tois e HpakAel, 584-5). If Mudge's emendation is correct
(Traviuepos for Tavapepos to describe Heracles at 660), the Chorus seems to anticipate that it will increase Heracles’
desire for Deianeira as well. When Hyllus recounts these events, he says that Deianeira intended to apply a oTépynua
(1138) that Nessus had persuaded her would inflame his desire for her (Néooos mdAai Kévtaupos éEémeicé viv /
ToI8e PIATPE TOV 0oV Expfjvar Tébov, 1141-2).
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oTépEel yuvaika kelvos avTi ool TTAéov.
568-77

680-8

The beast, as it was dying, told me this much: “Child of
old Oencus, you will profit to this extent, if you obey me,
since you were my final passenger. If you collect in your
hands the clotted blood from my wound, where the
offspring of the Lernaian Hydra dyed the arrows with
black bile, you will have a charm for the mind of Heracles,
so that he will never look at another woman and love her
more than you.”

The beast, the centaur, instructed me as he was suffering
from the harsh barb in his flank. And I neglected none of
those things, but I kept them safe, as though they were
written on a bronze tablet that cannot be wiped clean.
These were his prorrheta’s to me, and I did these things:
to protect that drug, away from the fire and always out of
reach of the sun’s warm rays, in a hidden place, until such
time as when I should prepare it, freshly-spread. And I did
these things.

Deianeira first quotes the centaur in oratio recta and gives the impression, at least, that she is

recounting his dying words verbatim. Approximately 100 lines later, when she revisits this same

moment, she includes a great deal more information than she had before. Davies (ad 686fT.)

suggests that “these significant details were not mentioned in D’s initial account of Nessus’ remarks

(56911.). They are kept back until their significance is dramatically crucial.”

The details were omitted from the initial account, but it does a disservice to Sophocles to

suggest that his inclusion of these details at a later point in the play is merely a means to heighten

the tension with a dramatic revelation. Rather, by delaying this information, Sophocles provides a

nuanced characterization of Deianeira as she returns to the same story, but tells it through a

different lens, since she has since seen the remnants of the wool she used to apply the philter, and

she now suggests, in her second account, that her earlier actions may have been a mistake.’s” We

can see then that she has rethought her actions and is starting to struggle with this new piece of

information, and the second account she provides has changed in psychologically plausible ways.

Her characterization here not only demonstrates how language and meaning can shift and flow,

based on context, but it also creates a situation that more nearly mirrors the interpretive issues with

Zeus’ oracle. Immediately after Deianeira’s second account of Nessus’ instructions (680fl.), she

offers a new, corrected interpretation of the entire interaction. Affer the fact (uebloTtepov, 710),

she can see clearly what she had the tools to see all along: she has done a terrible deed (Epyov

Bewodv, 706). Nessus had no reason to help her, since he was dying because of her (fjs €6vrjox’

136 ] will revisit this word in greater detail and justify my preferred interpretation of it—not, as LS] suggest, as
“proclaimed, commanded,” but instead as “prophetic.” For the time being, I leave it untranslated, so as not to bias any

interpretations of this passage.

137 666-7, 669-70: I do not know, but I am afraid that I will soon be shown to have done a great evil, out of the hope of
doing good...Absolutely, so that I would never advise anyone to zealously undertake a task which is unclear to them
(oUk of8’* &buncd 8’ el pavioopal Taxa /kakdv uey’ ekmpdEac’ &t EATidos kaAfs. .. udAioTd ¥y ¢doTe puiToT

&v mpoBupiav / &dnlov €pyou T Tapawéoat AaBeiv).
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Utrep, 708); his justification for why he would help her (since she was his last ferrying passenger,
571) was always a flimsy pretext, but it is only after Deianeira has followed his instructions that she
can see any of this.'3

From a purely psychological perspective, it is not surprising that her words have changed.
Just as her account of the oracle of Zeus changes in a way that reflects her heightened alarm and
anxiety about Heracles’ safety, intervening events have given her reason to be far more alarmed
and skeptical about the efficacy of the potion. In fact, in her exchanges with the Chorus (before and
after the passage from which her speech above is excerpted), Deianeira’s fear is repeated in many

different forms:

An: yuvaikes, cos BéSolka ur| TepaiTéped Dei: Women, how I fear that I have gone too far in the
TEMPAYUEV’ §) pot TGV’ 80” dpTicas Edpcov. things which I have just done.
Xo: Ti 8" #oT1, Andveipa, Tékvov Oivécos: Cho: What is it, Deianeira, child of Oeneus?
An: oUk ol &Buucd 8, el pavrjoouat Téxa Dei: I do not know. I am despondent that I will soon be
Kakov péy’ ekmpaEac’ &’ eATidos kaAfis. shown—from my noble intentions—to have brought
Xo: oU 81 T1 TGV v HpakAel ScopnudTeov; about a terrible evil.
An: pdAiotd y', dhote prjmo T &v mpobupiav Cho: You don’t mean your gift to Heracles?
&dnAov épyou T Tapavéoal AaPeiv. Dei: Yes . . . I would never advise anyone to take eager
Xo: 8idagov, ei BidakTdv, ¢§ STou PoPel. action when the situation is uncertain.

663-671 | Cho: Explain, if it can be explained, the source of your

fear.
Xo: TapPeiv pév €pya Seiv’ dvaykaicos €xel, Cho: Fear, yes, is necessary about terrible deeds, but you
T & EATTS’ oU xpm TS TUxNS kpivel Tépos. must not condemn hope before you know the outcome.
An: oUk EoTv v Tols un kaAols Pouletpaciv Dei: There is not—in the midst of bad decisions—any
oUd’ EATris, fiTis Kai Opdoos TI Tpoevel. hope. Or at least not hope which provides any sort of
723-6 | confidence.

So, psychologically, the shift here makes perfect sense. Now that Deianeira has a concrete reason
to question the safety of the philter, her account of it changes as a result of her own apprehension.
The emphasis has shifted from a narrative, verbatim account of Nessus’ words to a paraphrase (in
oratio obliqua) that focuses on how faithfully Deianeira followed the instructions she was given
(Taprika Beopddv oUdév, 682) and how permanently and accurately she recalled them (&GAN

¢oCéunY / xaAkiis 8meos SvovimTov ek SéATou ypagrjv, 682-3)—the juxtaposition here is

138 As a result of a conversation with Ruth Scodel, I am more sympathetic to Deianeira’s mental processes here. While
it is easy for an external audience to recognize that Nessus was not trustworthy, Deianeira’s account of his death does
not suggest that she feels personal guilt about her role in his death, and it seems plausible that she does not think that
she is responsible for his death. More importantly, Nessus dies while being sexually excited (about Deianeira) and
Heracles kills him to protect Deianeira, motivated by his own sexual attraction. It would not be surprising for the result
of a sexual conflict to have romantic or erotic powers, and Deianeira is not entirely naive to think that this philter might
have the powers Nessus suggests. Since the philter was the result of Heracles defeating a romantic rival, Deianeira
might well suspect that (via sympathetic magic) it could help her defeat a romantic rival (Iole). This reading also adds
an ironic note to Heracles’ death, since Nessus dies because he was unable to control his sexual appetite, and Heracles
will ultimately die for the same reason, even if Deianeira does not intend for that to be the case.
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particularly striking since she previously gave a verbatim account recently. As she begins to go back
over the steps she has taken, now that she has seen the wool ominously disintegrate in the sunlight,
her phrasing changes subtly to reflect how she is both retroactively seeking to justify her actions
and also acutely aware of the mistakes she has made. If we are to accept line 684 (as I think we
ought's?), Deianeira prefaces her second account of Nessus’ instructions by reminding the Chorus
that she had been given instructions and she was simply carrying them out (TolaUT €8pcov, 684).
On the one hand, this phrasing deflects blame from Deianeira herself for the outcome—after all,
she was only carrying out what Nessus had instructed her to do, long ago (Trpoudid&EaTo, 681).
However, as opposed to the previous account of Nessus’ death, this version includes mention of the
pain that Nessus was in (TTovév / TAeupav mKp& yAwxivi, 680-1), hinting that perhaps
Deianeira has now—in retrospect—tinally recognized that Nessus, while dying from Heracles’
poisoned arrow, might not have the best intentions toward her or Heracles. As Heiden notes on
this passage, “[t]he dissolution of the wool merely reminds her of what she already knows that
could lead her to expect that the drug might be harmful” (1989: 105). As Deianeira goes on to call
it a pappakov (685),'4° rather than the piAtpov (584) and BéAkTpov (585), even her terminology
has shaded toward the ambiguous and dangerous. She, as she now sees, has been enchanted
(EBeAyé 1, 710), rather than enchanting Heracles, and though she did everything that she was told
to do (kai ToladT €8pwv . . . k&dpcov TolalTa, chiastically framing her account at 684 and 688),
Deianeira is overwhelmed by fear about what she has done, as she reexamines the events that have
just played out with far clearer hindsight—the late learning that is the hallmark of this play.

Before turning to Heracles” own account of the oracle, however, we should note how
Nessus’ words echo elements of the oracle recounted by both the Chorus and (as we shall see
shortly) the oracle recounted by Heracles. In the critical, quasi-oracular part of his speech, Nessus
promises Deianeira that the blood from his wound, poisoned by the Hydra’s blood, will ensure that
Heracles will never look at another woman and love her more than Deianeira (cboTe pfjtiv’

elo1Bcov / oTépEel yuvaika kelvos auTi 0ol TAéov, 576-7). What Nessus understands but

139 Line 684 is deleted by Wunder on the grounds that it is repetitive. Davies suggests that the interpolation—if it is an
interpolation, which he cautiously determines it to be—is likely due to an attempt to provide a clear construction to
govern the infinitive ocpCewv at 686 (which is properly governed by the more distant Tpoudi8a€aTo at 681. Jebb and
Lloyd-Jones have defended its inclusion on stylistic grounds, however, and noted that it denotes urgency and a
repetitive emphasis on the detailed steps of a ritual (offering £/ 288 as a parallel). I find it stylistically appropriate (for
reasons I discuss below) and without a more compelling reason for deletion, I think that it is worth inclusion here.

140 See Derrida 1981 and DuBois 1982: 100 for more on the ambiguity inherent in p&ppakov.
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Deianeira does not is that the reason that Heracles will never love another woman more than
Deianeira once she applies this philter is that Heracles will be dead (and, as a dead man, is
incapable of loving anyone to any degree at all).

Nessus’ words here have a great deal in common with the Chorus’ account of Zeus’ oracle,
in terms of its formulation and potential for misinterpretation. Unlike the oracles that Deianeira
describes, which seem to have two explicit alternatives, the Chorus’ account of the oracle (821-30)
is more of a riddle. Here too, Nessus presents Deianeira with a prediction about the future that is
almost a riddle, in that the language is cryptic and has a hidden “solution,” though Deianeira does
not realize that she has been presented with anything that needs solving.'4* Though she later
realizes why she ought to have been more suspicious of Nessus’ intentions, she initially
misunderstood the terms of their conversation and assumed that their conversation was
cooperative, whereas Nessus is not interested in conveying any information accurately.

In terms of Gricean Maxims, we can see how Deianeira’s actions stem from a
misapplication of Grice’s Maxim of Quality and Manner, replicated here (relevant submaxims in
bold):

QUALITY: Try to make your contribution one that is true.

I. Do not say what you believe to be false.
2. Do not say that for which you lack evidence.

MANNER: Be perspicuous.

I. Avoid obscurity of expression.

2. Avoid ambiguity.

3. Be brief. (Avoid unnecessary prolixity.)
4. Be orderly.

Because Nessus does not actually want to convey the truth, he does not follow these maxims, and
he tells what is in effect a lie (though his words are carefully crafted so that they are misleading, but
they are also technically accurate, once properly understood) and intentionally introduces obscurity

and ambiguity into his utterance. In effect, he is engaged in an uncooperative conversation and is

11 From the audience’s perspective, this riddle also foreshadows Heracles’ death, since the “answer” to Nessus’
riddling words is the death of Heracles, and at the moment of his death, Nessus’ words are fulfilled, just as the oracle at
Dodona is also fulfilled by the death of Heracles.
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not aiming at any sort of mutual understanding, but his words can have their intended effect

precisely because Deianeira mistakes this for a cooperative conversation.

Because she is tragically unaware of Nessus’ malicious intent, she approaches his words as
though they accord with these underlying maxims. If he had been aiming at shared comprehension,
Deianeira’s interpretation would be right. Nessus would not lie and would presumably have
avoided such ambiguous language, and Deianeira would have been correct to infer the most
natural meaning from his words. The critical misunderstanding that will lead to Heracles’ death is a
clear feature of Deianeira misunderstanding the terms of their conversation and applying tools and
approaches to Nessus’ words that are not appropriate. Because of his malicious intent, the rules of
cooperative conversation do not apply and Deianeira ought to have adjusted the way she
approached his words. This critical moment will be a useful lens through which to approach

Heracles” own misinterpretation of the oracle from Dodona.

1159-1173: Heracles' prophecies and interpretations
In this fifth and final iteration of the central prophecy of the play, the different prophecies

collide with one another. Zeus, we learn, told Heracles that he would not die at the hands of
anyone living:

guol yap fv TpdpavTtov ¢k TaTtpds TaAat,
TPOS TGV TVedVTWY uUNdevds Baveiv ToOTE,
AAN 8oTis Adou pbipevos oikrTwop TéEAoL.
For there was, of old, a prophecy for me, from my father
That I would never die by the hand of anyone living
But someone who was already dead, an inhabitant of Hades (1159-61).
This prophecy has not been mentioned before, and as will become clear in a few lines, this is an

older prophecy that seems to predate the prophecy given to Heracles at Dodona. Just as the
Chorus did at 821ff., Heracles provides the “answer” to this riddle—the dead centaur killed
Heracles, fulfilling what was divinely foretold (cos T 8etov fv / mpdpavTtov, 1162-3). In the same
moment, Nessus’ dying promise is also fulfilled. Heracles cannot love any woman more than
Deianeira if he is dead. In this moment, the two seemingly-discrete prophecies merge into one
event. Then, strikingly, Heracles connects these prophecies to the other major oracle about his
death, which has appeared so frequently throughout the play. He promises to show Hyllus how the

“new” prophecies (presumably the ones given at Dodona, though they have henceforth always
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been identified as ancient) corroborate the old ones (pavéd & €yco TouTolol oupPBaivovT {oa /
HaVTETQ KA, Tols T&Aal Euvriyopa, 1164-5).

We learn that Heracles wrote the oracle down personally, when he received it from the
sacred oak at Dodona. At this point, then, we have four versions (not including Deianeira’s initial

mention of the oracle, without any specific details, at 46fT.):

Deianeira Deianeira

o5 1) TeAeuTrv Tou Rlou péAAel Teheiv 14T 1 Bavelv xpein ogpe TG8E TG xpdve

i ToUTov &pas &BAov eis TS ¥’ UoTepov i Toud’ Utrekdpaudvta Tou xpdvou TéAos

TSV Aorrdv 11dn Blotov evaiwov’ Exetwv. (79-81) TS Aortrdv 118n Cijv dAutiteo PBice. (166-8)

That either he will achieve the completion of his life, | it would be necessary either for him to die at that time
or, having accomplished this labor, in the future or, if he escaped the end of his time, he would live in the
he will have a happy life, for the rest of it. future without pain.

Chorus Heracles

OTIOTE TEAESUNVOS EKPEPOL 1 Mol Xpovew TG CAdvTL kKai TapdvTt viv
BwdekaTos &poTos, avadoxav TeAETV TOVwY Epaoke uSxXBov TAV EPECTWO TV EUOI

TS Ads aUtdTaidi (824-6) AUow teheioBarr (1169-71)

When the twelfth year, with all its months, should It [the oak] told me that now, in the living and present
come to a close, time,

It would bring the series of toils to an end Aliberation from the toils imposed on me

For the son of Zeus himself Would be accomplished

Since we know that Heracles received the oracle in person, his version has been passed
through fewer intermediaries than the other accounts and should have the most direct access to the
original oracle.™ By the same logic, however, Deianeira is in possession of the tablets that contain
the oracle, and her version should therefore bear at least some resemblance to the actual oracle.
Yet, Heracles and Deianeira recount very different versions of this oracle. Both accounts are
ambiguous, but in fundamentally different ways. Deianeira’s account involves a disjunction and a
misunderstanding about what sort of disjunction it is. Heracles’ (like the Chorus’ account) hinges
instead on ambiguous wording and Heracles assumes that his “release from toils” will mean a good

life (rp&&etv kaAdds). As he and the Chorus realize, the only release from toils that he will achieve

142 Jt is worth noting that a few scholars have suggested that there may not be a contradiction between these two
accounts. Linforth 1952: 257, Kane 1969: 82, and Dickerson 1972: 445 (fn. 45) have all suggested that Heracles may
refer only to his interpretation and perceptions immediately after victory at Oechalia (that is to say, his version only
differs from Deianeira’s because he has effectively eliminated the other alternative, once he is victorious and seems to
no longer be at risk of death). The text leaves this option open, and it does present an intriguingly different picture of
this oracle, but there is nothing in the text to suggest this interpretation (T. von Wilamowitz 131 n. I argues strongly
against this suggestion).
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is death—there is no toil for those who are dead (Tois yap 6avotol péxBos o mpooyiyvetal,

1173).

Pragmatic Analysis

How Deianeira arrived at her accounts of the oracle tells a great deal about her own
preoccupations and reliability, but it does not fundamentally change the accuracy of her two
versions of the oracle. Her oracles are true in the end, even if they are not the same as what was
written on the tablet.™3 Heiden’s point that the existence of multiple versions represents an
“interpolation in the text of the oracle, for Deianeira has not only interpreted the oracle, but also
inserted her interpretation into the text” (1989: 34-5) is well taken and, as I have noted elsewhere,
Deianeira’s own fears and concerns and preoccupations undoubtedly shade her language and her
transmission of the oracle. It is, however, significant that these seemingly-adulterated versions of
the oracle’s original text are all borne out in the end. This suggests that there is something very
unusual about oracles in general, if all the different distortions and variations are nonetheless true.
While this might point to a more skeptical reading of the whole conception of oracles as little more
than open-ended wording that could apply to nearly any situation (in the same way that we might
approach a modern psychic who creates a supernatural illusion by practicing cold-reading),'#4 the
text itself does not suggest this reading. Rather, there seems to be some sort of divine guarantee
behind these oracular iterations and, regardless of the interpretive bias or lens placed upon Zeus’
words, they all prove true.

With this in mind, working from Deianeira’s accounts, the fundamental problem is not in
her formulations of the oracle (which, of course, prove to be accurate). The problem is rather in
her interpretations of those formulations. She approaches communication from the gods in the

same way that she would approach communication with a mortal: she assumes that the gods are

143 We can perhaps infer from this that the actual oracle was at least ambiguous enough to accommodate her
interpretations and that whatever underlying message Zeus gave to Heracles is compatible with all the variations we
find in the play. I am not convinced that Sophocles had a particular underlying oracular message in mind, though, and
it seems like an ill-advised exercise to try to excavate an “original” oracle through all these variants.

144 To this point, Heiden suggests that perhaps the divine backdrop of this play is an illusion and “Sophoclean piety”
(“belief in the absolute knowledge of the gods and the validity of their oracles”) is very much in doubt here
(1989:14)—in fact, he argues, even Zeus’ paternity of Heracles is also called into question, as is the very existence of
Zeus (1989: 38-9, 144-8, 160-1). The resulting “truth” of the oracles is in fact little more than Heracles’ own self-
realization of the oracles. Because he wants the oracles to be true, Heiden argues, Heracles manufactures an ending to
the play that does fulfill the oracles (1989: 151). This reading, while perhaps available, is certainly not strongly
suggested or demanded by the text.
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trying to communicate effectively through their oracles, and so she applies contextual clues to the
words she is hearing and she reasonably infers things based on the implications she perceives. She
applies the basic assumptions that underlie human communication to divine communication
without knowing that those rules do not apply to the gods, and that the gods communicate without
the same concern for how context shapes meaning.’# What makes oracles so consistently
misleading is the fact that divine language is semantically identical to mortal language, but from a
pragmatic perspective, it is very different. The fact that these languages are semantically identical
invites (one might say tricks) mortals into assuming that the two languages are entirely identical,
and it is this assumption that leads Deianeira astray.

Turning to Heracles,™® we see a different sort of confusion, though it stems from the same
basic source. In the two different oracles he has received—that he will not die at the hand of any
living creature and that he will have a release from his toils at the appointed, present time—the
true meaning is not obvious. For the audience, the most obvious import of “no one living will kill
you” would seem to point toward the well-known myth of Heracles” apotheosis, since someone who
is dead cannot generally commit murder, so “no one living” would mean, in effect, “no one.” 4
While the subsequent line—someone who is dead and in Hades—rules out this interpretation, it is
still a fundamentally paradoxical idea that someone who is dead might kill the living. This contrast
is emphasized a few lines later, with the semantically unnecessary Céovtd (1163)'® to highlight how
strange and unexpected the “solution” to this riddle is.

In the case of the second oracle, Heracles even outlines his own source of confusion.

“Release from toils” (uOxBwov . . . Ao, 1170-1) certainly can apply to death, but there are far

145 “ At first, it would seem that in tragedy, too, oracular language differs little from ordinary language; the gods speak in
a human tongue, rather than through omens. But he divine oracle uses a privileged language that can deceive those
who treat it as if it were ordinary speech” (Bushnell 1988: 14).

146 The Chorus’ confusion is largely similar to that of Heracles, though we have less context for their assumptions and
interpretations. As I understand their situation, however, they suffer from the same basic interpretive issue that
Heracles does. Since their access to the oracle is probably mediated through Heracles, though we are not told how
they hear the oracle, it is impossible to determine whether Heracles” own misinterpretation was passed along to the
Chorus, or if they reached a similar misunderstanding on their own. For these reasons, I will omit the Chorus in this
discussion, with the assumption that any misunderstanding on their part has the same basic causes as Heracles” own.

47 For more modern comparanda, we might think of Shakespeare’s “Laugh to scorn / The power of man, for none of
woman born / Shall harm Macbeth" (Macheth 4.1.90-92), which causes Macbeth to think (incorrectly) that he cannot
be killed. Similarly, Tolkien’s Witch-king of Angmar, about whom Glorfindel prophesies “not by the hand of man shall
he fall,” thinks that he cannot be killed. All these prophetic formulations suggest that the subject of the words cannot
be killed (though, in all three instances, that does not prove to be true).

18 Interestingly, this echoes the description Deianeira gives of Nessus and his final instructions to her: ToUT’
gvvorjoao’, @ piAat, 8éuols yap fv / keivou Bavdvtos ¢ykekAnuévov kaldds, / Xitédva Tévd éBaya,
TpooBaloic’ boa / Lédv ketvos ele (578-81).
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less ambiguous options. To return to the pragmatic analysis from before, Heracles assumes that the
“speaker” of the oracle is playing by the standard rules of conversation. He assumes—per
pragmatic theory—that a speaker would say something like “death™ if that is what the speaker
knows to be the outcome. Given a divine “speaker” for the oracle, the problem here cannot be a
lack of knowledge. Instead, the problem must be that the speaker is either intending to mislead the
listener, Heracles, or there is a different explanation for this transgression of pragmatic principles.

Heracles, like the Chorus, understood this oracle in the most natural way. His mythological
identity is closely associated with labors that he has been forced to endure. From the audience’s
perspective, it seems ironically appropriate that his labors have consumed his life and his identity so
thoroughly that the end of his labors is the end of his life. This awareness—like our awareness of
the misleading nature of oracles—is something that seems only to operate outside the play. Within
the play, Heracles’ interpretation seems like the natural interpretation. It is, of course, an
interpretation that aligns with Heracles’ own self-interest, but his behavior is also plausible and
realistic. These misunderstandings are the result of entirely human impulses.

It is worth turning briefly to Nessus’ dying words for a moment. In general, for an
examination of divine oracular communication, Nessus does not qualify. While he is not a human,
he is also not a god and does not fit neatly into any particular category in an examination of the
ways that gods communicate (or fail to do so) with humans.™9 However, he is a useful foil when
considering the broader psychological issues with oracular interpretation.

Nessus’ final words are ambiguous yet true, like the oracles in the rest of the play. A great
deal of weight is placed on the final words he speaks before his death: cooTe urjTiv’ eicidcov /
oTépEel yuvaika kelvos avTi 0ol mAéov (576-7). These are undoubtedly true, in a perverse way.
However, throughout the rest of his speech, there is a great deal that cannot readily be validated.
For example, he describes Deianeira receiving his blood with the verb dvivnu (570) and describes
the blood as a ppevds . . . knAnTripiov (575). These are far more difficult to explain, but there is an
obvious reason why these passages have not upset scholars—Nessus wants to cause harm and is

willfully misleading Deianeira in order to cause suffering in the future.

49 See Heiden 1989: 86-7 on Nessus’ liminal identity. I am not fully persuaded by some of the specific claims that
Heiden makes, drawing on Jebb (ad’557) on the association of centaurs with meaningless sound. Some of his examples
of liminality push the evidence father than I would like. However, his overall analysis of the liminality of Nessus in this
moment (drawing on the deep and rushing river he transverses and the general liminality of centaurs, at the border
between human and animal) are certainly convincing. For more on this, see duBois 1982.
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The ambiguity, then, is a weapon that Nessus wields in order to get his revenge. Deianeira
only carries out the actions that she does because of her false impression that she knows what the
effect of the Hydra’s blood will be.’s The riddle itself allows Nessus to have his revenge. On the
one hand, he does create this false sense of confidence and security in Deianeira by phrasing the
blood’s effect in a willfully deceptive way, so as to mislead her. Why, then, does he not completely
lie about the blood? Why craft his final utterance as a riddle that proves to be true, but only on a
certain, unintuitive reading?

The ambiguous yet accurate nature of Nessus’ words accomplishes two things. On one
level, his dying words have access to a sort of power. While most mythical comparanda for the
power of dying words involve either a curse or a prophecy, Nessus’” words bridge the divide
between these two. They are a prophecy in a sense, but this prophecy does not passively comment
on an immutable future, as we might expect. Instead, the very utterance of this prophecy serves to
bring about its completion—though, much like a curse, this prophecy will coincide with Nessus’
revenge on Heracles, his own killer. This alone is significant, and while there are not explicit rules
for how dying words can possess this special efficacy, one imagines that there needs to be some
measure of truth in them. So while Nessus might be more deceptive in other aspects of his speech
to Deianeira, the power of his final words might offer one rationale for why he opts for a riddle of
this sort.

There is, however, another aspect to his word choice, which speaks to Sophocles’ reasons
for shaping Nessus’ words this way rather than the motivations of the characters within the play.
Although he is dead before the play begins, Nessus provides the mechanism through which the
entire plot unfolds. Between his riddling prophecy and the blood that Deianeira takes from his fatal
wound, Nessus offers both the physical and psychological tools which lead Deianeira to kill
Heracles. Although his words are not an oracle, strictly speaking, they very much mirror the proper
oracles from Zeus. His prophecy seems to offer two alternatives—another woman (uitw’ . . .
yuvaika) or Deianeira (&vti col)—which are not two options in actuality, just as Deianeira’s
seemingly disjunctive accounts of the oracle turn out not to be two different options at all. Further,
her misunderstanding of both prophecies gives Deianeira a false confidence about the future that

allows the events of the play to unfold the way they do. Deianeira falsely assumes that, by surviving

150 See Heiden 1989: 87-8 for a discussion of Deianeira’s language and the ways in which her own language (in
particular, her use of Teos at line 584: piATpois & £dv Teos Trivd’ UepPBaAcoueba) reveals Deianeira’s potential
confusion about the specific effect of the charm.
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his final competition in Oechalia, Heracles is out of harm’s way, since he won the competition and
therefore will not fulfill the other option in the prophecy by dying. Similarly, she falsely assumes
(through the design of Nessus) that the blood she has is a love potion. It is only at the intersection
of these two misunderstandings that she acts to prevent a long, peaceful future in which Heracles
loves another woman, Iole. Similarly, Nessus offers the sort of ambiguity that we see in the version
of the oracle that Heracles recounts—an easy interpretation presents itself, but that natural reading
will prove to be wrong, in both cases. In terms of the overall structure of the play, Nessus” words
help crystallize why and how the oracles are misunderstood. Placed between two sets of oracles,
Nessus’s words can be seen as a sort of key which can unlock both sets of oracles which surround it,
by pointing to the pragmatic principles which caused the oracles to be misunderstood and by
providing the “answer” to the different oracles, which is Heracles’ death.

Further, to return to Deianeira’s second account of Nessus’ dying words, we see another
significant theme that mirrors the central oracle. Both Heracles and the Chorus reinterpret Zeus’
prophecy, once they see its fulfillment, and demonstrate the ways in which the oracle did turn out
to be true, just not in the way that they anticipated.’s" Deianeira too offers a reinterpretation of
Nessus’ words and deeds once she can look back at them. In her first account of Nessus” words, the
only description of his speech that she provides is TocoUTov elte (569), followed by what is
presented as a direct quotation of his words. Once she has reason to think that Nessus perhaps
misled her, the way in which she presents his words shifts. Now, he has taught her 6ecp& and the
content of his instruction is referred to as mpoppnTa. We find out that her previous verbatim
account left out a great deal of information about the care and preservation of Nessus’ blood and—
as with the multiple, shifting accounts of Zeus’ oracle—we are left with a very unclear picture of
what Nessus may have actually told her, since the two accounts do not mesh neatly together.

This opens up another point of contact between Nessus’ words and the broader prophecy.

Although Nessus’ authority to give prophecies is questionable,’s* Deianeira recasts his words as

151 Heiden has argued that Heracles forces a fulfillment of the oracle here, out of a desire to impose unity and an
illusion of justice and order onto an otherwise meaningless and terrible death. Heracles’ final commands to Hyllus, as
well as the necessity of the pyre, are strange events indeed, as Heiden rightly points out, but their strangeness does not
imply that the oracles are not fulfilled. I would suggest that even a forced-fulfillment (i.e. actions taken by Heracles to
consciously ensure the accuracy of the oracle) would still constitute fulfillment of the oracle, in broad terms. However,
there is nothing in the text to suggest that Heracles might recover from being engulfed in flames and continue his
mortal life and—as Heiden too notes, though it contradicts his argument to some extent—choosing a death on the
pyre actually threatens the validity of the oracle, since one could certainly argue that it changes his killer from the
prophesied inhabitant of Hades to Hyllus (or whomever Hyllus finds to light the pyre) (1989: 150-156).

152 See fn. 132.
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mpdppnTa (684). This word is not used elsewhere until very late, but it is etymologically derived
from Tpo + €pcd'8—an etymological kinship that does little to provide a conclusive meaning. LS]
offer “proclaimed, commanded” as a definition for TpéppnToS, and cites only this passage (the
only use of this particular form, aside from scholiasts writing about this passage). Given its
proximity to Tpoudid&€aTo (681), and the two glosses in the scholia, one of which equates
TpoppnTa with Tpoeipnuéva, ™ this definition is not unreasonable, but it perhaps loses some of
the semantic range that Tpogpéw and its derivatives can have. The other scholiast on this passage
suggests AMOPPNTA as a possible meaning for mpoéppnTa—while the majority of the uses of
améppnTa cluster around ideas of secrecy, which does not make much sense for its use in the
Trachiniae, this gloss should perhaps incline us to think about the other major use of Tpoepéco-
derived words, in the context of prophecy. TTpdppnua and Tpdppnots both refer to predictions,
prophecies, or prognosis (as does the derived adjective, TpoppnTikds). These often refer more to
predictions (often in a medical sense), but the idea of “speaking before” is central to that of
prophecy.'ss

With this in mind, there is no compelling reason that TpdppnTa cannot have shades of a
more prophetic meaning. In this light, Deianeira appropriately blurs the line between calling
Nessus’ words instructions and predictions. In the end, they turn out to be a suitably ambiguous
combination of those two ideas—they are a self-fulfilling prophecy that is only fulfilled precisely
because of their ambiguity, since it is the confusion generated by this ambiguity that causes
Deianeira to take the actions that she does. Nessus” words and how they are transmitted and
interpreted reflect the overarching prophecy about Heracles just as his words play a critical role in
the realization of the prophecy. His deliberately misleading and ambiguous dying words mirror the
prophecy from Dodona. By realizing these parallels, we can use Nessus” words to illuminate

something about Zeus’ words, as well as the inability of mortals to interpret them.

153 As a direct compound, this produces Tpogpécw, though mpoeimov is often the more common form of this
(Trpoepéw or TpoePE serving as future of TPoETTTOV).

154 The first scholiast on this passage writes Tpos e Ud Néooou mpoeipnuéva and the second writes
TpopepeAeTNUEVa pot 1) aéppnTa, Scholia vetera in Sophoclis Trachinias, 684al and a2.

155 For mpdppnots as a prediction or prognosis, see Hp. Prog. 15, D.S. 12.36, Plot.3.1.2. It can also be a proclamation,
as at D. 9.13, or a sort of prefatory statement, as at <Arist.> RA.Al 1438b11. Diogenes Laertius uses mpoppnots to
mean the practice of predicting the future and pairs it with astronomy and prophecy: Tous 8¢ XaA8aious Trepi
doTtpovopiav kai mpdppnotv doxoAeiohal ... AOKeTV Te LAVTIKNY Kai TPdpPNOLY, kai Beols auTols eupavilecal
Aéyovtas (Vit. Phil. 1.6, 7). Tpoppnua is not a word that occurs often, but it is used of prognosis in a medical context:
Ta 8¢ mpoppriuaTa Aaumpd Kai &y wvioTikd, &md Tol diaywaokew, Hp. Art. 58 (see also Hp. Prorrheticon 2.1-
2). We also find reference to the mpoppnTikds Suvaps (S.E. M.5.1) in addition to providing the title of one of
Hippocrates’ works, Prorrheticon.
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As noted above, the critical misunderstanding in all these instances hinges on the fact that
Heracles and Deianeira approach the oracle as though it were a form of human communication.'s®
Most importantly, they assume that the gods are participating in good faith in a cooperative
conversation that is governed by all the underlying assumptions that govern human conversation.
From our external vantage point, however, we know that oracles do not work that way. Either the
gods are not capable of communicating more clearly with humans (though this seems unlikely if we
are to imagine some sort of continuity with the Homeric world, in which gods certainly can appear
to humans and speak clearly and intelligibly to them, when they want), or they do not want their
meaning to be readily understood, or the gods and their motives are profoundly inaccessible to
mortals. As the final lines of the play—delivered either by the Chorus or Hyllus—assert, there is
nothing in the tragic outcome that is not Zeus (koUudev ToUTtwv & Tt ur| Zevs, 1278). How are we
to take this final sentiment? The interpretive difficulty of the oracle(s)—which are all oracles from
Zeus—is certainly the vehicle through which Heracles meets his fatal end and regardless of who
speaks the final lines, they stand as a final haunting indictment of Zeus’ role in the outcome. Viewed
in juxtaposition with Nessus’ words, which bear a striking number of similarities to the different
versions of the oracle, it would be tempting to understand a malicious and willfully deceptive Zeus.

However, in closing this chapter, I would like to offer a very different interpretation.

Conclusions
The oracles in this play are shown to be true, but the characters in the play can only

understand this in retrospect. Given the eventual outcome of the play, the ambiguous oracular
language does seem to be malicious on Zeus’ part, as Sophocles plays with the literary convention
of ambiguous oracles and manipulates them in a way that seems ultimately cruel. This cruelty is
compounded by the constant reminders throughout the play that Heracles is the son of Zeus.s”
While his presumed apotheosis may temper this cruelty to some extent, Sophocles suppresses the
idea of apotheosis and deliberately withholds any consolation for all the suffering.

When considering the ending of the play, however, and the play as a whole, it is essential to
recognize that Zeus’ motives are not the focus of this play, however central they may seem, both to

characters within the play and to readers outside the play. Like the original text of the oracle, Zeus’

156 On the nature of effective human communication, see the Introduction.
157 Fasterling discusses this motif in her commentary on lines 19, 200, 8267-7, 983, and 1278.
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motives cannot truly be discerned. When the play closes with the assertion at line 1278 that there is
nothing there that is not Zeus, we have only one more potentially biased perspective on events,
focalized through the characters.'® Like all the accounts of the oracle, this too is subject to
distortion, even though it occurs in a particularly powerful place in the play, as the final line. This
final line forces the audience to think about Zeus’ role in the horrors they have just seen—
Deianeira’s suicide, Heracles’ suffering and imminent death, and Heracles’ odd and semi-
incestuous request that Hyllus marry Iole. The play ends with the line koUdgv ToUTwov & Tt Ui
ZeUs and the audience must determine what to make of what they have seen, and the only available
responses are to agree or disagree. Either Zeus is complicit in these horrors, as the final line
suggests, or Zeus and is fundamentally inscrutable and mortals simply cannot know what his role
and intentions were. On the latter reading, all that we have access to are the linguistic
pronouncements that come from Zeus, but language is an ineftective form of communication
between mortals and humans, so we cannot know anything about Zeus, and the play cannot tell us
anything about Zeus, but only about language. In response to these examples of divine language,
we can see the basic assumptions that human characters are bringing to bear on these prophecies
and we can also see that these fundamental assumptions—that the “speaker” is aiming at being
understood and is entering into a cooperative conversation in good faith—are called into question.
As the gods are mediated through language (Zeus here, but we will see this with other gods in

subsequent chapters), it becomes clear that when language is the way that mortals attempt to

158 As an initial note, I am of the opinion that all the lines which come down to us in the manuscript tradition ought to
be retained. Ritter 1861 deleted the final 4 lines completely (as he did with many other tailpieces), Hartung deleted
1259-78, Bergk deleted 1264-78, and Dawe deleted 1257-78 (in his first edition of the text). I side with Lloyd-Jones and
Wilson, however, in thinking that there is insufficient reason to delete any of the final lines. The more difficult question
concerns who speaks the final four lines. The manuscripts provide an inconclusive answer, and a scholiast even reflects
this confusion, which apparently dates back to antiquity (ToUto Aéyer 6 X6pos 1) 6 "YAAos): ZgT give these lines to
Hyllus, whereas P.Oxy. 3688 and KTa give the lines to the Chorus, and the remaining manuscripts are split. Hermann,
Jebb, and Pearson give the lines to Hyllus, as do Davies and Lloyd-Jones and Wilson, whereas many other modern
editors (e.g., Brunck, Campbell, Easterling) give these lines to the Chorus. Nauck, as something of an outlier removes
Hyllus, gives 1259-1269 to Heracles and 1270-1278 to the Chorus. The question hinges on line 1275, and who is
addressed with TapBév’. Generally, we would expect the Chorus to deliver final lines, particularly lines of this nature.
Because the Chorus does not elsewhere in extant Sophocles address another member of the Chorus with a singular
form, many have thought that Hyllus must be speaking to a member of the Chorus (presumably the Chorus leader),
since the only other living female, Iole, is presumably gone from the stage in lines 1219-20, based on the way that
Heracles and Hyllus refer to her (Hp.: v EtpuTteiav olofa 8iita rapbévov; / "YA.: 16Anv EAeCas, cds ¥y’
emeikaev epg). However, as Kaimio 1970: 190-1 argues, Hyllus addressing the Chorus with Tap8éve would also be
unparalleled. I find both sides compelling and while I tend to prefer assigning these lines to Hyllus, the arguments on
both sides of the question are compelling enough that I prefer not to rest my argument on a firm attribution. For more
on this debate, see Easterling 1981: 70-1, Davies 1991: 265-7, Jebb’s Appendix (p. 208), and Lloyd-Jones and Wilson
1990: 177-8.
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interact with the gods, they are subject to the limitations of the linguistic medium. Despite the
appearance that gods and mortals speak the same language, since both are nominally speaking
Greek, we find instead that divine, oracular language is fundamentally different from human
language. Language, then, is both the potential means of access to the divine and a marker of the
boundary between gods and mortals.

Oracles are strange and fantastical by nature—they are liminal and magical and give
humans access to the knowledge of the gods. As such, the liminality and strangeness of oracular
speech affords Sophocles the flexibility to play with language to create artificial exceptions to
pragmatic principles. Oracular speech—precisely because it is not bound by the rules of “normal”
speech—is a useful and effective tool to explore the ways in which pragmatic principles fail and
what sorts of artificially-constructed miscommunications can “break” these rules. By exploring the
limits of communication and miscommunication, Sophocles illustrates exactly what the guiding
principles that undergird effective communication are. This play offers four different
misinterpretations of what is ostensibly the same oracle. In so doing, it gives us four different
examples of the ways humans naturally hear and interpret complex language. Pragmatic theory
helps illuminate this play so well because the play is concerned with precisely the issues that are at
the heart of pragmatics—how meaning emerges both from what is said and from what is unsaid and
what sorts of rules or principles govern this process. And it is precisely by shifting our focus toward
the mortal characters that we can see this more clearly.

All of the different ways that mortal characters misinterpret Zeus’ oracle are shaped by
fundamentally human approaches to language. As I detailed throughout, Deianeira, Heracles, and
the Chorus all approach oracular communication as though it is normal communication, which is
governed by a set of underlying principles and reasonable assumptions. They make the same kinds
of inferences that usefully generate meaning, in the context of human communication, moving
beyond the strict semantic meaning of the words they hear and bringing a rich array of pragmatic
tools to bear on the words of Zeus. Because Heracles and the Chorus can correctly reinterpret the
oracle once it is actually being fulfilled, it is tempting to look back through the play and think that
the characters should have been able to understand the oracle all along. To do so suggests that we
ought to attribute this failed communication to the hearers who made improper inferences and not
to the speaker who—by standards of human communication —implicated things that were not

true.
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In conclusion, by looking at the ways in which oracular communication and interpretation
fails spectacularly, Sophocles advances a conception of how human communication does work.
Both the Chorus and Heracles explain how they misunderstood what a rest from toils meant's%—
they took it as its most natural meaning and did not consider other meanings it might have. They
recognize that they were operating under a set of assumptions (as described effectively by
pragmatic theory) that were common to them both; these oracles are misunderstood precisely
because of the mechanisms that are subconsciously a part of human communication. By creating a
situation in which these mechanisms and assumptions fail, Sophocles also highlights their very
existence. At a time when sophists and philosophers were beginning to discuss the nature of
language, Sophocles’ conception of language and his underlying pragmatic theories represent a

nuanced and generally overlooked contribution to this discussion.

159 Chorus at 828-30 and Heracles at 1171-3.
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Chapter 2: Oedipus, Tiresias, and Apollo Loxias

Introduction
The Oedipus Tyrannusis perhaps the most well-known of Sophocles’ plays and the story

recounted within it has been the subject of a great deal of scholarly work in many different fields.
My argument here does not seek to examine many of the popular questions that scholars have
asked about this text, and I will not offer an opinion as to the nature of the Sophoclean hero,™ or
the psychoanalytic implications of this play," or issues of fate and free will,**> and I do not intend to
examine the question of Oedipus’ guilt.” Instead, my interests are quite narrow. The Oedipus
Tyrannusis a play (the only other surviving Sophoclean play, besides the 7rachiniae) whose plot is
entirely concerned with oracles and their interpretations and fulfillment. The oracles within this
play are woven much more thoroughly into the entirety of the work (as opposed to those in the
Trachiniae, which can be neatly extracted) and the central prophecy—that Oedipus will kill his
father and sleep with his mother—has in fact already been fulfilled before the play even begins.

This, too, represents a departure from the sort of oracle that operates in the 7rachiniae. Put

160 Most famously, Whitman 1951 (and later, Whitman 1982) and Knox 1964 (and, to a lesser extent, Knox 1957)
address the tragic hero, though the theme has been taken up by many others since then, including Segal 1995 and,
most recently, Van Nortwick 2015. See also Currie 2015 for a recent survey on Sophocles and hero cult.

161 See Liapis 2012: 84 on the Freudian influence on interpretations of this play, with a bibliography for treatments and
rebuttals of pro-and anti-Freudian arguments. See also Rudnytsky1987 for a more extended treatment, as well as Segal
1994 and Nussbaum 2006.

162 On this topic, see Dodds 1966, Mastronarde 1994, Cairns 2013, Gregory 2005. For the commonly-expressed view
that this play is a “tragedy of fate,” there are myriad examples, but because of his deep influence on the modern
reception of the play, I will here provide Freud’s description of this play as a Schicksalstragodic in his The
Interpretation of Dreams. Before moving into his famous formulation of the Oedipal Complex, Freud concludes that
“Konig Odipus ist eine sogenannte Schicksalstragodie; ihre tragische Wirkung soll auf dem Gegensatz zwischen dem
iibermichtigen Willen der Gétter und dem vergeblichen Strauben der vom Unheil bedrohten Menschen beruhen;
Ergebung in den Willen der Gottheit, Einsicht in die eigene Ohnmacht soll der tief ergriffene Zuschauer aus dem
Trauerspiele lernen” (“V. Das Traummaterial und die Traumquellen”). Knox 1957 and Dodds 1966 both argue
against this simplistic line of interpretation. To this end, Dodds invokes Knox™ analogy (Knox 1957: 39-40) to Peter in
the Gospel of Matthew, in which Peter is prophesied to deny Jesus three times (Matthew 26:34-5, 60-75). The fact that
he does so, both Dodds and Knox suggest, does not mean that Peter was bound by fate. Rather, free will and
predestination can coexist and Peter can fulfill the prediction by an act of free choice (Dodds 1966: 42-3).

163 [, as most all classicists do, accept that Sophocles is quite clear about Oedipus’ guilt and there can be no question
that the oracles have been fulfilled and he has committed both incest and parricide. However, Goodhart 1978 and
1996 argue that Sophocles does not in fact establish Oedipus’ innocence or guilt, but instead equivocates on this
question. Ahl 1991 makes this same point, which has been picked up by scholars outside the field of classics. See also
Girard 1986 and Chase 1986.
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another way, the Oedipus Tyrannusis not a play that displays the inevitable and tragic fulfillment

of an oracle, but one that performs a sort of autopsy on an already-fulfilled prophecy.

In this chapter, I look at three different prophetic elements that run throughout this play:
(1) Apollo’s oracle about how Thebes can remove the plague; (2) the different versions that Jocasta
and Oedipus each received of the oracle that Oedipus would sleep with his mother and kill his
father; and (3) Tiresias’ conversations with Oedipus, which explain elements of these oracles as well
as foretelling the realizations that lie in Oedipus’ immediate future. Before looking at any of these
elements, however, I start by examining the Riddle of the Sphinx and the associated pragmatic
principles that govern the solving of riddles. The oracles in this play are not riddles, but the genre
of the riddle introduces a far more complex pragmatic scheme than I outlined in the first chapter.
Riddles, like other playful linguistic interactions (jokes, puns, etc.), are neither straightforward
cooperative conversations nor are they lies. The genre of riddles provides a valuable perspective on
how oracular language functions, and looking at the mechanics of riddles allows us to see exactly

how some of the oracular misunderstandings in this play occur.

The Riddle of the Sphinx
The Sphinx looms as a shadow behind the Oedipus Tyrannus. She died long before the

events of the play begin, but defeating the Sphinx is Oedipus’ defining heroic accomplishment and
it is the grounds upon which he becomes the ruler of Thebes.™® It is repeatedly invoked, by
Oedipus and others, as a crucial moment. In a sense, the Sphinx is the catalyst for the events of the

play. The Sphinx’ presence is the (somewhat feeble) excuse that Creon gives for why no one

164 Barrett (2002: 205) notes the many ways that Oedipus’ identity is tied to the Sphinx, though his arguments are
based in large part on the assumption that the riddle that Oedipus solves is the traditional formulation, in which case
his name (which, as noted by the Corinthian at line 1036, is derived from his pierced—and thereby swollen—feet) and
his great victory over the Sphinx are both connected. The Sphinx is deeply connected to Oedipus’ heroic identity.
Edmunds 2000: 36 notes that there is no explicit discussion of how Oedipus comes to be ruler, but it must be some sort
of a reward for defeating the Sphinx (Oedipus describes his rule as a gift from the city at 384). Oedipus’ status as ruler
of Thebes is attained directly by marrying the queen (see Finkelberg 19971 on this type of succession, in which rule is
passed from father to son-in-law, rather than father-to-son, and marriage is the means of acquiring kingship). By the
end of the play, however, it has become clear that he has also inherited kingship from his father, though he did not do
so because of his connection with Laius. As far as Thebes knows, kingship was transmitted in the same fashion that
Finkelberg details and which occurs in so many other heroic, literary examples (Tyndareus to Menelaus, for example).
Finkelberg cites Oedipus as providing a cautionary counter-example to all the instances in which kingship was passed to
the king’s son-in-law, since kingship by marriage would generally rule out the king’s son as an option for the next king.
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investigated who Laius’ murderers were (O7'130-
131) and it is the reason why Oedipus marries
Jocasta: the Sphinx allows for the very situation that
fulfills Oedipus’ terrible fate.

Despite this, the Sphinx’ riddle is never
described in the play. The traditional formulation of
the Sphinx’ riddle was almost certainly known by
the time of this play (see Fig. 1), but Sophocles

does not even allude to that version or to the

content of the riddle at all. At first glance, this

seems like an odd choice, since there are striking - N
Figure 1, Red Figure Vase from the Vatican

parallels between the story of Oedipus and the Museum (16541)

traditional formulation of the riddle, which would ARV, 451.1 = LIMC VII, s.v. Oidipous, no. 19. Though
not visible in this image, a retrograde AITPI is inscribed

have very hkely been Somethlng of the followlng between the Sphinx and Oedipus, which has been

166 conjectured to be k]ai Tpi[mov (or k]ai Tpi[Touv,
form: ) :
depending on dialect)

goT1 Simrouv éml s kai TeTp&TTOV, oU Hia popr,
kal Tpimov, dAAdooel 8¢ punv pdvov 8oc’ £l yaiav
EPTETA KIVETTaN Kal av’ aifépa kal KaTta TévTov:
AAN 6éTréTav Tpioooiow émeryduevov ool Paivn,
Evba Téxos yuloow dpauvpdTaTov méAel auTou.

There is, on the earth, a thing that is two-footed and
four-footed, and one form [or voice], and it is three-
footed as well, and it alone changes its form [or its
nature], out of so many creatures that move across
the land and through the air and in the sea. But

165 Lloyd-Jones 1978, building on Lesky 1928 and refining many of his own positions in Lloyd-Jones 1963, concludes
that the riddle of the Sphinx likely does not date back to early epic. In the Oedipodeia, there is no evidence that the
Sphinx poses riddles or is anything more than a murderous monster. It could originate with the 7hebais, though
Lloyd-Jones finds this unlikely, but there is strong evidence that it is well known by the time of Aeschylus. The famous
cup in the Vatican with Oedipus and the Sphinx is dated to c. 470 BCE (Beazley ARV, 2™ ed. 451) and it includes the
words (k)ai Tpi(ov). Lloyd-Jones suggests that the significantly different formulation found in P.Oxy. 2459 (a
fragment of Euripides’ Oedipus) suggest that the nearly-identical forms that we find in our later sources are likely
drawing on a more authoritative version than that of Euripides—in addition to the sources listed above, the riddle is
also attested in hypotheses to Soph. OT (ed. Dain-Mazon ii.71) and Eur. Phoen. (ed. Schwartz i.243-4) as well as 2
Phoen. 50 (ed. Schwartz 1.256), 2 Lycophr. 7 (ed. Kinkel, p. 65), and Tzetz. ad Lycophr. (ed. Scheer, i 11). Lloyd-
Jones concludes that this more authoritative source is most likely Aeschylus’ Oedipus, which is a satisfying though
unprovable suggestion.

166 [loyd-Jones 1978: 60-1 provides a thorough text and history of the text and variants. The version he compiles is
essentially the version that Athenacus provides (10.456B = FGrH 12 F 7a = AP 14.64), but Athenaeus has peovr)
instead of pop@r] at the end of the first line and gives guow instead of @urv in line 2 (this line varies significantly
between versions). Athenaeus also has y{vovtai instead of kiveiTat in line 3 and TTAeioToloW Epeiddpevov instead of
Tplocoiot emerydpevov in line 4 (drawing heavily on Aesch. Ag.80-2, which he understands as an allusion to the
riddle of the Sphinx). Lloyd-Jones’ text compiles the best available readings and his choice of readings seems preferable
to Athenaeus’. On line 4, a reading of Tpiocoictv suggests that an elderly man with a cane is slower than a crawling
child, whereas AeioTo0W suggests that the old man is faster than the small child. I have printed Lloyd-Jones’ text as
he prints it, though I am not sure about this particular reading, and both options seem plausible, depending what level
of infirmity the Sphinx is imagining in the man aided by a cane.
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whenever it goes about, moving itself forward with
three feet, then the swiftness in its limbs is weakest.

The answer to this riddle is “Man,” and the thematic resonances of this have been well noted and
explored.’” A great deal less study has gone into the question of why this riddle is not mentioned in
the play. While the riddle of the Sphinx is clearly not oracular speech, I nonetheless open my
examination with an overview of how the riddle of the Sphinx functions within the play and what its
significance is for the play as a whole, since an understanding of how riddles function linguistically
offers us useful tools for approaching oracular speech in this play.

Since we are not given any information about the content of the Sphinx’ riddle, it is worth
starting with what we dolearn about the riddle. We hear about the riddle three times within the
play, and here we have a proper riddle (described with the word aivryua in two different places:
393 and 1525) rather than the somewhat looser use of “riddle” I made in the previous chapter, in
describing Nessus’ cryptic dying words.

The riddle of the Sphinx is invoked by a priest at the start of the play to highlight Oedipus’
great service to the city, and we hear how he released (é€éAvoas, 35) the city from the Sphinx. The
word used to describe this release, ékAUco, anticipates the actions Apollo demands to save the city
(AUovtas, 101) and echoes the traditional language used to describe solving a riddle. s
Linguistically, these are all closely related and Oedipus’ defining heroic act of solving the riddle is
linked to his attempts to save Thebes. This seemingly obvious connection—defeating the Sphinx
was what saved the city at the time—will become far more complicated by the end of the play, since

Oedipus saves the city from one threat (the Sphinx) while exposing it to another (the plague).®

35 8s y’ tEéAvoas &otu Kadugiov poAcov And you, when you came to the city of the
okAnpés do1dol Baoudv 8v Tapeixouey, Cadmeans, you released us from the tribute we
kai Talb’ g’ fucdv oudtv eEe1dcos TAtov were paying to the harsh songstress. And further,
oud’ exd1daxbeis, AAA& TTpoobrikny Beol having no special knowledge and not having been
Aéyet vouiCet 6’ fuiv dpbcdoar Biov: thoroughly instructed, but by the assistance of a

071'35-39

167 See Barrett 2002: 190-222.

168 However, as LS] note (ad afvrypa), solving a riddle can be described with SiermeTv and eidévan, the passages it cites
for both these verbs are from the Oedipus Tyrannus (OT393,1525) and of little use when making an argument about
language within this play. The other verb it provides for solving an afvrypa is pabetv (used at E. Ph.48, 50 to describe
Oedipus’ actions). However, A¥c is an extremely common word for solving riddles (found with both ypigos and
aiviypa) and occurs at Vie. Hom. 7 West (Vita Romana), D. Chr. Orat. 10.31, Arist. 1./969b.4-6, Jos. AJ5.290, D.S.
4.64.3, Str. Geog: 10.3.23, et al. We find also afviypa . . . 8YoAuTov at Plu. Fr.25.3 and a wide range of compounds of
AU to also describe solving riddles: émAUw at Ath. Deip. 10.71, 10.73; and SiaAtw at Ath. Deip. 10.73, 10.88 and
Plut. Septem 154B.

169 On the relationship between Oedipus and the Sphinx, and the way that Oedipus both vanquishes and (in a sense)
becomes the Sphinx, see Moore 1980.
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god, you are spoken of and credited as having
restored our life.

By invoking Oedipus’ victory over the Sphinx, the priest reminds the city and, more

importantly, the audience that Oedipus earned his position—he is an embodiment of the positive
elements of a tyrannus.””° He did not inherit rule, but he achieved it through his own actions. Yet,
the priest is careful to remind us, Oedipus did not accomplish this entirely on his own. He had
assistance (Trpoofrkn) from a god. Jebb notes that the use of TpooBrikn here “is appropriate,
since the achievement of Oed. is viewed as essentially a triumph of human wit: a divine agency
prompted him, but remained in the background” (ad38). I would elaborate and say that the divine
agency is intentionally ambiguous. The priest can thus characterize Oedipus as a pious man
without diminishing his accomplishments as the savior of the city; there is no specific god with
whom Oedipus must share the credit. Instead, our introduction to Oedipus as a ruler casts him as a
man who—in the eyes of his people—has a very pious understanding of his privileged relationship
with the gods. The priest, speaking on behalf of the Theban suppliants, makes it clear that they
have not come to Oedipus for help because they think that he is an equal to the gods (Beoiot pév
VUV OUK 100UHEVSY O €y cd / oud’ oide Taides eCouecd épéoTiol, 31-2). Quite the opposite, in
fact. They think that he is the best among men at dealing with the challenges of life and dealings
with the divine (&v8pcdov 8¢ TpddTOV £V TE OUNPOPaTs Biou / kpivovTes Ev Te Saipdvwov

ouvaAAayais, 33-4)."7" This description complements what we find a few lines later, about the

70 See Knox 1957 for the most well-known look at the themes of tyranny and the rhetoric and imagery surrounding the
figure of the tyrannus (and Athens as the polis tyrannos). As Knox 1957: 54 notes, “This sense of the word tyrannos is
exactly appropriate for Oedipus...: he is an intruder, one whose warrant for power is individual achievement, not
birth” (emphasis mine). Recent work on the topic, however, has found some fault with Knox: Edmunds 2002 revisits
this question, looking at Oedipus in light of both the Athenian ideology of tyranny as well as the more ambivalent
Panhellenic ideology of tyranny. Edmunds concludes that Oedipus’ intelligence is an anomalous or heterogencous
element of his tyranny (as opposed to the generic characteristics of tyranny). Seaford 2003 also finds some problems
with Knox” interpretation, since parallels between the figure of the tyrannus and the tyrannical city would have been
easy for Sophocles to make explicit, and yet he does not chose to do so. Instead, Seaford highlights the ambivalent,
tyrannical depiction of Oedipus, particularly when Oedipus is viewed across the O7T and the OC:. In short, Knox’
comments on the (at least partially) meritocratic characterization of Oedipus as a tyrannus are not undisputed, but they
certainly serve to highlight the individual accomplishment of Oedipus, which is a defining aspect of his depiction. On
the general topic of tyranny in Greece, and in Athens in particular, Popular Tyranny: Sovereignty and Its Discontents
in Ancient Greece (2003, ed. Morgan) is a useful, recent look at the topic.

178 This passage is particularly difficult to translate and understand. The cupgpopals Biov seem straightforward
enough, but the Saipdveov ouvaAhayais are much less clear. Jebb argues strongly for Saipdveov as a subjective
genitive, meaning “’conjunctures’ caused by gods . . . Special visitations, as opposed to the ordinary chanced of life
(oungopais Biou)” (ad34). He lists the Sphinx and the plague (described as 6 Tuppdpos Beds at line 27) among these
Saudvwv ouvalAayais and thinks that the use of cuvaAAay in the sense of “a conjuncture of events” at OC 410
makes this a preferable reading, rather than understanding this as “dealings (of men) with gods.” I side with Dawe (ad
34) in thinking that there is no compelling reason to choose any of the available meanings of cuvaAAayr and that it is
best to choose a translation (he suggests “dealings”) that is vague and open enough to accommodate the possibility that
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assistance of a god. Oedipus seems to have a good working relationship with divinities, as far as the
people can tell. He knows his place in relation to the gods, and the gods augment his own
knowledge and abilities.’” By associating Oedipus and his heroic, interpretive victory with the gods,
the priest makes an implicit connection between the gods and effective interpretation—a
connection that will be challenged by Oedipus himself as well as by the outcome of the play.

Later, when Oedipus accuses Tiresias of plotting with Creon to overthrow him, he invokes

the Sphinx as well, but in a very different manner:

390 gTrel, pép’ eiré, TOU oU pavTis el cagris; Come then, tell me, when have you shown
TS OUK, 80’ 1) pawedds evBad’ v kUwv, yourself to be a true prophet? Why did you utter
nUdas 11 Toled’ doTolow EkAuTrplov; no saving word on behalf of the citizens, when the
kaitol 16 ¥ afviyn’ oUxi Toumdvtos fv rhapsodic bitch'73 was here? After all, the riddle
avdpds BielTrelv, GAA& pavTeias £der was not for just any passerby to explain fully, and
395 flv oUT &1’ olcwvddv ob poupdvns éxcov there was need of a prophet’s skill—a skill which,
oUT &k Becov Tou yvewoTév: &AN Eyco poAcov, coming either from birds or any of the gods, you
O undev eidcas Oiditrous, ETavod viv, were conspicuously seen to be lacking. But I came,
Yvcoun kuprjoas oud’ &Tr’oicovédv pabcov: Oedipus who knew nothing, and I stopped her,
Bv 81| ov Telpds ekPaleiv, Sokdv Bpdvols accomplishing it with my intellect alone, having
400 TapacTaTtioe Tols Kpeovteiols méAas. learned nothing from birds . . . And I whom you
kAaicov Bokels pot kai ou xed ouvbels Tade attempt to banish, thinking that you will stand
aynAatrioe el 8 un '8dkels yépcov near to the Creontic throne. I think that you and
elvat, Tabcov €yves av old Tep PPOVETS. the one who plotted these things will regret your
OT'390-403 | eagerness to drive the pollution out of the land. If
you did not seem so old, you would have learned a
painful lesson suited to your attitude.

I will not dwell on the dramatic irony that pervades this tirade, though it is of course
striking. I am more concerned with the effect of invoking the riddle of the Sphinx here. Before, the
priest mentioned the Sphinx in order to emphasize the great service Oedipus had done to Thebes.
In the process, he highlighted Oedipus’ piety and his meritocratic claim to rule. The riddle,
however, was not mentioned at all. In this second version, the focus is entirely on the riddle
(afviy’, 393) and the difficulties it posed. This riddle could not be solved by just anyone (kaitot

16 Y alviyy’ ouxi ToumadvTos fv / &udpds Siertreiv, 393-4). Its difficulty demanded some sort of

this means “’dealings’ with the gods, or a crisis caused by them, or even a reconciliation with them,” since all these
possibilities are attested uses of ocuvaAAayr).

72 Dawe notes (ad31) that “it is most important that we should know at an early stage whether Oedipus is the kind of
tyrant who might wish to be regarded as divine, or whether he keeps himself free from such impiety . . . Oedipus is the
sort of man who might reject extreme adulation with words like ov Tis Tot 8eds eip: i W dbavdTtoiow Elokels; like
Odysseus, Hom. Od. 16.187; or Aéyc kaT’ &vdpa, ur Bedv, oéBew £pé, like Agamemnon, Aesch. Agam. 925. The
suppliants know this, and respect his wishes. They feel that he has some special relationship with the gods (38) but they
carefully draw the vital distinction between gods (31) and men (33).”

173 Her description as both an &o186s (36) and a payeados (391) reinforces what we might have already expected
about the riddle’s meter, which is that it was in hexameter. See Lloyd-Jones 1978: 60 on this point.
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extraordinary skill—Oedipus suggests that mantic skill should have allowed Tiresias to solve the
riddle, but since it did not, Oedipus had to use intellectual skill instead. It is not clear, however, that
a riddle might require prophetic abilities.'7# In less tragic contexts, riddles were popular party
games; they allowed party guests to match wits with one another, not to showcase their prophetic
abilities.””s Even if the reference to prophetic skill is not entirely appropriate, it is rhetorically
useful, since it allows Oedipus to compare his service to the city to that of Tiresias. The citizens
needed a seer to save them, but Tiresias, the seer par excellence, did not utter any saving word
(exAuTriprov, 392). Oedipus, who goes to great lengths to point out that he is not a seer and has no
special knowledge, accomplished with his intellect alone (yvcoun) what Tiresias could not do.
Oedipus’ own language echoes that used by the priest (EEéAuoas, at line 35) to describe the service
Oedipus rendered to the city, and Oedipus here casts himself, as he has been cast by others, as the
bringer of release and the solver of riddles—and the sole savior of the city.

As opposed to the previous mention of the Sphinx, which painted a picture of a pious and
heroic Oedipus who freed the city from a monster, we now see a different version of Oedipus who
makes no mention of divine assistance (TTpoc6rikn 6eol, 38) but instead takes full credit for himself
and his intellect and offers his own abilities as an alternative to Tiresias’ divinely inspired ones. His
speech here certainly serves to characterize him as hubristic, antagonistic, and defensive, but it also
does something else that is subtle yet significant—Oedipus detaches the gods from his moment of
interpretive clarity. Unlike the priest, he asserts that there was no divine assistance here and it was
his own interpretive capabilities at work. He may be hubristic, but we cannot be sure that he is
wrong. In no other moment in the play do we see Oedipus effectively understanding any sort of

divine communication or receiving any discernible divine help.”® In a play that focuses relentlessly

174 This is not to suggest, however, that prophets were not associated with riddles. For instance, the Melampodia (frag.
278 MW = Strabo 14.1.27) recounts Calchas’ death, which occurs after he loses a contest against Mopsus. It is
somewhat nebulous whether this should be seen as a riddle competition or a divinatory competition, and I tend to think
that this is a competition in divining, but the distinction between the two categories is not an entirely clear one (this is,
incidentally, the same sort of non-riddle riddle that Bilbo poses to Gollum in 7he Hobbit, which I detail at greater
length below). We have a similar example, but with poets instead of prophets, in the Contest of Homer and Hesiod.
Poets are not prophets, per se, but the connection between prophecy and poetry has a long tradition in Greek
literature. Oedipus’ words, taken together with these examples, suggest that a while a prophet’s divine knowledge isn’t
necessary to solve a riddle, it should nonetheless help him solve a riddle better than a mere mortal.

175 On this, see Collins 2005, The Muse at Play (2013, eds. Kwapisz, Petrain, and Szymanski), and Beta 2009.
Plutarch’s Septem sapientum convivium and Quaestiones conviviales, as well as Athenaeus’ Dejpnosophistae, all
display this practice (and, in a less explicitly riddle-game format, Xenophon's Symposium).

176 Perhaps we should take his claim more seriously, since the mere linguistic hint of Apollo seems to obscure
understanding, as I will explore later. If the events of the play are any indication, Apollo at least was no part of Oedipus
solving the Sphinx’ riddle.
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on misunderstood communication from the gods, it is significant that the one moment in which
Oedipus is most conspicuously successful at interpretation occurs outside the confines of the play
and—if we take him at his word—occurs without any interference from the gods.

This transition is interesting and serves both to characterize Oedipus and to illuminate his
own ideas about interpretation and the role of the gods. Although the riddle of the Sphinx has no
clear connection to the oracles from Apollo, it is precisely this apparent divide between the two that
makes it so useful. The riddle’s relevance, for my purposes, lies in its potential to elucidate the
oracles that we see elsewhere in this play. In much the same way that Nessus’ dying words in the
Trachiniae are not a proper oracle, but are an effective foil for looking at issues of interpretation in
the play, the riddle of the Sphinx is also a useful lens through which to view the actual oracles in
the Oedipus Tyrannus.'”7

Before drawing out the broader implications of this, I would like to address the only other

mention of the Sphinx within this play,'”® which is a very brief mention in passing:

Oidimous Oedipus
128 | kakodv 8¢ Toiov éuTodcov, Tupavvidos With the ruler (tyrant) dead in this fashion, what
oUTw Tecovors, elpye ToUT eEedévan; sort of trouble kept you from finding out what
Kpécov happened?
130 | 1 moiAwdds Zpiy€ TO Tpds ootV OKOTETV Creon
HEBEVTOS NUES TAPAVT] TTPOCT|YETO. The Sphinx, enigmatic singer, forced us to let go
Oidimous of these obscure things and focus on more
&M’ E§ UTrapxfis atbis alT éyco paved immediate things.
OT'128-132 | Oedipus
I will start back up again and I will reveal these
things.

177 Interestingly, both these examples involve monsters who are liminal and partially human (the Sphinx and the
centaur). There is a great deal to say about this, but it is sadly outside the scope of this project. Cf. duBois 1982: 95-
109, which focuses on the divide between humans and animals. Thought duBois does not explicitly discuss the Sphinx,
her statements about monsters (Geryon, for example, and Acheloos) also apply to the Sphinx, in that the Sphinx is s
non-human who threatens an organized, civilized polis. The human subject, duBois notes, concerns himself with
“keeping his enemies, animals as well as barbarians, the alien and the monstrous, at bay” (duBois 1982: g5). The
Sphinx is, in many ways, both animalistic and barbarian (as well as female) and an encapsulation of all that is “enemy”
to the civilizes polis, as duBois lays out these polarities. However, in its ability to engage in logical games and human
speech, the Sphinx also demonstrates fundamentally human characteristics, making her an ambivalent and liminal
figure who is well suited to a play concerned with the most liminal sort of communication (oracles).

78 [ am excluding lines 1524-5 here, since many scholars agree that these are later additions that are spurious. I do not
agree that these lines should be omitted from texts of this play, but I also do not want to rest too much of my argument
on lines whose authenticity are debated. Though I see the arguments of those who have argued against the authenticity
of different lines at the end of the play (see, for instance Dawe 2001, who feels strongly that everything from 1424-1530
is spurious), I cannot concur with them. Dawe argues that the play’s plot demands the exile that Oedipus requests at
1410-2. He suggests that a “series of surprises” (3) makes up the end of the play, and this should indicate clearly that it
is all spurious. Others, such as Ritter 1861, simply omit from line 1524 onward. Dawe and Ritter are both more
enthusiastic emenders of texts than I am, however, and I do not find the arguments against these lines to be compelling
enough to merit their removal. For a defense of these lines, see Serra 2003.
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Though we do not hear about the riddle in this passage, the Sphinx and her effect are described in
ways that echo traditional characteristics of riddles: riddles are obscure and hard to make out
(Tagav], 131) as well as artful or otherwise complex and intricate (TroikiAog can be inferred from
TokIAwdSs, 130). A riddle’s efficacy hinges on obscure language, doubled meanings, and the
potential for the listener to mis-identify how the language maps onto underlying realities.

Since, as I noted earlier, the specific contents of the Sphinx’ riddle are conspicuously
missing'” from the Oedipus Tyrannus—though the traditional version of the riddle (whose answer
is “Man”) was almost certainly known at the time of this play—1I will start with a general
examination that can apply to riddles more broadly, and not just the traditional version of the

riddle.
Mechanics of Greek Riddles

In an examination of the collection of ancient riddles found in Book 14 of the Greek
Anthology, Luz finds that there are several categories of riddles (or, more precisely, several types of
mechanisms that operate in riddles).” I will exclude for now the mythological riddles, in which the

solution hinges on a depth of mythological knowledge (usually of mythological murders),®" as well

179 By “conspicuously absent,” I mean that the text gestures toward the riddle of the Sphinx, but does not ever
explicitly discuss the form of the riddle. Sophocles could easily have made the connection that so many other readers of
this play have made over the years, that Oedipus can solve a riddle about Man, but cannot solve the riddle of just one
man (himself), and that he can answer a riddle about feet, but cannot use his own pierced feet as a clue to understand
his own past. Sophocles could well have used the traditional riddle formulation to draw out these parallels for the
audience, but he chooses not to. I see this as a conscious choice, since this version of the Sphinx’ riddle was known by
the time he is writing, meant to highlight these connections in a very subtle way—by omitting any mention of the details
of the riddle, but by hinting at it at times, as with TO Tpos Tooiv at line 130, Sophocles invites the audience to make
those connections on their own, but does not foreground these parallels. The same occurs at line 397, 6 undev eidcos
Oidimous, where the popular folk etymology which derives his name from oida + Tous, is called to mind, but whereas
a proper folk etymology would identify Oedipus as the man who knows about feet, only “knowing” is mentioned here,
and the TToUs part is missing—as, one could argue, is the case with Oedipus’ own search for his identity, in that he’s
missing what a clue his own feet are.

180 Luz 2013. See also Ar. Poet . 22 for a useful look at an ancient conception of riddles and the right syntactic balance
and register that is necessary for an effective riddle: &AN" &v Tis &mavta TolalTa Towjon, 1 afviyua éotat i
BapBapionds: &v ptv olv ik HETAPOPGV, aiviyua, tav 8t ¢k YAwTToV, BapBapiouds. aiviypatds te yap idéa
aUTtn ¢oTi, TO AéyovTta Udpxovta adlvaTta ouvdyar kKatd ptv olv Ty TV <&AAwv> dvoudTwy ouvbectv
oux oldv Te ToUTo Torfoal, katd 8¢ THv peTapopdov tvdéxeTtal, olov “&udp’ eldov Tupl xaAkdv émr’ dvépl
koAArjoavTa”, kai T& Tolalta. T& 8¢ &k TAV yAwTtdv BapPapiopds. It should be noted that <&AAwv> is
omitted in Z, and the reading here is Twining’s, ex Piccolominii versione (Ar.).

81 For example, one of these that is particularly appropriate for this chapter is Anth. Pal. 14.38: KTeiva k&ow, kTéve
8" al pe k&ols, BGvopey 8’ UTd TaTpds: / untépa 8 duepodTepol TeBvadtes ktavopev (I killed my sibling, and my
sibling killed me in return. We died because of our father, but by both dying, we killed our mother). The solution is
either Polynices or Eteocles, and while the description obscures the story somewhat, the main skill required to solve this
is a knowledge of the story of Oedipus’ family and not any sort of particular mental gymnastics.,
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as spelling-based riddles™? since, as Luz notes, “the largest group [of riddles in the Greek
Anthology| are riddles whose solution consists in an everyday object such as wine, a mirror, a fish,
smoke, "8 and we might here compare Aristotle’s definition of a riddle as something that uses
metaphors to join together impossible things with things that exist (aiviypaTtos Te yap idéa aitn
€oTi, TO AéyovTta Umdpxovta adUvata cuvdyar).’® We can see, then, that riddles are primarily
metaphorical descriptions of relatively common things, and it is the combination of common items
with uncommon language choices that unites this genre.’® Further, the mechanisms of these most-
common types of riddles have a great deal in common. The different categories overlap quite a
bit,’8 but Luz distinguishes three major categories that are relevant here:

(1) Metonymy/analogy: objects are described with vocabulary and images from another sphere

of life
ETs &vepos: 8vo vijes: EpéTtTouov Séka valiTar One wind, two ships; ten sailors row
els 8¢ kuRepvnTns augoTépas EAdeL One pilot directs both
Anth. Pal. 14.14

182 A particularly clever example of this is Anth. Pal. 14.105: eiul xapaiCnAov Ccocov pélos: fiv & apéAns pou /
Yp&uua pudvov, kepaAfis yivouatl &AAo pépos:/ fiv & Etepov, Léov dAw Eocouar/ fiv 8¢ kai &AAo, ol pdvov
eupnoets, GAA& Binkdota (I am the part of animals which reaches for the ground. If you take from me a single letter, I
am another part of the head, and if you take another, I am back to an animal / and if you take another, I will not find
me to be one, but two hundred!). The answer is ToUs (foot), from which you can take remove the Tt to leave you with
oUs (ear), and which then shrinks to Us (pig), and finally s (the sign for 200).

183 [Luz 2013: 93

184 For more on this, see Ar. Poet. 1458a. He explains that the poet should aim for clarity (cagrjveia), but not for so
much clarity that the writing becomes Tamewds (banal or insipid). Instead, poets should use unfamiliar or unusual
words (Eevikol), which makes their poetry ceuvr (erudite or elevated) and éEaAA&TToUCA TO 1B1CoTIKOY
(distinguished from commonplace writing). He elaborates that Egviko{ words can be yA&TTat (obsolete or foreign
words), petagopai (metaphors), émektéoets (lengthenings), and anything else out of the ordinary (rav T6 Tapa T
kUptov). If a poet uses exclusively Eevikoi words, however, they will be writing a riddle or something unintelligible (f
afvrypa...f BapPapiopds). Riddles, he says, are composed of metaphors, whereas too many archaic or foreign words
produce something unintelligible. A riddle is defined, at its core, as something that combines descriptions of real and
impossible things (aiviyuatds e yap i8éa altn toti, TO Aéyovta UmdpxovTta &dUvata cuvdwyar). This is only
possible by combining metaphors, and not by using other names of things (kaTé& uév otv Tiv TédV &AAcov dvoudTeov
oUvBectv oUy oldv Te ToUTO Toljoal, KATa 8¢ TNV HETAPOPEIV EVBEXETAL).

185 There is a rich linguistic bibliography on the pragmatics of jokes and other sorts of enigmatic communication. For
more on this topic (with a particular focus on folk-riddle phenomena), see Georges and Dundes 1963; Cray and
Herzog 1967; Johnson 1975; Attardo 1993; Manetti 1993; Clark 1994; Rokem and Shulman (eds.) 1996 (Cohen 1996
and Kaivola-Bregenhgj 1996 are of note); Dienhart 1998; and Mooney 2004.

186 For example, Anth. Pal. 14.21 (20 is essentially the same riddle, but in a slightly different form) combines the
mythological and spelling types of riddles, as well as the metonym/analogy type, since Hephaestus is used to mean fire:
‘Es néoov Hpaiotoio BaAdov tékatovtdda povvny, / mapbévou eupnoeis vita kai povéa (Throwing just 100 into
the middle of Hephaestus, you will find the son and murderer of a maiden). Here, Hephaestus must be converted into
a more common word for fire, wUp, though it retains its genitive case and becomes Tupds. If p, the sign for 100, is
inserted into Tupds, it becomes TTUppos, the son of Achilles and the young princess, Deidamia, and the murderer of
another maiden, Polyxena.
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The answer here is a double flute. The wind is the flautist’s breath, the two ships are the two pipes,
and the ten sailors are the ten fingers. Here, the language is clearly nautical, which misdirects the
hearer. It is only by recontextualizing these words that the listener can solve the riddle (potentially
by starting with the easiest word to reimagine in another context—=é&vepos, wind—and then
working out from there to imagine another context in which some other sort of wind could drive
two objects, and then out still further to figure out who or what the sailors might be). Often, these
types of riddles also employ some sort of metonymy with the use of divine names to stand in for
things with which those gods are associated.™®

(2) Pun/double meaning: a particularly common example of this involves képn used in a way

that seems to indicate young girl, for example, but the solution requires it to be understood

as pupil or eyeball
A sleeping girl (képn) died in a fire. The traitor was
‘Ev mrupi kowunBeioa kdpn B&vev: 6 TpodoTns B¢ wine. The thing by which she died was a log of Athena’s,
ofvos: Ug’ ol 8¢ Bdvev, TTaAA&Sos fjv oTéAexos: the one who killed her was shipwrecked; in a living tomb
o kTelvas vaunyds: évi LcoovTt 8¢ TUpPRe she lies, blaming the blessings of Bromius.
KelTal peppouévn tas Bpoulou xdprtas. Pallas and Bromius and the famed lame one, the three
TTaAA&s kai Bpduids e kai 6 kAutds Augryuriets, did away with a single girl.
ol TpEls TNV povvnv TapBévov neavicav.
Anth. Pal. 14.109

Here, the story of Odysseus blinding Polyphemus is told in an oblique fashion. The “girl”
mentioned at the start is in fact the Cyclops’ eye and she (the eye) is “killed” by a heated (by means
of fire, or Hephaestus, the “famed lame one”) stake of olive wood (Pallas) wielded by the
shipwrecked Odysseus. The eye/girl now lies in the “living tomb™ that is the eye socket of the still-

living Polyphemus. Bromius, of course, is the wine that incapacitated Polyphemus.

(3) Paradox: a seemingly impossible situation is described which signals to the hearer that it is a

riddle

Mn Aéye, kal Aéets eudv olvoua. Set 8¢ oe Aé€a; Do not speak and you will say my name. But do you
68t MaAw, péya Balua, Aéycov uodv olvopa Aé€eis. | need to speak? Well—what a marvelous thing!—by
Anth. Pal. 14.22 | speaking you will also say my name!

187 As an example of this, see Anth. Pal. 14.53: HpaioTe ottt TTaAAas U’ &ykoivnol Saueioa / eis ebvnv guiyn
TTnAéos v Bahdpols: / tol 8 cas olv Airapijol kaAugdnTny d8évnow, / alTtik’ ¢yevwnfn vuktiméAlos Oatbeov
(Once, Pallas was mastered by the embraces of Hephaestus and she mixed with him in sleep in the bedchambers of
Peleus. And when the two of them were covered by fine, shining linen, suddenly night-roaming Phacthon was born).
Here, Pallas metonymically represents (olive) oil and Hephaestus represents fire. The “bedchambers of Peleus,”
playing on the popular derivation of Peleus from 1nAds (clay) here represent a lamp, and Phaethon is the light that
comes out of the lamp, once oil and fire are combined.
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OUBeis PAétrcov PAéTel pe, ur) BAémcov & Spé- No one who looks sees me, but one who isn’t looking
6 U AaAcov Aadel, 6 pr) Tpéxwv TPEXEL sees. The one who is not speaking, speaks; the one
weudn)s & Urdpxeo, Tavta TEANOT Aéycv. who is not running, runs.

Anth. Pal. 14.110 | I am false, while speaking all truth.

In the first instance, the answer is silence,™® since by not speaking at all, someone could be
understood to be “speaking silence,” as well as by actually saying the word “silence.” Here, the
riddle hinges on the fact that “silence” is both an absence of sound and a word. For the second
riddle, the answer is a dream, since only someone whose eyes are closed in sleep (i.e. not “looking”)
can see a dream. Similarly, a sleeping person cannot speak or run, but they can seem to do so in a
dream, and dreams are simultaneously both false and true, since the events seen in a dream are not
actually occurring, but the message conveyed by the dream is understood to be true.™ This type of
riddle sets up things that seem to be incompatible but turn out to be true, from an unexpected
perspective. By framing the solution in this apparently unrealizable way, it clearly identifies itself as
a riddle—if the statement is true, then something about it must need to be reinterpreted to make
sense of the contradictions.’

Finally, as noted above, the majority of riddles have very commonplace solutions, at least in
the sample that survives. The requisite skill set to solve a riddle is not, in general, a breadth of
knowledge. Instead, it is a mental agility. Luz notes that:

The dense and highly sophisticated way the riddles describe their objects forms a certain
contrast with the nature of these objects themselves. They are commonplace things or
famous episodes or characters drawn from a common stock of knowledge such as everyday
life or Greek myth and literature. No extraordinary knowledge of the world is required as
far as the solution of the riddles is concerned. The point of the riddles is not to present an
object as rare or recherché as possible but to disguise something mundane in the most
sophisticated and hard-to-guess way. Hence it is not the objects of the riddles which require
wide-ranging knowledge as well as the ability to see through allusions and to deal with their

188 This solution is not universally acknowledged. Buffiere 1970 ad loc. provides a range of other conjectured answers to
this riddle, though the lemma (Paris. 1409) provides oty as the solution. Other conjectures include pr) T&Aw
(Lange), oU8¢ (Prévost), oudév (Welcker), the negation (Rossignol), and Mr...8¢i...a/Mr8eia (Buttmann). Buffiere
emends Aé€els to Arj€ets in the second line, which he feels makes the riddle more of a_jeu de mots. 1 see no need to
emend, however, and the riddle seems to work just as well (in fact, better) with Aé€eis as the final word.

189 My initial reading of this riddle assumed that it referred to perception that dreams can be both true or (at times)
notoriously false. I was here thinking in particular of Agamemnon’s famously false dream from Zeus in /iad 2. Through
conversation with Scodel (per /itt.) I have come to realize that the far stronger reading understands this as a reference
to the ways in which any dream is simultaneously false and true, as described above. It is true that dreams can, at least
in certain literary contexts, be false, but I am convinced that this riddle must be disregarding such situations and instead
assuming that the prophetic message of a dream is always true.

190 As will be explored in greater detail later, this is a fundamental semiotic issue, in that riddles involve finding a
secondary (or even tertiary) relationship between the signifier and the signified. For an application of Saussurean
semiotics to classical texts, see Manetti 1993.
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intricate and roundabout expressions; rather it is the process of decoding the riddles’
disguise which demands all this and challenges the recipient’s intellectual capacity.’"

Let us return then to the riddle of the Sphinx. As noted earlier, the well-known riddle of the
Sphinx is absent from the play. Nonetheless, at least a portion of the audience would likely supply
some form of this riddle and it is as good an exemplum as any to explore the genre of riddles.'
Looking at this riddle, we can see the same mechanisms at work as in our broader sample of riddles

from the Greek Anthology:

goT1 Simouv éml s kai TeTp&TTOV, oU Hia Hopr, There is, on the earth, a thing that is two-footed and
kai Tpimov, &AA&ooel 8¢ punv pévov doc” ¢l yaiav | four-footed, and one form [or one voice], and it is
EPTETA KIVEITaL Kal &V’ aifépa kal kaTta mévTov: three-footed as well, and it alone changes its form [or
AAN 6éméTav Tpioooiow émeryduevov ool Paivn, its nature], out of so many creatures that move across
Evba Téxos yulolow apaupdTaTov TéAel auTol. the land and through the air and in the sea, but
whenever it goes about, moving itself forward with
three feet, then the swiftness in its limbs is weakest.

The adjectives are all neuter (a two-footed and four-footed ¢hing) and the words here are far more
commonly used for animals (€pmeTd and €pTre are not commonly used of humans, though they
can be),'® and the descriptions of land and sea and air incline the listener to think of a non-human
animal. Here, we see the metonymic type of riddle operating and only by thinking more broadly
about what might be included in the category of “creatures that move across the land and through
the air and in the sea” can we see that the solution is Man. Whether or not we are justified in
thinking that this particular riddle was the riddle that Sophocles’ Oedipus solved before the play

begins, solving any riddle would presumably require the same sort of interpretive skill—an ability to

91 [Luz 2013: 96

192 Either Sophocles has no particular riddle in mind, and only the generic idea of the riddle, or he intends to call this
version of the riddle to mind in his audience while leaving it conspicuously unmentioned. Either way, there are clear
references to an aiviypa and we are, I think, justified in supplying this particular riddle as a placeholder in order to
examine the broader linguistic principles that govern riddles.

193 €pTreo is, admittedly, much semantically broader and is used of Odysseus (Hom. Od. 17.158), Aphrodite (4. Ven.
156), and the Pythia (Aesch. Fum. 39). Itis also used in a general sense, to describe abstract subjects, as a rough
equivalent to “come (slowly/gradually)” without the animalistic connotations of “crawl,” as at Pind. V. 7.67-8 (6 8¢
Aoimros elippeov / moTi Xpdvos Epmot) and Aesch. Ag. 450-1 (pBovepov &' U’ &Ayos Epmel mpodikols ATpeidals).
g€pte does, however, often refer to animals, as at Pind. O. 7.52 (Cwolow épmdvTeooi) and it is often used to describe
the range of living things that move about the earth, as at ZI. 17.446-7 (oU pév yép Ti oU éotiv &iCupcoTepov avdpds
/ mM&vTeov, ood Te yaiav ém Tveiel Te kai €pTret.) and 4. Cer. 365 (6méoa Ceoel Te kai EpTel). EpmeTdv, however,
does not have this semantic range and occurs to describe monsters (as of the varied forms that Proteus will take at
Hom. Od. 4.418, Typhon at Pind. 2.1.25, and Python at Anth. Graec. 3.6) and non-human animals (a dog at Pind. Frag.
106.3, creeping animals that attack gardens at Arist. Av. 1069-70, and non-flying creatures, at Her. Hist. 1.140). As
noted by the range of definitions provided in LS], it is used primarily (and broadly) of a “beast or animal which goes on
all fours” and “creeping thing, reptile, esp. snake.”
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think abstractly about language and make unexpected connections and associations to bring a
secret, hidden meaning out of the words. The claims, by both the priest and Oedipus, that Oedipus
knew nothing when he solved the riddle of the Sphinx (oU8tv éEe18cos TAéov, 37; & undeév eidcos
Oidimous, 397)'%—an odd word choice for a man who is famous for knowing the riddle that no
one else could solve— now make somewhat more sense. The skill of the riddle-solver is specifically
not one of specialized or rare knowledge. His heroic victory over the Sphinx was a victory of
decoding artificially intricate language to reveal the simple underlying reality,’® not a victory of
superior information.

As we will see, the oracles in this play are not particularly cryptic or riddling, in the
traditional sense. There is no question about the semantic meaning of the prophecy that Oedipus
will kill his father and marry his mother, but there is a very real question of what those words
correspond to. This play hinges on Oedipus’ eventual understanding of the oracular “riddle” that
he was unable to solve before; the way he described Tiresias’ inability to solve the riddle of the
Sphinx will be precisely Oedipus’ own failing. Oedipus accuses Tiresias of not being able to explain
fully (8iermreiv, 394) what the riddle meant (and, by extension, of not being able to save the city). %
He cannot mean that Tiresias did not understand the semantic meanings of the words the Sphinx
used, but he is instead reproaching Tiresias for his inability to find the unexpected solution that met

the description provided in the riddle.'s”

194 The clever pun in this line should be noted. Oedipus’ name has several different folk etymologies, but one of them
derives his name from ofda + ToUs (Oedipus is the man know knows about feet) and collocating his name with a form
of ofda nods to this folk etymology. This is also a prime example of the allusions within the play to the content of the
Sphinx’ riddle without explicitly mentioning the riddle, as discussed at fn. 19.

195 It is worth noting that this is precisely what constitutes linguistic communication as well, on a basic semiotic and
semantic level. If we adopt a basic definition of semantics as being “concerned with the relations of signs to denotata”
(Matthews 2007, paraphrasing C.W. Morris), then Oedipus’ great victory as a riddle-solver is both pragmatic (since a
riddle requires a recontextualization of language) as well as semantic in nature. He is the one who is able to identify, in
the signs of the riddle, the proper denotatum (man). Riddles draw on unintuitive signifier-signified relationships, but
they are entirely concerned with the relationship between signifier and signified.

196 BletTrElV is, as Dawe 1982 and others have noted, a somewhat odd word choice. It also occurs at 7rachiniae 22,
where its use is not so odd: kai TPSOTOV HEV &V TéVWY / oUk &v SieiTon™ ou yap oid’ (7rach. 21-2). In this play,
however, it occurs twice, both in complicated passages. Here, we have it used to describe Oedipus’ interactions with
the Sphinx, as well as at line 854, to describe Apollo’s oracular warning about the child that Laius and Jocasta would
bear (i 8’ oUv T1 K&k TpéTOITO TOU TPSGbey Adyov, / olTol ToT , vag, obv ye Aatou pdvov / pavel Sikaicog
opBdv, &v ye Aotias / Bieltre xpijvan Toudos ¢ épol Baveiv, OT 851-4).

197 On this point, and the peculiarity of dierreiv, Bollack 1990 is useful. Bollack’s understanding of the use of Siermreiv
offers a particularly clever and illuminating reading that merges the disparate meanings that the context suggests, as
both a sort of speaking (since nUdas at 392 is contrasted with Siereiv—whereas Tiresias could not speak anything that
would save the citizens, Oedipus was able to Sie1TeTv) as well as a sort of solving (since the direct object of Siermeiv is
Té...afviyy’ at 393). Bollack suggests that the great triumph of Oedipus is not only that he knows the answer to the
riddle, but that he is capable of translating the riddle and speaking what needs to be spoken in response to it. The
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Ironically, Oedipus’ inability to replicate this feat will be the central interpretive failure of
the play, as he fails to see that e is the unexpected solution that meets all of Apollo’s descriptions.
The language is almost deceptively clear in the oracles that Oedipus receives, but there is a critical
piece of information left out (the identity of Laius’ killer, in the case of the plague; the identity of
Oedipus’ father and mother, in the oracle about his fate). Without this information, a clever riddle-
solver could still broaden their interpretation and understandings of the oracles and find the
correct meaning, assuming they recognized the necessity of doing so.

In fact, to return to one of the sample riddles I provided above, about silence, the critical
missing piece of information would be that we are shifting between a word and the external reality
to which it corresponds—or, to use the Saussurean terminology, between the signifier and the

signified. In the context of an actual riddle, this ruins all the fun, but meaning emerges much more

effectively:
Do not speak and you will say my name. Be silent and you will enact my meaning.
But do you need to speak? Well—what a Alternatively, you can also say the word
marvelous thing!—by speaking you will that represents me and you will be
also say my name! representing me that way too!

Meaning emerges, but the riddle is no longer a riddle. Our “marvelous thing”—the ability of an
unexpected solution to solve an apparent paradox—is gone, but in its place we have clarity and
ready comprehension.

The riddle of the Sphinx, whatever its form, is such a useful starting point because it helps
us to see what sort of interpretive moves Oedipus needed to have made in order to understand the
oracles about himself. It also helps us to think in a more nuanced way about why he does not

“solve” the riddle of himself. There are specific rules in play when solving a riddle which mostly

nature of Oedipus’ victory is, in this view, a distinctly linguistic accomplishment, one that is tied up with the spoken
word and Oedipus’ ability to render something that is unintelligible to others into a clear, intelligible form. In Bollack’s
words, Oedipus can turn /a parole chantée into something spoken, whereas it remains inassimilable and indicible to
Tiresias and the others : “L’idée de solution peut étre retrouvée dans le verbe, sans qu’on en modifie I'acception obvie,
sila “parole,” et les distinctions qu’elle établit, sont opposées a la récitation ‘rhapsodique’ de la Sphinge, qui s’exprime
par symboles. Son chant reste confus tant que la chose absente n’est pas cernée par I'introduction d’un sujet dans une
proposition prédicative qui explicite les références. ‘Dire I'énigme,’ c’est donc en posséder la représentation qui permet
de se I'approprier par le langage. Le fait qu’(Edipe puisse ‘parler’ . . . montre que la parole chantée a pu étre assimilée
par (Edipe, alors que pour les autres, dont le devin, elle était restée inassimilable, et donc indicible. De méme, dans les
derniers vers, T& kAeiv” aiviypat’ i8¢l [1525] eut ne pas signifier seulement qu’(Edipe connaissait la solution, mais
qu’il sut dire ce qu’il fallait. Le ‘texte’ n’est pas alors, comme dans les vers qui nous ont transmis I'énigme, le ‘chant’” du
monstre, mais sa transposition articulée dans le langage qui en fait une réponse efficace, composée pour le maitriser”

(Bollack 1990 ad393f.)

95



consist of disregarding several of the rules of normal speech. To solve a riddle, a listener must
consciously discard the obvious, natural, intended meanings of words and the most logical
correspondence between the signifier and the signified. Instead, they must find a less natural or less
obvious correspondence which may involve a secondary meaning of a word or a more metaphorical
or abstract interpretation of the question. In normal conversations, however, this flies directly in the
face of the understood and accepted ways of communicating. I have replicated Grice’s Maxims
here, as a reference point for what I have argued, in the previous chapter, that standard

communication should entail:

Maxims of Conversations:
QUALITY: Try to make your contribution one that is true.
I. Do not say what you believe to be false [i.e. do not lie].
2. Do not say that for which you lack evidence.
QUANTITY:
1. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current purposes of
the exchange).
2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required.
RELATION: Be relevant.
MANNER: Be perspicuous.
I. Avoid obscurity of expression.
2. Avoid ambiguity.
3. Be brief. (Avoid unnecessary prolixity.)
4. Be orderly.

For a riddle, all of these maxims are at risk of being broken in some capacity. Riddles abound with
willfully misleading language (though, critically, the content must still be true, and can only seem to
break the maxim of Quality), red herrings (breaking the maxim of Quantity and/or Relation), and
ambiguous or obscure expressions (breaking the maxim of Manner). In fact, their efficacy as riddles
depends on how they skillfully and judiciously'® disregard these maxims. We can see, then, that the
rules of normal speech and the rules of riddles stand in sharp contrast to one another. When

Oedipus does not realize that he ought to approach these oracles as a riddle, he applies the wrong

198 Judiciously, in that a complete and total disregard of these maxims would result in absurdity or nonsense. A well-
constructed riddle needs to balance conformity with and divergence from these maxims. An appropriate balance
ensures that there is enough readily-intelligible information to solve the riddle but not so much that there is no
challenge to the hearer. A failure to strike the right balance is the problem with the final “riddle” that Bilbo Baggins
tells Gollum in The Hobbit. “What is in my pocket?” is not constructed in a way that gives Gollum enough information
to solve it, and he would need to have specific outside knowledge in order to answer correctly, whereas all of the other
riddles contain sufficient information to be solved based solely on the language of the riddle. As Luz notes, of this same
passage in The Hobbit, we can see from this that not all questions are riddles (Luz 2013: 83), as Bilbo himself
recognizes, since “that last question had not been a genuine riddle according to the ancient laws.”
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set of rules to this oracular language and cannot see the true meaning of the words until it is too

late.

Oracles and Prophecy in the Oedipus Tyrannus
The plot of the Oedipus Tyrannus centers on prophecies in much the same way that the

Trachiniae does, though the actual mechanisms of the prophecies turn out to be very different.
Rather than a central oracle whose form shifts and changes throughout the play, as we see in the
Trachiniae, the Oedipus Tyrannus prominently features a fairly stable oracle and all the outcomes
of these prophecies have already taken place before this play begins. The critical oracular
misunderstanding here does not stem from a fatal inability to understand the language that the
oracle employs. Instead, Oedipus and Jocasta are both unable to correctly associate the words in
the prophecy with the objects they reference. There is nothing inherently cryptic about the words
of the oracle, though it will be illuminating to look more closely at what Apollo’s oracle specifically
does not say; the misunderstandings occur because the hearers think that they can correctly fill in
the gaps left by what Apollo does not say when, in fact, they cannot. As I trace the multiple
incarnations of these different prophecies, it will become clear that there are multiple sets of
“rules” in play. The rules of cooperative conversation, as detailed in Chapter 1, remain relevant,
but here we can see the rules of riddles in play, too, as well as a complex process of blending and
bending of these different sets of rules and linguistic principles.

Although the most famous oracle—that Oedipus will kill his father and sleep with his
mother—tends to overshadow any examination of this play, there are two major groups of
prophecies that run throughout it. In addition to the more well-known prophecy, which has
already been fulfilled by the time the play begins, there is also the “prophecy” with which the play
opens, which reveals instructions from Apollo about how Thebes can remove the plague. It is
perhaps more accurate to call this second message from Delphi something like “oracular
instructions,” since this does not describe an unavoidable fate (as is the case with the true prophecy
about Oedipus killing his father and sleeping with his mother). However, since it does offer a
guaranteed outcome about the future, I feel comfortable classifying this as a second type of
prophecy. There is also a third type of prophecy that does not fit neatly into either category, but
which shares a great deal with both types. These are the utterances of Tiresias, which predict the

exact nature of the fulfillment of the two oracles—that Oedipus will realize that he is guilty of
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killing his father (which brought on the plague in the first place) and sleeping with his mother, and
that he will blind himself when he realizes all of this.

As I noted above, these oracles cannot be neatly compartmentalized. Oracles are alluded to
and hinted at and used in a variety of rhetorical contexts that obscure the details and either
minimize or highlight certain elements, as the situation demands. However, I will nonetheless
attempt to separate out and examine the three different types and contexts of prophetic utterances
that occur in this play before looking at them all more holistically. From this examination, we will
see the role that Apollo’s speech plays. Though one might easily believe that Apollo is malicious, I
argue that we are not compelled to see malice or deception in his words. Rather, I suggest, Apollo
is in much the same position as Zeus in the 7rachiniae—his motives are entirely inaccessible to the
mortals in the play and the mortals in the audience. We can only access Apollo through language
and, as evidenced by the confusion surrounding the meaning of these oracles, Apollo’s language
conforms only with the semantic rules of human communication, but not the pragmatic
conventions. Not to take too pithy an approach to this complex linguistic issue, but I argue here

that Apollo is not necessarily bad, but simply misunderstood.

I. Oracular Instructions and the Plague
I'will begin, as the play itself does, with the oracular instructions that Creon receives from

Delphi about how Thebes can be freed from the plague it is facing. These instructions do not
involve the pragmatics of riddles to the degree that other oracles in this play do, but they do allow
us to see how Apollo obscures meaning and hinders effective communication. This opening scene
juxtaposes plague and healing as well as oracular communication and obfuscation. As such, it
includes multiple spheres in which Apollo operates and it displays his potential role as both

benefactor and adversary to mortals.’9 Though the details will become clear throughout this

199 This is not a particularly strange or unexpected attribute of a god and Apollo regularly uses his divine attributes to
both help and hinder mortals (as in Ziad 1, when he sends a plague, even though he is the god of healing). Knox 1957
9-10 claims that Sophocles “repeatedly and emphatically” insists that the plague is not to be considered as coming
from Apollo. He instead suggests that the Chorus associates the plague with Ares, and whether or not they are correct
to do so, Sophocles is “clearly insisting” that the plague is not to be understood as the work of Apollo. While I agree
that the Chorus does not attribute the plague to Apollo, I do not see anything to suggest that Sophocles is clearly
insisting that Apollo is uninvolved in the plague. The divine is inscrutable throughout this play, and while Knox
conclusively proves that the Chorus does not associate the plague with Apollo, we cannot, I think, assume that the
Chorus is correct. Issues of sickness and health are Apollo’s traditional domain and Apollo is deeply involved in the
events of this play. I see no reason to think that the plague is not Apollo’s work, though it is not explicitly attributed to
Apollo in the play. As I discuss in this chapter, a great deal about Apollo is unclear and ambiguous, but the text allows
for a reading in which the plague is his doing.
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section, my central argument here is that the mere presence of Apollo serves to hinder
understanding.>® By “presence,” I mean something very broad—either his physical proximity (as
when Oedipus goes to Delphi) or his linguistic or ideological presence, which is a much more
nebulous concept. In my first example, we will see that when Creon recounts the words of the god
(a god of light and clarity—themes that are emphasized ironically throughout the play>")
communication breaks down. In this instance, Apollo is “present” when his words are being
recounted by Creon (this is what I mean by his “linguistic presence"). In other instances, he is
“present” when Jocasta is talking about Apollo. The idea of Apollo seems capable of causing
misunderstanding, as well as the words he actually says. While I recognize that this is a loosely
defined phenomenon, it does nonetheless hold true in a way that complements the more obvious
issues with understanding and misunderstanding that occur throughout the play.

Let us turn, then, to the oracular instructions Creon receives concerning the plague in
Thebes. The terrible plague (Aoiuds €xBioTos, 28), we are told by the priest, is the result of an
unnamed god, who is identified only as 6 TTUp@Spos Beds (27), and the city is described quite
vividly as drowning in waves of death which involve a blight on crops and herds as well as stillbirths
and miscarriages among the women of Thebes.>*2 Oedipus tells the citizens that he has given the
plague a great deal of thought (TToAA&s & 68oUs eEABSVTa ppovTidos TA&vols, 67), and since he
could not come up with a solution on his own, he sent Creon to Delphi to consult Apollo.?° When

Creon returns, Oedipus immediately asks to know what the oracle is (éoTwv 8¢ TTolov ToUTOS;

200 On this note, his epithet AoEias is relevant. Though its origins are unclear, the epithet is plausibly connected with
AoEds (slantwise) and several texts connect this with the indirect and ambiguous nature of Apollo’s prophecies. Others
(e.g., Cleanth. Stoic. 1.123) connect this epithet to the elliptical orbit of the sun. However, the belief that Apollo was so
named because of his confusing oracles is pervasive and it corroborates my overall argument that Apollo is a force of
confusion and misinterpretation.

201 The plot of the entire play is concerned with vision (in a literal and metaphorical sense) and clarity and bringing
secret, hidden truths out into the light, it is not surprising that these ideas are reflected in the language of the play.
Though this is certainly not an exhaustive list, it does show the pervasiveness of words relating to clarity and visibility:
gupavris (96, 908); cagris (286, 390, 604, 702, 846, 958, 978, 1065, 1132, 1182, 1325. Of Apollo specifically: 106,
1011); paived and compounds of it (146, 164, 453. 457, 474, 725, 754, 832. 853, 1059, 1229, 1383). &S (375, 1183,
1229, 1428). See Buxton 1996 for more on this.

202 TéAis yép, cOomep kaUTdS eicopds, &yav / 1dn calelel kavakougioal kdpa / Bubdov €T oux ola Te potviou
odMovu, / pbivouca ugv k&AuEw eykaptols xBovds, / pbivouoa 8 ayéAals Bouvduols Tékoloi Te / dydvolg
YUVaIKV, 22-7.

203 raida yap Mevoikéws / KpéovT', épnautot yauPBpov, & ta TTubika / Emepya Ooifou Scopal’, cas miboib’ &
T/ Bpcdv 1} Ti pcovédv THVSE pucaiunv méAw, 69-72.
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89).2°4 Though we have had hints and allusions to prophecies before now,>* this is the first overt

instance of an oracular pronouncement within the play:

Kpécwv Creon
95 Aéyowd” &v o fikouoa Tou Beol Tépa. I'will tell you the things I heard from the god.
Guayev nuas PoiBos eupavdds Gvag Lord Phoebus clearly bid us to drive pollution out of
plaoua xoopas, cos TeBpaupévov xBovi the land—pollution that he says has been nourished
¢v Ti®’, EAavvev und’ &vrikeoTov Tpépelv. in this land—and not to nourish it, incurable.208
Oiditous Oedipus
Tolw kaBapud; Tis 6 TPSTOs¢ Tijs Eunpopds; | With what sort of purification?209 What is the manner
Kpécwv of the misfortune?
100 | avdpnAaTtolvTas fj pdve pdvov &AW Creon
AovTas, cos 168 afua xeindlov TéAw. Banishment, or paying back murder with murder,
Oiditous since this blood is storm-tossing the city.
Tolov yap avdpds Trivde unvuel TUXNV; Oedipus
Kpécwov Yes, of what sort of man is this fate that he reveals?
v Nuiv, dvag, Adids Tob’ fyeucov Creon
Yiis Thiode, Tpiv ot Trivd’ &meubUvely TOAW. Lord, Laius was our leader in this land,
Oiditous before you restored this city.
105 | €€018” dxovwv: oU y&p eioeidov yE Teo. Ocedipus
Kpécov I am well acquainted with him, by reputation, for I
ToUTou BavdvTos viv emoTEAAEl oapdds never looked upon him at all.
Creon
That man died and now Apollo clearly orders us
to punish the murderers, whoever they are, by force.
Ocedipus
Where on earth are they? Where will this trace,
110 hard to make out, of an ancient guilt be found?
Creon
He said in this land. The thing that’s being sought

204 As Jebb notes on this passage, the ToUtos here refers to the oracle itself, drawing a contrast with Creon’s own words
(Atyc, 87; Adyw, 90). Jebb here draws a parallel with ToUtros 16 Beomrpdmov, at Trach. 822, which is a particularly
salient comparison in the context of this project.

205 E.g., pavteia omode (21), which Dawe suggests may refer to the temple of Apollo ocwd810s or divination by burnt
offerings. At line 52, though it must refer to a good omen in a more generic sense, and not the actual practice of
divination through bird signs, dpvi61 aicicy nonetheless calls to mind other practices of divination as well. Creon’s
report, then, is introduced in a context in which other prophetic alternatives have at least been called to mind. This
serves to highlight subtly the differences between these methods of receiving information from the divine. What sets
oracular communication apart is its peculiarly linguistic nature (see pages 29-31 in the Introduction for a more
thorough discussion of the shift from methods of divination that rely on natural signs to methods that communicate
linguistically).

206 F'W. Schmidt’s emendation of Tépos here is tempting, but I read Tpdmos with Lloyd-Jones and Wilson, which is in
the manuscripts. Dawe’s argument is compelling that Tpdmos “can be dismissed, for Oedipus can hardly be asking for
the characteristics of the misfortune, since everyone present knows them already” (ad 99), but a difficult reading is not
reason enough to emend the text.

208 | have tried to leave the ambiguity in this line, since there is debate as to the proper interpretation of &vrikeoTov.
Jebb suggests that the adjective is a proleptic predicate and that “the piaopa is avrikeoTov in the sense that it cannot
be healed by anything else than the death or banishment of the blood-guilty. But it can still be healed if that expiation
is made” (ad 98). Dawe suggests that this can mean either “without curing it” or can be taken predicatively, to mean
“to that it becomes incurable” (ad 98). While the translation I have chosen is not the most elegant, I hope that it
preserves the ambiguity of the line and leaves the different interpretive paths open to the reader.

209 roied kaBapudd; could also be understood as “purification for what?” here, since Toios can be used to ask a
speaker to elaborate further on a point, when the interlocutor thinks that they have missed some critical piece of
information.
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TOUS aQUTOEVTAS XEIP! TIMWPETV TIVag.27 can be caught, but the thing that’s neglected can

Oiditmous escape.

ol &’ eiol ol Yijs; ToU TéY evupebrjoeTal

Ixvos maAaids duoTékpapTov aitias;

Kpéwv

v Ti® Epaoke y1j TO 8¢ {nTovpevov

&Ao TV, EKPeUYEl Bt TapeAoUpevoy.
0O7T95-111

Apollo is described as having bid them clearly (¢upavdéds), which is true, at least to a point. There
will be no sudden “trick” meaning that emerges from this prophecy, as we saw in the 7rachiniae.
The meaning is clear: the pollution (uiaopa) must be driven out of the land. The issue here is that
it is unclear what (or who) the pollution actually is, which is precisely what Oedipus tries to
uncover next. Here, things begin to be somewhat less clear. Creon’s account blends his own words
with those of Apollo and the words of the god become lost within Creon’s own words.?*® This
would not be such a critical issue, if the meaning were clearly transmitted, but we see in the ensuing
conversation that Creon and Oedipus are not communicating very effectively. Approaching this
exchange with Gricean maxims in mind, we can readily identify the problem: given the context
here, this ought certainly to be a cooperative conversation—that is, both parties have an interest in
effectively communicating—and yet it does not seem to operate that way. The ways that this
conversation both challenges and breaks many pragmatic principles shed a great deal of light onto
the problems of communication in this play, especially in the context of transmitting and
understanding the language of the divine.

Were Creon, in a normal context, to relate that Apollo “clearly bade us drive pollution out
of the land—pollution that he says is being nourished in this land—and not to nourish it,
incurable,” in a normal context, he would implicate®'* that this “pollution” was something that

would (or should) be known to everyone. His words also suggest that this was a// that Apollo said,

207 Jebb finds no problem with the text as printed here and suggests that the “Tous implies that the death Aad human
authors; Twas, that they are unknown” and points to OC 288-9 as a parallel (&tav 8 6 kUpios / Tapi Tis), which he
translates as “the master—whoever he be.” Dawe, however, thinks that the indefinite pronoun cannot be used in this
way and argues that the usage is unknown. Instead, he thinks that Tivag must be corrupt and suggests that it is a
corruption from an adjective meant to modify xeipl. He has suggested TiTal, for a reading of “to punish them with an
avenging hand,” but acknowledges that it is a rare enough word that we cannot feel confident about the conjecture.
Kassel also cites K.-G. i. 662 fI. to support the manuscript reading, and I am convinced that this line does not need
emendation.

210 This is, of course, an inescapable problem with prophecies and is something that we saw in the 7rachiniae, most
strikingly in the case of Deianeira’s accounts. The gods are mediated through oracular prophecies and then these
prophecies are mediated again through the people who heard the oracle and recount it to other characters on stage.
211 See the Introduction or Appendix B for a brief overview of these terms.
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or at least that this is the extent of the relevant information that Oedipus might need (drawing,
respectively, on the maxims of relation and quantity). Further, the miscommunications which run
throughout this scene begin here, since Creon does not specify the ¢ype of pollution, so Oedipus
does not know that this is pollution that resulted from a murder. The issue which causes Schmidt to
emend the next line from Tpdmos (as the manuscripts read) to TOPOs is, as Dawe notes, “Oedipus
can hardly be asking for the characteristics of the misfortune, since everyone present knows them
already” (ad 99). This question makes a great deal more sense, and the manuscript reading can be
preserved, in light of the fact that Creon has not specified the nature of the pollution in any detail.
Everyone in Thebes knows about the plague, but no one else besides Creon knows the origin of the
miasma which is causing the plague.

With that in mind, when Oedipus asks what sort of purification is necessary (TToic
kaBapudd; 99) and what the nature of the misfortune is (tis 6 TpdTOS Tris EUnPopPas; 99), he is
requesting more information, even though Creon has just implicated that Apollo did not say any
more than what Oedipus has already heard. This would make sense if he were asking Creon to help
him determine what Apollo means by piaoua, but Creon seems to have more information from
Delphi. Creon tells him that the two available options are banishment (&v8pnAatouvTas) or
retributive murder (péved pdvov TaAw AYovtas). The distinction here is subtle, but Creon does
not exactly answer the questions that Oedipus has asked (he focuses almost entirely on the question
ol kKaBapudd; and generally ignores the question about the nature of their misfortune **2),
responding as though Oedipus had simply asked what action they should take (Ti ToloUvTas;).2s

While his response is not entirely tailored to the questions he is asked, Creon’s response suggests

212 Jebb understands Eupgopas as a euphemism for guilt, citing parallels at Pl. Lg: 934B (ToU 8’ eis TOV atbis éveka
Xpdvov i TO Tapdmav piofjoatl ThHv adikiav autdv Te kai Tous idévTas auTdv SikaloUpevov, 1 Awgfioal uépn
ToAA& Tijs TolaUtns ouppopds) and 854D ("Og & &v igpooulcdov Angbi, tav pev f) SoUAos 1 Eévos, év TG
TPOCWT Kal Tals Xepol ypageis ThHv ouppopdav), though I am not persuaded by this interpretation. In both of the
passages he cites, the ouppopd is closely connected with a crime and the guilt for that crime, but the meaning is still
“misfortune” and the idea of guilt is implied, but it is not part of the semantic meaning and I do not feel that these
examples necessarily suggest guilt here. Nonetheless, I do not feel that this merits emendation (as Dawe does), since the
text here (printed by Lloyd-Jones and Wilson) is perfectly legible, if challenging to interpret.

213 Jebb comments upon this (ad 100 fI.), drawing upon the fact that he keeps Tpdmos at 99, which increases the
disconnect between Oedipus’ question and Creon’s answer. On Jebb’s reading, Oedipus has asked about what sort of
purification is necessary and what the nature of the misfortune is, and Creon has answered neither of those questions.
His point is still relevant, however, on either reading of the line. However, though Jebb notes the odd form that the
conversation takes, and the way that the two men seem to be “talking past” one another, he seems to suggest that the
disconnect in this conversation begins with Creon (of Creon, at line 100, he says thatitis “[a]s if; instead of TToicp
kabapud, the question had been Ti TolotvTas;”). I would suggest instead that it begins with Oedipus, one line
earlier, and that Creon is simply continuing the conversation as though Oedipus had not asked a somewhat off-topic
question.
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that he has anticipated Oedipus’ question and has assumed that he will want to take action above
all else, something very much in keeping with the overall characterization of Oedipus as a man of
relentless action.?4 To push this point farther, however, I would suggest that what Creon answers is
the question that we might have expected Oedipus to ask after being told that Apollo demands that
they drive out the pollution from the land: “What is the pollution and how can we drive it out?”
Banishment and execution are the only options for how to drive it out, because the pollution is this
blood (168" aiua). Blood has not yet been mentioned in the conversation though, despite Creon’s
use of a deictic, suggesting that ¢/is blood is known to his interlocutor, though there is no reason
why it would be.

At this point, following the abrupt introduction of Té8" aiua, the natural question for
Oedipus to ask is “What blood?” Creon has used the demonstrative pronoun, T68¢e, which could
refer obliquely to the pévos mentioned in the previous line (this hlood being the blood of the
unavenged murder), but Oedipus still does not know whose murder needs avenging. Instead of
asking about the blood (and, by extension, the source of the pollution), he instead asks whose fate
Apollo disclosed—a question which could well be interpreted to mean “Whose blood?” (i.e. “Who
was the victim of a murder?”) or “Who needs to be banished or killed?” I incline toward the latter,
in part on etymological grounds®s and in part on pragmatic grounds, since Creon has been talking
about the process of purifying the city, via banishment or execution, and both of those necessitate

an object. It seems more likely to me that TUxm is intended to be forward-looking here, and

214 This characterization has been well noted in the scholarship. As a few illustrative examples, Winnington-Ingram
comments on “the keen energies and the thrusting intelligence which made him great” (Winnington-Ingram 1980:
204). Knox is far more extensive in his descriptions, describing his “independence of action” and “vigorous action” and
calling him “a self-made ruler . . . a man of action.” He goes on to say that “[tJhere is nothing passive in his make-up;
“[hlis action is lightning swift: once conceived it is not
hampered by fear or hesitation; it anticipates advice, approval, or dissent. The characteristic Oedipean action is the fait
accompli,” and “‘[s]wift,” tachys, is his word” (Knox 1957: 11, 14, 15). Though other scholars have taken a somewhat
less elaborate approach to this theme, the characterization of Oedipus as a man of action is pervasive. Knox 1964 has
also been quite influential in this line of thinking, and his influence can be felt in many of the studies of Sophoclean
heroes, as he draws out a conception of the hero that hinges on intransigence, resolve, and strength and unity of will,
and who is an active agent, rather than a tragic victim as in Euripides.

215 Jt seems as though he has picked up on the discreet etymological elements of avdpnAaTtolvtas. dvdpnAaTéw is
derived from the combination of &vrp and éAavveo (cf. BonAaTtéw/BonAdtns from Bous and éAavves). The
lengthened 1 is to be expected, per Sihler: “When neither vowel is high (sc. when the first element of a compound ends
in a vowel and the second starts with one) the first vowel is without effect and the second is replaced by its long
counterpart.” (cf. counoTns, from couds and €dw). The true etymology (as coming from éAatveo rather than, for
example, something like &AnTeUc) seems to have been felt in antiquity. Scholiasts on this passage gloss
avdpnAaTtolvTas as &vdpas ameAavvovtas and TOV MpdEavTta TolTo &vdpa éAavvovTtas and discuss Tpds TO
gAavvew Thv dvauw. Later grammarians and lexicographers certainly knew the correct derivation, and Phrynichus,
Photius, Timaeus, and the Suda all define it as &vSpas EAavve.

his natural tendency is always to act, and he scorns inactivity,”
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referring to a fate that is as yet unrealized. However, as in so many places throughout this
conversation, Creon answers a different question, and describes whose blood is causing pollution.

Thus far, Creon’s account can be understood as a reenactment of his own experience with
the oracle at Delphi. This is quite illuminating, in fact, when attempting to make sense of the
strange question-answer pattern that we see here. Creon’s account, as noted above, ought to
include all the relevant information that he knows, per Grice’s maxims of conversation. This
assumes that he is primarily concerned with informativity, but it is clear that stringing out these
oracular instructions is not going to convey his meaning in the most eflicient fashion. Often, this
sort of prolonged conversation is attributed to “dramatic suspense” or other generic conventions,
as a sort of catch-all, but we need not resort to that interpretation for this scene when there is a
more illuminating option available, and one which subtly highlights the different linguistic and
narrative mechanisms at play here.?”® Creon’s actions make sense if we understand him to be giving
a faithful account of what he heard at Delphi, as it occurred—that is, if he is actually reenacting the
words that Apollo spoke to him.?'7 Creon, then, is recounting Apollo’s words with his concern being
primarily for the fidelity of the reenactment (not w#hat was communicated, but zow it was
communicated). We can then understand the beginning of this scene as Creon recounting what he
was told in the order and fashion that he was told. We might think of the translation in the

following way:

216 This is, of course, not to suggest that dramatic suspense or other conventions of the genre are not responsible for
many choices by playwrights. These causes very often are the determining factor in the way a scene is constructed and a
great deal of this entire play is concerned with postponing understanding to an extreme and perhaps implausible extent.
Dawe 2006 suggests that this play does cannot actually hold up under close scrutiny. Many of the elements simply are
not plausible when examined too closely and skeptically, he argues, and it does a great injustice to the play as a whole
to take such an approach. I am generally sympathetic to his views, but I also think that we must be cautious about
attributing too much to “dramatic convention” and using that as a reason to avoid looking for other factors that may be
at work as well. Sophocles does need to work within the generic conventions of tragedy, but he is a skilled enough
author that we should be cautious about attributing his word choices to the demands of meter, or the constraints of
stichomythia.

217 Presumably, we are to understand this as a conversation with the priestess of Apollo, as was the actual practice at
Delphi, but the text presents Delphi as the voice of Apollo and it will be useful to elide the priestess out of the
transmission process for the moment, for simplicity’s sake, while keeping in mind that there is yet another layer to all of
this which only further complicates this process.
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Creon
Apollo I will tell you the things I heard from the god.
Drive the pollution out of the land— Lord Phoebus clearly bid us to drive the
pollution that is being nourished in pollution out of the land—pollution that he
your land—and do not nourish it, says is being nourished in this land—and not to
incurable. nourish it, incurable.
Creon Oedipus
What pollution? How can we drive it With what sort of purification? What is the
out? manner of misfortune?
Apollo Creon
Banishment or paying back murder Banishment or paying back murder with
with murder, since this blood is storm- murder, since this blood is storm-tossing the
tossing the city. city.
Creon Oedipus
What blood? And whose is this fate that he reveals?
Apollo Creon
Laius’ Lord, Laius was our leader in this land, before
you restored this city.

I should note here that Delphic oracles are not generally conveyed in a conversational form. We
have both historical and literary examples to suggest that someone could ask a follow-up question
at Delphi, at least in some situations (see the Introduction for these), but there are no parallels for
an actual conversation of this sort. We can nonetheless remove the conversational element and
Apollo’s words are perfectly intelligible without Creon’s words inserted:

Drive the pollution out of the land—pollution that is being nourished in your land—and do
not nourish it, incurable. [Drive it out by means of] banishment or paying back murder with
murder, since this [understood as a forward-looking deictic] blood is storm-tossing the city:
Laius’ blood.

We have no way of knowing how closely Creon’s words parallel those delivered by Apollo,
but Apollo is clearly identified (at line 96) as the source of at least some of Creon’s words. At lines
100-1, the “author” of these ideas is unclear, but we are certainly inclined to think that these also
come from Apollo. Oedipus certainly has, since we must supply Apollo as the subject of unvuen at
line t02—whose fate does Apollo reveal? Oedipus at least understands the sentence of banishment
or death to come from Apollo, in an unadulterated fashion. By lines 103-4, however, Creon
undoubtedly speaks with his own voice, and not that of Apollo. At this point, Oedipus has asked
who needs to be banished or killed, and Creon instead speaks about Laius and his fate. Looking
again at the proposed conversation above, we can make sense of Creon’s mention of Laius here—

he is the answer to the natural question that ought to have been asked at this point, though
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Oedipus instead focuses on who ought to be punished. We might imagine Creon’s account of
Apollo’s words—like Deianeira’s account of Zeus’ oracle—to be filtered through his own
perceptions and agenda, but everything up to this point can be plausibly attributed to Apollo. At
lines 103-4, this changes significantly.

Once Creon hears that Laius’ (unavenged) blood is causing the plague on the city, he has
all of the information from the god that he needs. Creon is, after all, aware of the relevant history—
that Laius was killed many years ago, and his killer or killers were never found and punished. At this
point, Creon’s primary purpose shifts away from recounting the oracular instructions as he received
them and he instead focuses on providing the relevant information to Oedipus. In more pragmatic
terms, now that informativity and advancing shared understanding are his primary concerns, his
speech should again be governed by Grice’s maxims. His speech shifts from reenactment to
explanation and interpretation and the conversation becomes a great deal smoother and more
effective.

The objections I raised earlier—that Creon is not as informative as he could and should
be—are now resolved. Once he speaks in his own voice, and not that of the god, he conveys as
much information as he has in the most lucid way possible. He tells Oedipus that Laius was
murdered?"® and Apollo demands some sort of forcible punishment of the murderers. Oedipus now
asks (perfectly reasonably) “Where are they?” and Creon responds that Apollo said they are in
Thebes. This is essentially the same content that Creon conveyed earlier, but in a far more effective
form this time. However, as this part of their conversation ends, the god is again invoked: Apollo
said that the guilt is in the land. Here again, the voices blur. How much of this final sentiment is
Apollo’s and how much is Creon’s own? Jebb here notes that “[t|he yvcoun, though uttered in an
oracular tone, is not part of the god’s message,” but perhaps we should question his assertion. The
lines between the god’s words and those of Creon have been blurred persistently and this final
rhyming couplet is stylistically unusual. As the god is reinserted into this conversation, the language
itself becomes less clear and less informative, as it was at the start of this passage.?'9 The language

and the meaning are cryptic and Oedipus essentially ignores the entire couplet and follows this

218 Strictly speaking, he says that Laius died and that they need to kill his murderers. In strict pragmatics terms, he does
not say that Laius was murdered, but he does implicate it.

219 The “oracular tone” is pronounced and while his meaning is intelligible, the style of the couplet is markedly different
from Creon’s surrounding lines. With épaoke at line 110 appealing to Apollo’s authority to support this claim, we
should understand these lines as coming directly from Apollo.
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passage by asking Creon where the murder occurred (méTepa &’ €v oikois 1j 'v &ypols 6 Adios /
1 Y1is e &AANS TESE oupTTiTITEl POVC; T12-13).

In the course of this short scene, we can draw out two different “voices” at work in the
transmission of this oracle. One is the voice of the god and the other is Creon’s own voice; the god’s
words are not readily intelligible, though their meaning does emerge eventually, with the help of
Creon’s own interpretive voice. This oracle does not present a riddle, and it does not cover some
secret, hidden meaning that will only emerge later, as we saw in the 7rachiniae. In fact, this oracle
is shockingly straightforward, by oracular standards, and there will not be any misunderstanding
about what it means, in a strict sense.

However, before leaving this passage, I would like to highlight two important elements that
illustrate the difficulties of understanding prophecy in the play. One is the ways in which Apollo’s
presence (in the form of his words, relayed to Oedipus through Creon) serves to derail effective
communication. Oedipus and Creon speak at cross-purposes and it is only when Creon discards the
voice of Apollo and speaks with his own, mortal voice that he is able to convey his meaning to
Oedipus effectively. This will be a recurrent motif surrounding Apollo in this play. His presence (or
even simply the mention of him, in some instances) obfuscates meaning. However, this need not be
the result of malice on Apollo’s part, and Apollo need not be trying to mislead Oedipus, as many
have claimed.* Instead, these failures to interpret Apollo’s words point to a fundamental
incompatibility between divine communication and mortal communication. Just by his very nature,
as a god, Apollo cannot help but confuse and mislead. Because, as we will see, Apollo does not
communicate in accordance with human pragmatic conventions, he will inevitably be

misunderstood by the humans who try to interpret his speech.

220 This is a common and almost unavoidable approach to this play, and listing all the scholars who have taken it would
be a long and pointless exercise. Kovacs 2009 is worth mentioning though, since he suggests that we ought to look at
the play as a sort of chess game, in which Oedipus plays against a grand master, in Apollo. This approach offers an
easily-intelligible way to preserve Oedipus’ free will, since Apollo can easily outmaneuver Oedipus and is confident that
he will prevail in this competition, even though he does not know Oedipus’ individual moves in advance. This is a
particularly clever analogy and this approach maintains Oedipus’ responsibility and agency in the face of divine
prophecy in a way that avoids the messy and unproductive question of fate versus free will. That said, the chess game
analogy also hinges on the idea of an antagonistic (or, at the very least, simply competitive) relationship between
Ocdipus and Apollo, since Apollo wants Oedipus to lose the game and his superior skill ensures that this will be the
outcome. Kovacs (among many other scholars) rests his interpretation on the premise that Apollo is interested in
bringing about Oedipus’ fall. This then raises the question of why Apollo is so intent on punishing Oedipus (on the
difficulty of this question and the nature of Apollo’s active involvement or interest in destroying Oedipus, see
Winnington-Ingram 1980: 319 and Lawrence 2008), and it is hard to find a truly satisfactory answer. The
interpretation that I suggest in this chapter does not require (though, it also does not preclude) a malicious Apollo,
which has the added benefit of obviating any need to understand why Apollo should be so invested in Oedipus’ fall.
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The second important element is that we can already see issues of interpretation and
transmission emerge in this short scene. Apollo told Creon that they needed to drive the pollution,
which stems from the blood, out of the land—either by banishment or by paying back murder with
murder. This imprecise instruction becomes “Apollo clearly orders us to punish the murderers” in
Creon’s own words. In this plural form, murderers, we see that Creon, though he is certainly acting
in good faith here, has added information that Apollo did not give him. In an attempt to make
Apollo’s words conform to the Maxim of Manner (which requires speakers to avoid obscurity of
expression and ambiguity), Creon has had to supply something more concrete—an object for their
punishment. Since, as we later learn at lines 122-3, the sole witness of Laius’ murder described
multiple robbers (AnoTds), ToUs attoévtas would seem to be accurate. However, it will turn out
to be the case that there was only one killer and that only one man, Oedipus, needs to be

punished.?"

2. Prophecies about Laius and Jocasta
While the play begins with a desire to rid Thebes of the plague, the central oracle and the

one that dominates the story of Oedipus is the prophecy about his killing his father and sleeping
with his mother. It is difficult to speak about the precise prophecy, though, since this oracle was
delivered at least two distinct times and it is only ever related in paraphrases or incomplete accounts
that are woven throughout the play and invoked before, during, and after Oedipus’ tragic
realization about his own identity and fate. Nonetheless, it is useful to at least attempt to isolate
these oracular utterances in order to study them more closely.

To start, I will examine this prophecy as it is presented by both Oedipus and Jocasta,
leaving aside any references made by Tiresias. Tiresias, as a seer, occupies a liminal space between
gods and mortals, and he is the only one who has any accurate knowledge about the meaning of the
oracles. For these reasons, I will examine Tiresias and his interactions with these oracles separately,
at the end of this section, even though his presence is woven throughout the play.

As I noted earlier, there are several different types of conversation and conversational

principles invoked in this play; we can think of these almost as different genres of speech. These

21 Oedipus does not actually adopt this false information, however. When he pledges to the people his commitment to
ridding the city of plague, he promises that he will ally himself with Creon to take vengeance on behalf of Thebes and
Apollo (0T evdikaws &yeobe kauE oluppaxov / yij Tide TiHwpolvTa T Bedd 8” dua, 135-6) and that he will
dispel the defilement (UTép yap ouxi TG & Tépw piAwvy, / GAN alTds auTol ToUT &Tmookeddd wicos, 137-8).
The errant plurals do not creep into Oedipus’ own pronouncement and he returns to the vagueness that Apollo used.
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different codes of conversation require entirely different approaches toward extracting meaning in
their different respective contexts. In standard conversational contexts, where both members of the
conversation are aiming at a mutual understanding, certain maxims shape those conversations.
When speakers depart from those maxims, they have an identifiable motive for doing so; when
mortal characters lie, they have something to gain from those lies.?* Playfully ambiguous or
misleading language does have an appropriate context, but that context is riddling games and
competitions—the exact situation that forms the backdrop of this play, in the Sphinx’ riddle.
Cooperative conversations, lies, and riddles all have their own underlying principles that shape the
way language works in these contexts; violations of these principles should, according to pragmatic
linguistic theory, have a motivation of some sort. Critically, we see these different violations of
conversational rules in the language of the oracles in this play, but without a clear reason. As I
concluded in Chapter 1, divine language does not recognize the role that context plays in human
communication. Instead, by conspicuously misapplying linguistic rules in situations to which they
do not apply, or by failing to effectively signal which genre of speech and which communicative

rules ought to be employed, oracles are constantly misunderstood while never lying outright.

707-725: Jocasta’s “Unrealized” Oracle about her Son’s Killing Laius
The first direct account of this oracle (about Oedipus and his parents) in the play** occurs

when Jocasta reassures Oedipus that he need not worry about Tiresias’ accusations (which he
suspects come from Creon) that Oedipus is the cause of the plague. She offers him a concise
demonstration (onueia oUvtoua) of her claim that “there is no mortal thing that has a part of the

prophetic craft” (BpdTeiov oUdtv pavTikiis Exov TEXVNS, 709):

lok&oTtn Jocasta

oU vuv a@eis oEauTOV GOV Aéyels TEP!L Release yourself from the things you are

¢uoU 'rdkoucov, kai udd’ olivek’ éoTi ool speaking of. Listen to me and learn that there is

BpdTelov oUdEV HAVTIKTS EXOV TEXVTS. no mortal thing that has a part of the prophetic
710 Pavaéd 8¢ ool onueia TOVdE cuvToua. craft. I will show you concise evidence of these

222 Scodel 2005:246-7 looks at the ways in which lying is central to Sophoclean drama—the plots of both Philoctetes
and FElectra hinge on deception, and some sort of lying plays a major role in all the extant plays except Antigone and
Oedipus at Colonus, though there are still accusations of lying (e.g., OC229-33). However, particularly in Oedipus
Tyrannus, characters’ motives for lying are discernable. In general, characters lie because they are afraid to tell the
truth (as the herdsman in the Oedipus Tyrannus) or to advance a ruse (as in the Electra, or the Philoctetes). Human
characters do not lie needlessly or without some explanation, however.

223 366-7 alludes to this, when Tiresias says “I say that you have not recognized that you are, and you do not see how
bad things are for you” (AeAnBévai oe prui ouv Tois prAtaTors / aioxiod’ ouAolvt’, oud’ dpav (v’ el kakod), but I
will be looking at Tiresias’ speech separately and this reference is vague enough that it does not cause Oedipus to
comment upon it.
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XPNouds yap fABe Aaie ToT, ovk £pdd
Doifou y’ & avTtol, Tédv & UtmpeTdv &0,
s auToOV fiEol poipa Tpds Taidos Baveiv,
BoTis YévoIT éuol Te KaKeivou TTapa.

707-725

things. For a prophecy came to Laius once—I
will not say it was from Phoebus himself, but
from his attendants—that the fate of dying at the
hands of his child would come upon him,

715 Kal TOV pév, Shotep y' 1) pATIS, Eévol TToTE whatever child should come forth from him and
AnoTai povevous’ v TpimAals Guagitols: me. And he, well, foreign bandits killed him at
Tadds 8¢ PAdoTas o Biéoxov fuépal the place where three roads meet, as the story
Tpels, kai viv &pBpa keivos évlevEas Todoiv goes. And not three days passed from the birth
Eppuyev EAA v xepoliv &RaTov els 8pos. of the child, and Laius yoked the joints of his

720 K&vuTalh AmdAAcwv ot ékeivov fuucev feet together and threw him—though by the
povéa yevéoBal Tatpos oUte Adiov hands of others—onto a desolate mountain. And
TO Sewvdv oUPoPeiTo Tpds Tadods Baveiv. so then Apollo did not bring it about that he
TolalTa @ripal pavTtikai Sicdploav, become the murderer of his father, nor that
GOV EVTPETTOU OU UNdEv” Tjv=24 yap &v Beds terrible thing which Laius feared, that he die at

725 Xpeiav épeuvd, padics auTOs Pavel. the hands of his child. The mantic reports

delineated these things—do not pay them any

mind! The things that the god pursues with
need, he himself easily reveals.

There are three significant things that can be teased out of this passage. The first two are
closely connected—]Jocasta’s description of the oracle as well as her interpretation of the events
surrounding it. The third, to which I will turn in a moment, is her overall characterization in this
scene. The content of the oracle here seems to be contained in only a few lines: that the fate of
dying at the hands of his child would come upon him, whatever child should come forth from him
and Jocasta (cos auTov fi§ol poipa mpods Taidos Baveiv, / 0Tis yévorT éuou Te Kakeivou
T&pa, 713-4). The oracle occurs again in a similar form, though it is presented as an impossible
and unfulfilled prophecy: “And so, Apollo did not accomplish that thing, that [the child] should
become the murderer of his father nor that Laius should die at the hands of his child—the thing he
was dreading terribly” (k&vTadf’ AméAAwv oUT ¢kelvov fjuuoev / povéa yevéoHal Tatpods
oUTe Adiov / TO detvdv ougpoPeiTo Tpds Taidods Baveiv, 720-2).

Layered almost seamlessly into her transmission of the oracle is her interpretation of it. In
lines 720-2, we can already see some of this interpretation, since she has determined that the oracle
was not fulfilled, but she also maps events from the past onto the words of the prophecy, in the
process of showing how it was not fulfilled. On the most basic level, this involves her describing the

actual cause of Laius’ death—foreign bandits, Eévot AnoTai—as well as the child’s fate, which she

22¢ The manuscripts all read v instead of fjv, though I have adopted the emendation of Brunck and Musgrave here.
Lloyd-Jones prints cv, and Jebb commends this line (as it reads in the manuscripts, with &v) as a “bold line,” but
Dawe et al. prefer fijv and suspect that the v at the start of the line caused the fjv to get copied as v in the
transmission process. The reading of v is sound, but the arguments for corruption by duplication are compelling and
I have tentatively printed fjv here.
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insinuates was death. From these two facts, which certainly seem to contradict the prophecy she
and Laius received, she infers that the prophecy was not fulfilled.

This inference leads us to the final element that I would like to highlight in this speech:
Jocasta’s carefully calibrated relationship with Apollo. This scene is often viewed as an example of
hubris or impiety,?s but Jocasta is very careful not to claim that Apollo failed to foretell the future.
In fact, her justification for her skepticism hinges on the very fact that Apollo is infallible, and her
argument is not unreasonable. Simplified, her argument seems quite logical:

I. Apollo’s priests speak for Apollo
2. Apollo’s priests said that Laius’ child would kill him
e Ergo, Apollo said that Laius’ child would kill him
3. Laius’ child was exposed with pierced feet
4. Exposed children die, especially when their feet are pierced
5. Laius was killed by a band of robbers
e Ergo, Apollo’s priests were wrong

6. Apollo cannot not be wrong

At this point, the only way to reconcile this apparent paradox is to figure out which premise
cannot be right, since Jocasta has reasoned herself into a corner, so to speak. All her initial premises
(1-6) seem to be solid, and none of them are impious or hubristic. In fact, Jocasta is firmly
committed to premise 6, that Apollo is infallible, and her only failing is that instead of realizing that
premises 4 and 5 were incorrect, she assumes that 1 is incorrect. From an external perspective, we
know that tragic prophecies are never wrong, but we only know this because of the literary
convention—characters within this literary work cannot access that.>® Similarly, it is a trope in this

type of scene that the seer will be accused of conspiring and acting out of a desire for money or

225 For various approaches to this question, usually centered on the second stasimon, and whether the Chorus is
responding to Oedipus’ behavior, Jocasta’s behavior, some combination of the two, or something entirely different. For
two more nuanced approaches to this question, see Winnington-Ingram1971 and Scodel 1982 (which include
bibliography of those who see the Chorus as “simply” responding to Jocasta’s rejection of oracles).

226 This is not categorically true, and there are certainly instances of metatheatricality in both ancient and modern
theater in which a character acknowledges and plays with theatrical conventions. However, the only hint of this sort of
clear and overt metatheatricality is, to my mind, when the Chorus asks why they should dance, if at lines 895-6 (ei y&p
ai Tolaide mpdaEeis Tiwa, / Ti el pe xopeve;). I see no evidence that we should impute a recognition of their own
generic conventions to the characters within this play (or, in fact, in the extant corpus of Sophocles). For a different
stance on the question of metatheatricality in Sophocles, see Ringer 2000.
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influence when they are in fact giving an accurate prophecy.?” Again, this is a trope that only the
audience can access, and the fulfillment of prophecy is not guaranteed by anything other than
genre here.

Returning to Jocasta, then, we can see that she does not act irrationally.?® When faced with
a paradox, she reevaluates all the ways in which she could have reached this apparent paradox in
error, and then she adjusts the only one that seems adjustable. Her evaluation of which premises
could be wrong is flawed, but the process by which she concludes this is neither impious nor
irrational. Her fault, from a certain perspective, is in taking the simplest approach to solving this
paradox.>®

Here, it is useful to recall the types of riddles I outlined earlier. In a normal situation, it is
entirely reasonable to try to “solve™ a paradox or a contradiction by the simplest and most likely
explanation (i.e. Occam's razor). However, as we saw, this is exactly the wrong approach to take
when trying to solve a riddle. Jocasta does not recognize that this oracle has far more in common
with a riddle than with a straightforward statement of facts, and, as a result, she approaches it with

a flawed methodology.

775-797: Oedipus’ Oracle from Delphi

775 Nyounv & avrp I was considered to be the greatest among the
ACTEV UEYI0TOS TAV EKET, TTPiv Hot TUXN citizens there, until this chance event came
Tol&d eméoTn, Bavpdoal piv agia, suddenly upon me, worthy to be marveled at, but
oToudiis ye pévTol Tijs éufjs ouk agia. not worthy of the eager haste I applied to it. For a
avnp yap ¢v Beimvors W’ UepAnobels uédn man at a banquet, intoxicated by drinking, said—

780 | xalel map’ ofvey, TAaoTOS cos einv TaTpl. over his wine—that I was not the true son of my
K&y Bapuvbeis T pév otoav nuépav father. I was greatly distressed that whole day and I
ubAis katéoxov, BaTépa 8 icov TEAas scarcely restrained myself, but on the following day,
UNTPOs Tatpds T fjAeyxov: oi Bt Suopopds going up to my mother and father I questioned
ToUveldos fyov T neBévTti TOV Adyov. them closely. They were very upset with the person

785 KAYEd T& UEv Kefvolv ETepTToOunV, Spes & who had hurled this disgraceful charge. I was
Exnilé 1 &el ToUB' - UgeipTe yap TOAU. gladdened in relation to the two of them, but all the

27 F,.g., both Calchas and Tiresias are elsewhere accused of acting out of a desire for personal gain (Ant. 1033-55;
Bacch. 255-60; IA 520). This is a motif common in the historians as well (see Hdt 7.141-3, in connection with Plut. Vit
Them. 10.1-2).

228 Winnington-Ingram offers a similar, sympathetic reading of both Jocasta’s and Oedipus’ skepticism about Apollo’s
oracles. He suggests that Jocasta argues from onueia, rather than feelings (as the Chorus does) and that Jocasta may be
impious, but that she is a victim of circumstance who behaves rationally, in light of the available evidence (Winnington-
Ingram 1980: 183-4). He concludes that they “are hardly to be blamed, though they were dreadfully wrong” (184).

229 As elsewhere in this play, we should not discount the effect of Jocasta’s desire for the oracles to be wrong. Her
emotional and psychological state certainly influence her interpretive choices, though they are far from the only forces
shaping interpretation and comprehension in this play.



same I remained upset about these things, for it ate
deeply at me.>s°

Immediately after Jocasta’s account, we hear Oedipus’ account of a startlingly similar
prophecy that he received from Apollo. Here, the way that he frames his account is particularly
striking. As he describes why he went to Delphi in the first place, he describes a drunken man who
claimed that Oedipus was not the true son of his father (TTAaoTos cos einv TaTpi, 780).%" The way
that Oedipus describes this account is significant, though: “a chance event . . . worthy to be
marveled at, but not worthy of the eager haste I applied to it” (Tpiv pot TUxn / To1&d’ éméoTn,
Baupdoar pev atia, / omoudiis Ye pévTol Tijs ufis ouk agia. 776-8). Kamerbeek is quite right to
suggest that Oedipus has no questions about his parentage at this point and that it would be
perverse to read any ambiguity into his words here (ad 777)—as much as our knowledge of the
outcome of this play might incline us to read some latent awareness into his earlier words, there is
no evidence to suggest this. In fact, his entire presentation of this story is entirely dismissive. It was
not worthy of his urgency (ommoudrj), Oedipus mentions, and then he goes on to describe the story,
with a heavy emphasis on how the man had been drinking (UmrepTAnobeis uébn, map’ oivew),

presumably meant to undermine his legitimacy as a source.>

230 | draw on a translation here, which Campbell suggests but then ultimately rejects, of “for it rankled deeply” (for
UgeipTe Yap moAV). Jebb and Campbell both understand this as a reference to a rumor spreading about Oedipus (“it
still crept abroad with strong rumour”). Jebb notes that this corresponds nicely with 775’s implication that this event
altered Oedipus’ popular repute and says that we “might render: ‘it was ever recurring to my mind with force’: but this
(a) is a repetition: is less suited to oAU, which implies diffusion” (ad786). I tend to think that “it rankled deeply” is a
better translation here. We might look to parallels for insight, and as Kamerbeek notes, Aesch. Ag: 450 is an extremely
striking parallel to this line: pBovepdv &’ U’ &Ayos Epmel mpodikols ATpeidats. He also offers Ag: 270 and Cho. 463
(quoted by Fraenkel ad Ag. 450) as evidence for this reading and notes that “[tJhe uneasiness of [Oedipus’] soul is like
the soreness of spreading pain” (ad'786). I find the repetition to be acceptable, given the significance that this moment
had on Oedipus’ life. Emphatic repetition is an entirely appropriate choice at this moment and I find no issue with
oAU here. Jebb’s and Kamerbeek’s observations are entirely compatible if we understand the “diffusion” implies by
oAU to be a diffusion into Oedipus’ own mind or psyche. At the same time, the parallels in Ag. 270 and Cho. 463 both
invite an interpretation of a slow, spreading pain (the two passages refer to joy, xap&, and a shudder, Tpduos,
respectively), but Ag: 450 juxtaposes spreading rumors with spreading resentment and pain. I am inclined to see both
of these aspects in O7'786, though I do not have an adequate English translation which can effectively capture both
aspects.

231 Not that he does not, as Oedipus tells this story, call his entire parentage into question. Instead, he claims that
Oedipus is TAaoTOs. Jebb renders TAaoTds cos einv matpi this as “falsely called a son to my father (i.e. to deceive
him)” and Dawe points to Eur. Phoen. 28-31, which gives a fuller account of Polybus being tricked by his wife into
thinking that Oedipus was his true son (ad foc.). Oedipus only recounts the challenge to his paternity, however, and the
thrust of this accusation is directed at his father, Polybus. The way that he recounts this story suggests that he was not
worried that he was supposititious, but rather that he was a bastard—the story Oedipus tells is that of a drunk man
calling his mother adulterous.

23 From the audience’s perspective, however, we may be inclined to give extra credence to the man’s drunken claim, on
the assumption that he was more inclined to speak the truth while his inhibitions (and fears of repercussion) were
lowered due to alcohol (cf. in vino veritas).
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Here, the particles are particularly illuminating in terms of Oedipus’ own train of thought.
The explanatory yap at 779 draws a strong causal connection between the two sentences. This
chance event was not worthy of Oedipus’ oTroudr} because the man was at a banquet and quite
drunk—if this yap is meant to truly explain Oedipus’ lack of concern, then his underlying
assumption must be that the man’s drunkenness caused him to speak foolishly or nonsensically or
maliciously, all of which provide grounds for Oedipus to discount his words. As he finishes this
opening part of his speech, Oedipus justifies why he went to Delphi and what he asked Apollo, and
it is worth pausing here to carefully dissect these last few lines: K&y T& pEv Kelvolv éTepTounV,
Bucos 8 / Ekwilé W &el Touf * Upeiptre yap oAU (I was gladdened at the reaction of the two of
them, but all the same I remained upset about these things, for it ate deeply at me). On the surface,
these final lines are difficult to interpret—if Oedipus was truly reassured at the reaction of his
parents in response to his questions, why would he still be upset about these claims? Why would he
need to go to Delphi to follow up on this issue?

In this passage, there are two discrete elements in tension. We have the events that
occurred in the past, whose major elements are set: Oedipus did go to Delphi and receive an
oracle. However, Oedipus does not, at the present moment, believe any of the things that drove his
actions in the past. In this scene, Oedipus tries to rewrite the past with his convictions from the
present. The only plausible way to explain his dismissal of the accusation about his paternity and his
decision to visit Delphi anyway is to recognize that at the time, he must have given these claims far
more credence than he does now.?3 If the accusations continued to eat at him in the past, they
must have held more sway over him, and the incongruities in this account stem from his current
disregard (hence, the dismissive attitude toward the drunken man) layered on top of underlying
events that were dictated by an actual concern that he might not be the son of Polybus.

On this reading, Oedipus must have believed the man at the banquet, which is certainly
supported by his subsequent actions and it even permeates his description of the events. He may no
longer think that man was credible, but he acknowledges that, at the time, he was upset and barely

able to control himself (Bapuvbeis, udAis kaTéoxov) at these accusations. Knowing as we do that

233 This could be because he is worried, on some level, about his parentage. This could also—if we understand UpeipTre
(786) as alluding to rumors which are creeping throughout Corinth—be a political concern about his status and his
claim to be the heir to Polybus. On this reading (suggested to me by Ruth Scodel), he is hoping to receive Delphic
confirmation of his parentage which would then solidify his claim to the Corinthian throne. On either reading, Oedipus
is concerned enough about the rumor(s) that he departs for Delphi to resolve the question definitively.
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this man at the banquet was correct about Oedipus’ father, we can discern an initial moment when

Oedipus does in fact suspect something of the truth about his parentage. It is only once Oedipus

arrives at Delphi that his concern about the identity of his father is diverted onto something much

more pressing—and, simultaneously, much less intelligible to him. Put another way, Oedipus takes

all the necessary steps to effectively learn about his identity when he interacts with mortals; it is only

once Oedipus comes into contact with Apollo that his ability to judge and interpret and understand

his circumstances is hopelessly compromised.

As we move into Oedipus’ actual account of the prophecy he received, we have a scene that

is very similar to Jocasta’s account, in that we can see both the content of the prophecy—which

differs somewhat from the one Jocasta recounts—as well as Oedipus’ approach to that prophecy.

We can also see an overall shift away from the questions which brought Oedipus to Delphi. At this

point, Oedipus’ attention is now focused on averting this new prophecy he has received, and in the

process, as he comes into linguistic contact with Apollo, he moves farther away from an accurate

understanding of himself and his situation.

787 Adbpa 8¢ pnTpds kal TaTpods Topevoual
TTuBHBe, kai 1 6 PoiPos v pEv ikdunv
&tipov eEémeppey, &AAa 8 &BAlw

790 Kai Sewd kai SUoTnvass Tpoudvn Aéycov,
€5 UNTPL HEv Xpein pe pixdijva, yévog &
&tAnTov &vBpcomoiot dnAcdcot’ Spév,

KAy 'makovoas taita tnv Kopwbiav,
795 &oTpols TO AoITTOV TEKUAPOUNEVOS,235 XBSva
Epeuyov, Evba prmoT dyoluny Kakdv

poveUs & ¢ooiuny Tou puUTEUCAVTOS TATPOS.

Without the knowledge of my mother and father, I
made my way to Pytho, and Phoebus sent me forth,
deemed unworthy of the things about which I'd come,
but he didblaze forth suddenly, telling terrible and
disastrous things to wretched me, that I was fated to
sleep with my mother, and I would bring forth a race,
unendurable for men to look upon, and that I would
be the murder of my father who begat me. And I,
when I heard these things, I fled the Corinthian land—
which I henceforth measure only from afar, by the

234 The manuscripts read &BAia here, but the text has been emended in different ways; I print what I think is the
strongest reading in light of the various manuscripts and attempts to improve the Greek. With Lloyd-Jones and Wilson,
I read &BAico here. Though its manuscript support is tenuous at best (one manuscript, L, may have had this reading)
Kamerbeek’s point (ad789) that a reading of &BAic means that we are left with an emphatic kai . . . kai construction
in 790 that “makes one pause” is well taken, but it does not make me pause so much that I feel we must reject that
reading. An emphatic construction seems entirely appropriate in this context. With most editors of this text, I find that
&BAic is the lectio difficilior and worth printing. I reject Heimsoeth’s conjecture of dUognua for SUoTtnva as clever
and elegant but also unnecessary. The manuscripts all read Tpougavn, though Jebb finds this reading indefensible and
strongly favors Hermann’s conjecture of mpouenuvev, writing that “the difficulty of conceiving Sophocles to have
written thus is to me so great that the special appropriateness of TpoUgnuev turns the sale” (ad790). The strength of
the manuscripts as well as Campbell’s justification for mpougavn (“He came forth with; Tpougdavn expresses the
suddenness of the revelation,” ad loc.) inclines me to prefer Tpougpavn.

235 | am not convinced that the reading ékpeTpoupevos, found in all the manuscripts, is not viable, contra Lloyd-Jones
and Wilson who describe it as “nonsense” (1990: ad loc.). However, Nauck’s emendation of TekpapoUpevos is very
clever and works nicely with the &oTtpots. Kamerbeek and Nauck offer many parallels to support a reading of
TekpapoUpevos, and Housman 1972 offers the strongest parallel, in Libanius v. 540 Foerster (v ékkAnoiav kai 1o
Rriua kal Tous évtaubol BopuBous &otpots, ToUTo 81 TO ToU Adyou, TO Aoimrdv Tekuaipduevos) and I am

convinced that this is the stronger reading here.
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OT'787-97 | in my vile prophecy come to fulfillment.

XPTOUGIV OVEIBN TV Eucov TeAovpeva. stars—to where I would never see the shameful things

The actual content of the oracle, as Oedipus recounts it at least, seems to have three
discrete elements. The first is that he would sleep with his mother (UnTpi pév xpein pe pixdival,
791), then that he would bring forth a race “unendurable for men to look upon” (yévos &’ /
&tAnTov avbpcrmolot dnAcdooin’ Opav, 791-2), and finally that he would be the murderer of his
biological father (poveus &’ écoiunv TolU putevocavtos TaTpds, 793). The way that he structures
his own retelling of this prophecy certainly suggests an ordered list. Knowing as we do that this is
not the actual order in which these events will occur, we are left with two explanations—either
Oedipus has faithfully transmitted the basic content and form of the oracle, which was delivered in
a misleading but not incorrect fashion, or he has simply misremembered the oracle. Because, as I
will examine in a moment, his actions are consistent with the first of these options, I will focus
primarily on that explanation.® We know that Oedipus is not transmitting the oracle verbatim,
since it is not in hexameters and at least some of the words have been changed (yourto my, for
example, to accommodate the shift in speaker from Apollo to Oedipus). However, he does present
it as though these are the words of Apollo, and this oracle formulation recalls the oracle(s) of Zeus
from the 7rachiniae, in that both exploit linguistic loopholes to misdirect the listener without
actually saying anything that is untrue. Here, the pév...8¢...8€... construction suggests but does

not necessitate a chronologically ordered list.?” As such, the same basic pragmatic principles are in

236 As a further note, this explanation is simply more interesting, though I would like to justify this choice further, so as
to not seem to be flippantly discarding a viable explanation. While it seems natural that memories might be somewhat
garbled after so many years, the play is not concerned with strict verisimilitude, as Dawe has noted at length in the
introduction to his commentary. While it is indeed a possibility the Oedipus misremembered the oracle, that yields a
very different reading of Oedipus, depending how much intent we ascribe to this misremembering. In the most
mundane version, Oedipus is simply as a man who is the victim of a truly random coincidence, since he has managed to
recount an incorrect version of the oracle which happens also to be fulfilled. In another reading, we might see Oedipus
as a man whose subconscious has understood his fate well before his conscious mind has and who is now rewriting his
own memories, so to speak, in order to retroactively remove any guilt he might bear. On this more psychological
reading, Ocdipus grasps on some level what he has done, but is now scrambling to craft a version of the past in which
the oracle bears the majority of the blame, due to its misleading phrasing.
237 The pév...8¢...8¢... structure can be used to “connect a series of clauses containing different matter, though with
no opposition” (LS] pév I1.3). However, I would suggest that in a narrative context, a string of events related in list
form is assumed to be chronological. As an example, someone might tell a story in the form of “I made coffee and ate
breakfast and went for a run”—the events seem to be things that occurred in that order, but it would only be a
misleading statement, not an inaccurate one, if it turns out that the run came first, then coftee, then breakfast. In Greek,
pév...B€...8¢... can join things in a similar fashion. Though there is not, to my knowledge, an extensive study of the
way that this operates, I offer the following by way of example:

TTnAeidns pév émi kAioias kal vijas éloas

fjie oUv Te MevorTiddm kai ofs éTdpotoiv:
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play here as they were in the previous chapter—Apollo has not lied to Oedipus,*® but he has
spoken in a way that implicates something that is not true. As in Chapter 1, I will leave the broader
implications of this as an open question to revisit later in this chapter.

There are several important questions to consider at this point. The first of these is why
Oedipus does not suspect that Jocasta’s prophecy might be referring to him, given that both
prophecies describe the same event (Oedipus killing Laius). However, on a close reading, the
oracle he received does seem markedly different from the one that Jocasta received. Jocasta’s
account, if we can assume that she recounted it in its entirety, only mentioned that her child would
kill Laius, with no mention of incest. If we can also assume that she has not mentioned this oracle to
Oedipus before, there is not a compelling reason that he should see himself in the oracle she
received, since it only corresponds with one small aspect of his three-part fate. If] as it seems, this is
the first time that the two have compared stories of their respective oracles, they both have
established narratives of their own histories that do not invite the sort of drastic rewriting that will
be required to grasp the truth.? In short, we might pause at the unnoticed coincidence between
the two oracles, but we ought not to expect such a coincidence to cause two adults to recast their
entire histories in light of a partial correspondence between oracles that are presumed to be
unfulfilled.

This leads to a broader question, however, about what Oedipus thinks Apollo has told him
and why he leaves Delphi at all. Oedipus acknowledges that he left without Apollo deigning to

answer the question he had actually asked (kai u’ 6 ®oifos v pev ikdunv / &Tipov EEETeyEY,

ATpetdns & &pa vija Borv &Aa 8¢ Tpoépuccev,

¢v & ¢pétas Ekpivev teikoow, &5 & ekatduPnv

Prioe Becd, ava 8¢ Xpuonida kaAhirdprov

eloev &ycov: v & apxos EBn ToAuunTis Oducoels (I 1.306-11)
Here, there is not a clear sense of opposition between the elements, but rather a sense of order. First, Achilles retreats
to his ships and his men, then (or perhaps while, here) Agamemnon prepares a ship for launch, selects rowers, and
prepares a hecatomb, puts Chryseis on the ship, and finally Odysseus takes command of the ship. The time
relationships here are not particularly clear, but it seems safe to suggest that these are not out of chronological order—
each item seems to be contemporaneous with or subsequent to the earlier item in the list.
238 It is important that Apollo does not lie. If oracles are Zies, then communication from the gods is essentially hopeless.
As much as he may mislead, Apollo, as the god of light and prophecy, does not lie. Cf. Pindar P. 9.42 kai y&p o€, TOV
ov BepuTov Weuder Bryeiv (and you [Apollo], for whom is it not permitted to so much as touch a lie). See also
Naerebout and Beerden 2012 (aptly titled “Gods Cannot Tell Lies: Riddling and Ancient Greek Divination”).
239 In a different context, we might imagine a transition between Jocasta’s and Oedipus’ speeches that alludes to the
shared theme of parricide in these two oracles (i.e. “funny you should mention your son killing his father . . . that was
actually something /was told that I would do, though thankfully that has not happened yet!”), but even in a play so
steeped in dramatic irony (on such irony, see Liapis 2012: 91ff, who finds the dramatic irony to be heavy-handed at
times), such a transition would not be well suited to the dramatic and generic demands here.
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788-9). He is certainly aware that he did not receive any information about his parentage. The only
reassurance he has received on that front is that his parents were very upset with the man who
questioned his parentage (oi 8¢ Suopdpads / ToUvelSos fyov TE HeBEvTI TOV Adyov, 783-4).
Oedipus says he was comforted even though, as we saw, his parents do not refute the claim and the
accusations were nonetheless still gnawing at him (k&yco T& pgv keivowv étepmduny, ducos & /
EkiCé 1 ael Toud - Ugelptre y&p oAU, 785-6). The critical question remains: if he was upset
enough to go to Delphi to find out if there was any truth behind the drunken man’s claims, why
does Oedipus leave Delphi without the answers he was seeking, when the identity of his parents is
more critical now than ever before? Or why is he not more alert to the possibility that Polybus and
Merope are not his true parents?

There is, of course, no easy answer to this question. A variety of theories have been offered
to explain this, attacking the critical issue from different angles and dissecting what we can see
about Oedipus’ character from his actions after receiving this fateful oracle. For my purposes, it is
most useful to focus on what we can glean about his own understanding of his motivations. Put
more simply, I will focus on what Oedipus seems to think his own motivations were and leave any
external factors aside for the moment. Perhaps Oedipus is a man whose character is defined by his
unceasing need to act vigorously and immediately,*° and he never could have acted any differently.
but that is not the story he tells about this moment. Rather, the elements that he highlights in the
story of his own past—whether or not he is giving an accurate account of these events—subtly
point to his own motivations. The problem with this approach is that his words do not tell a
coherent and psychologically plausible story. They do, however, tell two discrete stories—in the

past, up until Oedipus goes to Delphi, this account makes perfect sense:

In the past In the present

I. A man questions Oedipus’ I. A drunkman (not to be given

paternity credence) questions Oedipus’
2. Oecdipus asks his parents and they parentage

do not answer him directly 2. Oedipus asks his parents and is
3. Oedipus goes to Delphi for reassured

answers (which he does not 3. Oedipus goes to Delphi anyway

directly get) and leaves with an entirely

different set of concerns

We are left, then, with the question of what happened between these two accounts. The shifts are

subtle, but they serve to undermine the psychological plausibility of this story. If the man at the

240 See fn. 210 on this characterization.
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banquet is drunk, why does Oedipus let the man’s drunken insults bother him so deeply? If he is
reassured by his parents, why go to Delphi? The string of events no longer has a clear causal
relationship, as related in the present. However, the past version I suggest above makes clear sense
of how Oedipus behaves. If we understand the present account as this past account retold in light
of his current convictions (that the man in the banquet was wrong and his parents are Polybus and
Merope), then we can understand the strange version Oedipus tells. He is constrained by the
events as they happened in the past, but he can rewrite the motivations and his own impressions to
give “past Oedipus” the mindset of “present Oedipus,” as much as possible. These two accounts
do not blend seamlessly,*! but blend well enough that no one questions this story’s plausibility.

What, then, caused this conviction that reshaped Oedipus’ version of this story? This shift
occurs when Oedipus arrives at Delphi and comes into contact with Apollo, but the prophecy itself
is worth examining in some detail. As I discussed above, the way that Oedipus recounts the
prophecy, in the pév . .. 8¢ ... 8¢. .. format, suggests an ordered series of events in which
Oedipus will firstsleep with his mother, then father incestuous children, then kill his father. The
order cannot have been specified in this way, since that is not the order in which it is fulfilled, but
the way that Oedipus presents it suggests that he assumed this was the order. Combined with a
heavy emphasis on Oedipus’ father’s identity in his retelling, but no mention of Merope not being
his real mother, we can see at the very least that his own focus is on his paternity. Whether we
should imagine this as an objective truth (i.e. the man at the banquet only questioned his father’s
identity) or think that this is a result of Oedipus filtering the story though his own perceptions and
memories, they come to much the same thing: in the version of his past that Oedipus tells, the
central question that drove him toward Delphi had to do with his paternity.>>

With all this in mind, let us return to this difficult question: why does Oedipus leave Delphi
and head toward Thebes? We have evidence to suggest that Oedipus is not sure about his
paternity, but he does feel certain that the first of these wretched and terrible and disastrous events
to take place will be that he sleeps with his mother. If his own assumptions and inferences are

correct—though, clearly, from our perspective we know that they are not—the best way to avoid

241 This is not unlike the way that Creon blends two different “voices” when he recounts what he heard from Apollo, as
I discussed earlier. We can, to some extent, pull these different stories apart and explain some of the seeming
inconsistencies or implausibilities in these accounts when we understand Oedipus and Creon to be blending two
discrete (and not entirely compatible) accounts into one.

242 See page 110fL. on this.
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setting this oracle in motion is to put as much distance between himself and his mother as possible.
My interpretation also sheds some light onto the oft-raised question of why Oedipus recklessly kills
a man he does not know at the crossroads if he has just been told that he will kill his father (and
some doubt has been cast onto his father’s identity). On this interpretation, even ithe is not
convinced that Polybus is his true father (though his initial doubt certainly seems to fade over time,
judging from his reaction to news of Polybus’ death), Oedipus does not need to be hyper-aware of
potential parricide until he sleeps with his mother, whom he thinks he can securely identify as
Merope.

As is the case with all the oracles we have seen, Oedipus will be wrong about his
assumptions here. However, as was the case with Jocasta, his logical process is sound—it is only
because his starting premises are wrong that he comes to the wrong conclusion.?3 If we look back
to the riddle framework from earlier in this chapter, we can see that the fundamental problem here
can map onto the pun/double meaning category of riddles in a way that is illuminating, even
though it is not a perfect correspondence. If my interpretation is correct, Oedipus makes two
critical mistakes in his interpretation of the oracle—one is to assume that the three parts of his fate
were ordered chronologically and the other is that he knows what “mother” means. The first
mistake does not explicitly correspond to any of the types of riddles I examined earlier, so I will
begin with the second assumption. This oracle seems straightforward, but there are in fact two
different easy opportunities for misinterpretation which present themselves here. First, though
Oedipus dos not fall into this trap, there is the possibility that “mother” is meant metaphorically
and does not refer to his biological mother. Though this might seem implausible at first glance, this

is precisely the form that Hippias® prophetic dream takes. Herodotus tells us that he had a dream

213 The philosophical terminology of valid/invalid and sound/unsound is useful here. An argument is valid “when its
conclusion follows from its premises (other descriptions are ‘is deducible from” or ‘is entailed by’),” whereas sound
arguments “are valid arguments with true premises.” (Oxford Companion to Philosophy, “argument”). The standard
example of this is the syllogism:

All men are mortal.

Socrates is a man.

Therefore, Socrates is mortal.
This argument is sound, since it is valid and the premises are true. If we were to change this to:

All men are purple.

Socrates is a man.

Therefore, Socrates is purple.
Here, the argument is valid, in that the conclusion follows from the premises, but it is not sound, since the premise A/
men are purple is not true. In Oedipus’ case, his deductive process is valid but not sound, in that his premises are not
true and he arrives as an inaccurate conclusion.
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that he slept with his mother (Tfjs Tapoixouévns vuktos dyiv i8cov Toirvde: ddkee O ‘lring T
UNTPL TH écouToU ouveuvnbijval, 6.107.1), which he interprets to mean that he will regain his
homeland of Athens and die there. In this situation, ufitnp refers to motherland (though his
interpretation is not entirely correct), and his dream was not about actual incest, though it
appeared to be.4 Apollo’s words could well have meant that Oedipus would return to his
mother/and, and not to his mother (though both prove to be true).#5 Alternatively, we can see this
as a version of the sort of riddle in which k6pn is used to make the hearer assume that it means
young girl when the solution requires it to be understood as eyeball. Here, however, the “riddle” is
more subtle: pfiTnp is used to make Oedipus assume it means Merope when the solution requires it
to be understood as Jocasta. As with all riddles of this sort, this is a fundamentally semiotic failure to
recognize the proper signified that corresponds with the signifier.

The first assumption is of a slightly different type. Like riddles which hinge on puns and
double meanings, this too exploits Oedipus’ natural assumptions to misdirect his interpretation.
This is not as directly anchored to one word, but it is an underlying feature common to many types
of riddles as well as ambiguous communication in general. As such, it is worth recalling the
pragmatic principles that were discussed in the Introduction. Standard conversational conventions
dictate that a speaker will present information as clearly and unambiguously as possible, if they are
striving for comprehension. In general, a list of three items structured in the way that this oracle is
structured will suggest that they are an ordered list—more often than not, pév . . . 8¢ ... 8¢ ... will
be structured in some way, and not a random list. As with the mis-identification of mother
described above, these are intuitive assumptions that a listener will make when engaged in a
cooperative conversation. However, understanding this oracle requires a very different interpretive
move that specifically does not take the most obvious or immediate available meaning, but instead
finds a linguistic loophole that is semantically available, though not pragmatically available, as we

saw with Zeus’ oracular language in the 7rachiniae. This is the same move required to solve a

244 Jocasta’s claim that that many men have slept with their mothers in dreams (TToAAol y&p 18n ké&v dveipaov
BpoTddv / unTpi Euvnuvdobnoav, 981-2) may well be a reference to this sort of story, if not to Herodotus’ specific
account.

245 A lesser ambiguity here also centers on the meaning of “kill,” since Greek tragedy is full of characters making claims
like ¥AwAa when they are not in fact dead, but simply in distress of some sort. Similarly, at Aj. 1126, Menelaus (still
very much alive) says, of Ajax, Sikaia y&p T6vS eUTUXETV KTeEivavTé pe. We can see, then, that there are several
different levels on which “you will kill your mother™ is an ambiguous prediction.
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riddle and—as was the case with the oracles structured with 1} . . . 1}, in Chapter 1—it requires a
specific disregard for pragmatic rules of conversation.

In the end, Oedipus’ fatal misinterpretation stems from a failure to recognize that standard
rules of conversation did not apply to the oracle from Apollo and, more specifically, that the
pragmatic rules that he should have applied to the oracle were the very rules that he used to
become ruler of Thebes—the rules of riddles. To return to an earlier point, with the prophecy
about the plague, these miscommunications only emerge once Apollo is involved in the
communication. Creon’s speech, we saw, cannot be understood when he is acting as the voice of
Apollo, and it is only once he speaks in his own voice that Oedipus can understand the content of
the prophecy. Here, we can observe the same phenomenon, but it takes a different form. Oedipus
properly understands and investigates the challenges to his paternity unt/ he reaches Delphi. Once
he comes into contact with Apollo, he still approaches his circumstances with a fundamentally
logical, reasoned approach, but he is misdirected by Apollo’s speech, which is not “playing by the
same rules,” so to speak, as Oedipus expects. Apollo’s oracle implies—but, critically, does not
explicitly state—things that are not true and Oedipus works from these invalid premises to come to
unsound conclusions.

As a final note on this point, there is another aspect of Apollo’s prophecy which disregards
the pragmatic conventions which govern cooperative human communication. To revisit the basic
Gricean maxims, the Maxim of Relation dictates that speakers should be relevant. When Oedipus
asks who his parents are, Apollo’s response disregards this maxim entirely. The revelation that he
Oedipus will kill his father and sleep with his mother is not relevant to the question of who his
parents are.** Conventions of conversation would suggest that at this point, Oedipus would ask a
clarifying question and try to find an interpretation in which Apollo’s words are relevant to his
question (since he would assume that his interlocutor is participating in a cooperative conversation
whose goal is effective communication). However, Apollo’s words are traumatic and shocking
enough that Oedipus leaves immediately and there is no possibility for Oedipus to attempt to

clarify what Apollo meant. Further, nothing we see elsewhere in this play suggests that Apollo is

246 There is, I suppose, a very forced and unintuitive interpretation in which the “answer” to Oedipus’ question is
actually “your mother is the person you will sleep with and your father is the man you will kill.” This would turn out to
be accurate, but in addition to being a forced reading, this seems like an imprecise definition of his parents, since he
may well have killed other people in addition to Laius (the Sphinx, say, and possibly others).
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abiding by the rules of cooperative conversations,* so there is no reason to believe that Oedipus
would eventually reach an accurate understanding, no matter how many questions he asked of
Apollo. In the end, this serves as yet another example of how Apollo’s communication is not

governed by the same rules which govern human speech.

Tracing the Echoes of the Prophecy
As we attempt to trace this prophecy throughout the rest of the play, these two accounts of

the oracle, from Oedipus and Jocasta, will provide a useful point of reference, since all the other
accounts stem from these two instances. Though references to their respective oracles are always
paraphrased, all the subsequent versions are consistent with these initial versions. Though they do
not provide new information as to the content of the oracle, later accounts are dramatically
effective, as both a reminder of the constant presence and effect of this oracle in the lives of the
central characters as well as an ominous and foreboding reminder to the audience of the terrible
secret that will soon come to light. Beyond these effects, however, the later mentions of the oracle
also serve to characterize Oedipus and Jocasta, since the oracle is not always recounted in its
entirety or in a neutral way. The details characters choose to include and exclude are significant, as
are the contexts in which they mention the oracle and the rhetorical effects they hope to achieve by
its mention.

The next clear mention of these oracles about Oedipus’ killing his father come when
Oedipus is starting to suspect that he might actually be the killer of Laius and that he has brought
the plague upon Thebes. At this point, it becomes nearly impossible to keep the two oracles
distinct, and although this first mention (813-33) is strictly about the plague, it is worth examining
these two passages in tandem, since they are so inextricably linked.

Only slightly later in the speech in which Oedipus describes receiving the oracle from
Apollo, he returns to the prophecy from Apollo about the plague. In the interim, he has described
coming across Laius at the crossroads and killing him, so he has never truly stopped talking about
oracles and their fulfillment, but it will be more useful to look at prophecy from the perspectives of

the characters in the play and not from our own position outside the play. As far as Oedipus

247 As I have acknowledged earlier, the obvious reason that this is the case is that oracular consultations are not, strictly
speaking, conversations. That does not mean that we cannot apply many of the principles of Gricean conversational
maxims to help illuminate how communication goes awry, but it bears repeating that oracular consultations are not
conversations. As an analytic framework or a diagnostic tool, however, using these so-called conversation maxims can
help us understand precisely what about Apollo’s phrasing is so difficult to understand.
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understands his own speech, lines 787-97 describe Apollo’s prophecy to him and 798-813 are

unrelated, until he revisits the plague prophecy again at line 813:

el 8¢ T Eévep But if anything akin to Laius pertains to this man, who
ToUTep TpooTikel Aatc Tl ouyyevés, is a more wretched man than I myself am? What man
815 Tis ToUd¢ ¥’ audpds viv &v abAicdTepOsS; would be possessed of a more hostile fate? For, this
Tis éxBpodaiucov paAAov &v yévort avrip; man—it is not permitted for any foreign man or any
Bv un Eéveov EEeoTi UNd” &OTV TVt citizen to welcome him into their homes or to speak to
ddois Béxeobat unde TpooPwveElv Tva, him, but they must push him from their homes. And
ey 8" &1 ofkeov. kal TES' olTis &AAos fv these things—no other person but my very self laid
820 A 'yo 'T éHauTe T4od dpds 6 TpooTiBEis. these curses on me. And I pollute the bed of the dead
Aéxn B¢ ToU BavdvTtos ¢k xepolv paiv man with my two hands—the hands by which he
xpaived, 8" dvtrep OAeT™ &p’ Epuv kakds; perished. Am I not wretched? Am I not entirely
&p’ ouxi més &vayvos; €l He XpT) PUYETY, unclean? If I must flee, and it is no longer possible for
Kai pot puydvTI UfjoTI ToUs EHoUs 1SeTV me to see my loved ones or set foot in my fatherland—
825 und’ ¢uPaTeve matpidos, fj yauors ue Set or I must join with my mother in matrimony and kill my
UNTPOs CuyTjval Kal TaTépa KATAKTAVETY father Polybus who sired and raised me. Then, would
TTéAuPov, 8 eEépuoe K&EEDPewE Le. not someone who judged that these things came from a
&p’ oUKk AT ol Taita daipovds Tis &v savage god, would they not be right about me? Pure
kpiveov ¢’ avdpl TS &v dpboin Adyov; reverence of the gods, may I never look on that day!
830 un Sijta, un 81T, @ Bedov &y vov oéPas, But may I pass out from among the ranks of mortals
(o TauTnv fuépav, GAN ék BpoTddv before I see such a stain of misfortune come upon me!
Rainv &pavtos Tpdobev 1) Toldvd’ ideiv
KNATS’ EHaUTE OUNPOPAS ALy HEVT V.
07T813-33

The critical piece of evidence that seems to exonerate Oedipus, to Jocasta’s way of thinking, is the

fact that Oedipus killed several men at a crossroads by himself, whereas Laius was killed by a band

of robbers. She reassures Oedipus with the following argument:

AAN’ o5 pavév ye ToUTos Y’ émioTaco,
KoUK €0TIv aiTtéd ToUTS ¥ ekBaleiv TaAv
TSNS Y&p fkouo’, oUk Eyco pévn, TGSe.

850 el & olv TI kakTpéToITo TOU TPdobev Adyou, | change something from his earlier account, he will at
oUtol ToT’, dvag, odv ye Aaiou pdvov no time, lord, show that this murder of Laius that
pavel Sikaiws 6pBdv, dv ye Aoias you suggest has been truly fulfilled—Loxias declared
BietTre xprival Taidos ¢§ uol Baveiv. that it would be necessary for him to die at the hand
kaiTot viv ou keivds y’ 6 SUoTnuds ToTE of my child. And indeed, that wretched thing never

855 kaTéktav’, GAN autds Tépoibev ddAeTo. killed him, but he himself died earlier. Because of

0T oUxl pavTeias Yy’ &v olUTe TS €y co
PAépaiy’ &v eivek’ oUte TS &v YoTepov.
O7'848-58

But know that the story was at least told this way, and
he is not able to take this back, for the city heard
these things, and not I alone. But even if he should

this, I would not—as far as divination is concerned—
look to this side or that in the future.

Viewed in tandem, we can see how these two scenes display the continued misinterpretive moves

that both Oedipus and Jocasta make, continuing the misunderstandings they have held from the

start.

Oedipus approaches the new oracle from Apollo with the assumption that it is true, just as
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he approached the oracle about his own fate. Therefore, he has already at least entertained his
hypothetical guilt as Laius’ murderer and laments how terrible his banishment will be, if he does
prove to be the murderer. The two oracles begin to close in on Oedipus at this point. However, he
places the two oracles into dialogue with one another. If he is guilty, he must be banished, but in
banishment from Thebes, he would be doubly cursed, since he could not remain in Thebes (due to
the plague oracle) and he could not return to Corinth (due to his familial oracle). As such, he is
effectively hemmed in by two oracles of Apollo.

Here, his use of the term éxBpodaiucov is interesting, in that it gives us insight into his own
perception of his fate at this point. In terms of dramatic irony, this term is highly loaded, and all of
its potential meanings absolutely apply to Oedipus. It is a Aapax and the scholiasts on this passage
gloss it alternately as Beois éxBpds (“enemy to the gods™), uiontods Tapa TV Becdov (literally,
“hateful, from the gods™), éxBpds Tols aipootv (“enemy to the daimones,” which is essentially
equated to Beois exBpds here, with fyouv Tols Beois following after), and SuoTuxris
(“unfortunate”). Given the bivalent nature of €xBpds, though, none of these glosses are
particularly helpful and they all leave the possibility open that éx8podaiucov could mean hated by
the gods or hateful ¢o the gods. Either way, Oedipus is an éx8pds in relation to the gods, but in one
scenario, all this misfortune has befallen him because the gods, who do not like him, want to punish
him. In the other scenario, he has committed such a terrible crime that the gods hate him because
of his crimes.

LS]J opt for the equally ambiguous “hated of the gods™ for this word and the consensus
seems to be in favor of the “hated by the gods” interpretation, leaving Kamerbeek’s suggestion (ad
816) that this word ought to be compared to kakodaiucwv largely overlooked. When viewed in the
context of duodaiucwv, eudainwy, and kakodaiuwv, the natural meaning for éxBpodaiucov is not
“hated by the gods” but rather something akin to “having a fortune that is inimical (sc. to me).”
On this reading, Oedipus sees himself as ill-fated, but not in a way that implies that he is being
punished by the gods or that he has necessarily incurred their wrath. Instead, he is here lamenting

his misfortune in a way more akin to someone complaining about their terrible luck.>® This echoes

28 See Winnington-Ingram 1980: 1511. (esp. 173-8) for a thorough look at the meaning of daimon here, as opposed to
moira, in terms of an impersonal fate. While I am not interested in an examination of how fate and free will interact in
this play, I do think Winnington-Ingram’s observation about the distinction between destiny (the realm of daimones
and moira) and gods (theor): “destiny is inexorable, whereas gods, it is hoped, can be moved by prayer and sacrifice”
(152). A daimon is not the personal, anthropomorphic entity that a theosis. As Winnington-Ingram also notes “gods
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lines 776-7, in which Oedipus describes the events which drove him from his homeland as TUxn
Tot&d’. His inimical fortune has led to him cursing himself, without knowing it, since his unknowing
act is the source of the plague.

Here, we see the moment when the reality of what has happened is first truly expressed,
though it is still very much a potential horror, from Oedipus’ perspective: &p’ oUK &Tr’ copoU
TalTa Saipovds Tis v / kpivwv e avdpi TGS &v opboin Adyov; (“Then, would not
someone who judged that these things came from a savage god, would they not be right about
me?” 828-9). In these lines as well as 816 (Tis éxBpodaiucwv paAAov &v yévort avrip;), Oedipus
speaks in potential optatives: If this were to possibly prove true, I would be a wretched victim of a
cruel Saipwv (ExBpodaiucwv, &’ wuov ... daipovds). He will not name the daipcov, nor will he
specify here that he is being tormented by a Beds, though we are aware that he certainly is and this
is not the nebulous daiucv of one’s general lot or fortune in life. The bitter irony of this scene
rests on the utter accuracy of this statement—Apollo’s own prophecy set this in motion (driving
Oedipus out of Corinth toward Thebes, where he could kill Laius)—but, more to the point, he
presumably sent the plague to Thebes,*9 which is the only reason why Oedipus ever embarks on
this quest for self-knowledge. If it were not for the plague from Apollo, Oedipus’ fated woes would
still have happened, but he would never know. This moment is, in the end, an embodiment of the
complex range of Apollo’s divine attributes—he is operating though plague and the possibility of
healing as well as through oracular obscurity and the possibility of clear comprehension.
Paradoxically, he will bring about a forced realization and terrible clarity while simultaneously
obscuring any sort of linguistic clarity or comprehension by his mere presence.

Once we get into the actual restatement of the oracle here, we have little new information,
but this is nonetheless a useful passage. Not only does Oedipus draw these two oracles together into
one passage—though he certainly does not make any thematic or causal connection between the
two—but he pointedly refers to Polybus as his father (Tatépa, 826) who sired and raised him (&g
eCepuoe kaEEBpeE e, 827). Whether Polybus is Oedipus’ father is not in question, as the

characters in the play understand this moment. This identification alone blocks the oracles from

are likely to have intelligible motives” (152). Oedipus is not complaining about gods in this moment—instead, he is
plagued by an inimical daimon.

249 [t bears repeating that we have no evidence to suggest that Apollo actually did send the plague to Thebes, aside
from his general interest in Oedipus’ fate and his association with plague. This evidence is circumstantial, but we (and
perhaps Oedipus) may well presume that the plague is Apollo’s doing.
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blending into one another from an external perspective. If not for that, there would be no
significant reason why the two oracles cannot refer to the same murder. After all, if Polybus is not
Oedipus’ father, any man that he killed could conceivably be his father, and if the only man he has
killed since going to Delphi is Laius, events could quickly unravel to the point that the two oracles
could be understood as overlapping at the moment when Oedipus kills Laius. This scene functions
as a place where the two oracles are so close to merging into each other, in the midst of the gods
and daimones, but the firm identification of Polybus as Oedipus’ birth father in the middle blocks
that possibility.

To return to Jocasta’s speech, we see a parallel moment, but from the perspective of
characters themselves. As I noted above, all that keeps Oedipus from realizing that he was the
murderer of Laius is the lone survivor’s story that a band of robbers, and not a single man, killed
the king. Yet when she returns to the prophecy, we see a strange approach to reassuring Oedipus
by discrediting the oracle. Presumably, given Oedipus’ concern that he may be the murderer of
Laius and is the cause of the plague, she is attempting to assuage those fears. As before (707-25),
Jocasta offers the allegedly unfulfilled oracle that she received from Apollo as an argument against
prophecy in general. In this case, though, she has strengthened her stance. Instead of questioning
the priests rather than Apollo, as she carefully did before, she now directly criticizes Apollo
(invoking Ao€ias directly at 853) and divination (navTeia, 857). To simplify her argument, it
follows this causal chain:

I. Oedipus, do not be worried that you are the cause of the plague because
2. The survivor said there was a band of murderers.
3. Evenif you did kill Laius, you do not need to exile yourself or worry about returning to

Corinth, as you thought, because

4. Laius’ killer in the city is not the cause of the plague even though the oracle said that,
because

5. Oracles are wrong—case in point, Laius was not killed by his son, since his son died as a

baby

Jocasta’s premises are not sound here, but her rhetorical approach does make sense. Really, the
“band of murderers” is the only thing that is necessary to prove Oedipus’ innocence and save him

from exile. Invoking the oracle here is logically unnecessary, but dramatically effective in that we
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can see this same process that occurs over and over throughout the play. Jocasta starts off in a
logical, rational mode, but once she brings the words of Apollo into play, her argument loses its
soundness and we see that—yet again—Apollo has obscured the possibility of effective
interpretation. 100 lines before this, Jocasta was drawing a distinction between the priests of Apollo
and Apollo himself. A failure on the part of the priests of Apollo is even less evidence for Apollo’s
fallibility and the worthlessness of divination as a whole.

However, by this point, both Oedipus and Jocasta have become more committed to their
original misunderstandings and more entrenched in those views. Oedipus is firmly convinced that
he can accurately identify not only his mother, but also his father. Jocasta, meanwhile, has shifted
the fallibility from the priests to Apollo himself and has assumed (incorrectly) that this proves that
all prophecy is flawed. Again, we see that the words of Apollo persistently confuse and obscure
attempts to effectively pull meaning from them and rather than revisit any of the other assumptions
she has made about this prophecy, she reaffirms her commitment to the idea that an exposed child
must have died at the expense of her belief that Apollo cannot be wrong.

The next reference to these prophecies comes in the last moments before the full truth is
revealed about Oedipus’ parentage in the messenger’s speech. These last few moments are minor,
but they nonetheless reinforce the persistent characterization of Jocasta and her approach to these
prophecies.?>® When the messenger reports that Polybus has died, Jocasta sends for Oedipus while

explicitly challenging the oracles (uavTelpaTa) again:

945 & mpdoToN’, oUxi Beod T TAS cos TéxOs Maid, will you go as quickly as possible and tell
poAouoa Aégels; € Becov pavtelpaTa, these things to your master? Oracles of the gods,
v’ ¢oTé. ToUTov Oidimous adAal Tpéuwv you have come to this! This is the man that
TOV &vdp’ Epeuye pry kTdvor Kai viv &8¢ Ocdipus fled, long fearing that he would kill him,
TPdS Ths TUXNS SAcoAev oUdE ToUd Utro. and now this man has died by chance and not by
945-9 | Oedipus’ hand.

When Oedipus arrives, she makes a similar claim:

952 dkoue Tavdpds TolUde, kai okdTrel KAUcov Hear this man and see, as you listen, what the
T& oéuv’ (V' flkel ToU Beol pavTeluaTta. revered oracles of the god have come to.

952-3

250 As I noted earlier, I am not suggesting this reading to the exclusion of all others. There is certainly a psychological
element here, as Jocasta is very likely bringing her own desires and preconceptions to bear on these prophecies.
Though I am not offering a psychological or psychoanalytical reading here, I do think that Jocasta’s own mental state
contributes to her misunderstandings here, if we imagine that her subconscious is trying to protect her conscious mind
from the realization that this horrific prophecy has in fact come true. However, the careful choices that Sophocles
makes suggest other explanations as well, as I have explored in this chapter.
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No new information is provided here, but there has not in fact been any new oracular
information since the first time that Oedipus and Jocasta recount their respective oracles. Instead,
we have seen the references to this oracle deployed in ways that are to the benefit of the speaker.
Allusions to the oracles, once the content was conveyed, become mechanisms to explore the
psychological motivations of the people making those allusions. Here, Jocasta displays her
increasing commitment to the worthlessness of oracles. At each juncture when she discusses
divination, she commits herself more deeply to the idea that oracles are not useful or true. When
she first introduced the oracle that she and Laius received, she questions the priests’ ability to
foretell the future. After that, she goes further and says that Loxias and all divination have no
bearing on outcomes. Finally, in the last version, which we see here, she goes so far as to directly
address the oracles with scorn: @ 8ecov pavtevpaTa, / (v’ éoté (“Oracles of the gods, you have
come to this!” 946-7).%5" Her skepticism reaches its peak here, making the impending recognition
scene all the more dramatic and ironic.

However, for my purposes, it is important to note that this skepticism does not simply reach
a crescendo here for dramatic effect. Instead, as I noted earlier, we can trace how and where
Jocasta’s misinterpretation originates. At each subsequent consideration of the oracle, she becomes
more deeply committed to this inaccurate interpretation. This is not a coincidence. At each
mention of Apollo or each attempt to convey his words from Delphi, Jocasta slides further into this
misunderstanding. This is very much in keeping with the overall pattern of the play: whenever
Apollo appears in a conversation, comprehension and rational inquiry are interrupted.

For the moment, I will leave the recognition scenes aside, since they are not a moment
where understanding is obscured, but rather a moment where understanding and meaning emerges

out of the conversations. Instead, I will move to the final reference to this prophecy, after Oedipus

251 Jebb here draws attention to the use of pavTelpaTa as the subject and suggests that her scorn is directed “not at
the gods themselves, but at the pavTels who profess to speak in their name™ and concludes that “the gods are wise, but
they grant no mpdvolia to men,” drawing on lines 978 and 712 as comparanda (ad 946). I agree that there is a focus on
the pavTtevuaTa, but she has already directly attacked Apollo before (848-58) and the inclusion of 8ecov (946) and
ToU Beoli (953) suggest a close connection with the gods. Such language could have been left out without
fundamentally changing the content of the sentences and this does seem to be a direct attack on the gods—it is an open
question whether we should understand that she is saying that the gods do not know the future, or simply that they
cannot effectively communicate it. Either way, I do not think the repeated use of pavTebpaTa is meant to spare the
gods themselves from any blame or to avoid an appearance of impiety.
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knows everything.’* Since he is looking back in retrospect, it is unsurprising that he now

understands the meaning of the oracle. After all, the riddle has been solved:

oUkouv TaTpds y’ &v povels I would not, then, have become the murderer of my

AABov oudt vupgios father, nor would I have been known to men as the

PpoTois ékAnBnv v Epuv &Tro. husband of the woman from whom I came. But now,
1360 | viv & &Beos pév ein’, dvooicov 8¢ Tads, I am godless, child of the profane, sharing a brood

Spolexrs & ap’ v auTds Epuv TEAas. with those from whom I—wretch that I am—sprang.
1365 | &i 8¢ T1 TpeoPuUTeEpOV £TI KAKOU KAKOV, If there is some evil that is yet graver than evil,

ToUT #Aay Oidimous. Oedipus has received it as his part.

OT1'1357-66

I would like to point out one particular word that Oedipus uses to describe himself:
&0Beos.53 The primary meaning here is clearly his wretchedness and the magnitude of his crimes.
However, it is also a particularly apt word for this moment, since he can now see everything
clearly.? For the first time in his life, he is fully aware of his identity and has solved a// the riddles
(even the ones he did not know were riddles that needed solving). The god who has hounded his
family, obscuring understanding and offering misleading oracles, is no longer interfering, now that
Oedipus has been effectively destroyed. His understanding coincides with his status as &Beog
because it was that very 6eds whose involvement precluded effective interpretation of the words of

the oracles.

3. Tiresias: Most like the Lord Apollo

Tiresias plays a very liminal role in this play, as both a mortal and a mouthpiece for Apollo,

a role that is explicitly ascribed to him by the Chorus:

252 These lines may be spurious. Dawe (ad 1458-60) thinks that interpolation begins at 1422 and that everything from
line 1458 to the end of the play is spurious “and the voice of Sophocles is heard no more.” Kamerbeek, contra Dawe,
thinks that the bulk of the text through line 1530 is authentic and he even argues against Pearson et al. who consider
1524-30 to be spurious. I tend to side with Pohlenz’ interpretation and think that lines 1524-30 fit better if they are
spoken by Oedipus than by the Chorus (contra Kamerbeek’s preference for the Chorus). Regardless, I feel
comfortable considering lines 1356fT. to be authentic, as noted before (fn. 18).

253 For a thorough examination of the loaded term &Beog, see Whitmarsh 2015, which provides a useful overview of the
historical uses of the term and in a changing cultural context. In particular, on this passage, he notes that Oedipus feels
"deliciously free from divine determination," though his quasi-atheistic stance is reversed in the course of the play.
When Oedipus exclaims that he is &Beog, Whitmarsh argues that “it will have taken the ancient spectators a few
seconds to work out that he means it in the older sense, 'abandoned by the gods,' rather than the current 'atheist
(106), and that the meaning that would be most readily available to the audience would have been “atheist.” See also
116ff.

254 Not literally, of course, since he has blinded himself, an irony lost on no one.

(ED)
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&vakT dvakTi Tall’ 6pcovT émioTaual I know that lord Tiresias sees things most like the
285 udAiota Ooifw Tepeoiav, Tap’ o Tis &v lord Apollo. From him, lord, someone who is
OKOTIGV TAY', Gvag, ékudbol capéotaTa. seeking would learn these things most clearly.
284-6

“Lord Tiresias” (&vakTt’ ... Teipeciav) is vakTi pdAiota Poifcy—the lord most like the lord
Apollo. This makes the next lines laden with importance: “From him, lord, someone who is seeking
would learn these things most clearly.” Knowing what we know about Apollo’s inability to
communicate effectively, this first claim about Tiresias (that he is most like the lord Apollo) is true,
but in a complex fashion. Apollo does, after all, see things clearly and his perceptions and
knowledge are not in doubt. Similarly, Tiresias is fully aware of the outcome of the events of this
play, but the second claim, with its future less vivid condition, is far more dubious—Oedipus is
undoubtedly seeking, but he does not learn things clearly from Tiresias. This ominous line harks
back to Oedipus’ unsuccessful attempts to learn about his parents, at Delphi. Here, it is worth
considering how far his characterization as udAiota ®oifeo is meant to extend and how much
weight we ought to place on the Chorus’ claims. Tiresias is in fact a great deal like Apollo, from all
the evidence available to Oedipus and the Chorus, but most like Apollo simply does not imply any
sort of clear revelations in this play, and lines 285-6 are best understood as being heavy with
dramatic irony.

Similarly, the Chorus describes Tiresias as “the divine seer” (Tov Belov pdvTiv, 298) and
the one person with truth inherently in him (& / T&AnB&s éumépukev avbpcdTeOV oV, 298-9).
Oedipus too says that he is the one who “observes everything, things that can be taught and things
that cannot be spoken, heavenly things and things that walk the earth” (& T&vta veoudv
Tepeoia, 8idaktd Te / &ppnTd T', oUpdvid Te kal xBovooTiBi, 300-1). Tiresias, we see, is
located somewhere between divine and mortal. Access to divine knowledge is attributed to him
alone, and he is the only mortal who is assimilated so closely to Apollo. Thus far, I have been
drawing a divide between how mortals communicate and how divine communication interrupts
these processes of communication. Where, then, does the liminal Tiresias fit within this system?

Tiresias, I will argue here, represents something of a third category within this divine-
mortal system. Tiresias does not confound understanding in the same way that Apollo does;
however, he also does not live up to the Chorus’ claims of revealing things clearly, as we will see

below. Critically, regardless of how we may infer his motives throughout this play, we can say
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conclusively that he is not engaged in a cooperative conversation. Tiresias—like Apollo—is not
observing the Gricean maxims and, as a result, effective transmission of meaning cannot occur.

The nature of Tiresias’ communications reflects the fact that Tiresias, as a mortal agent of
Apollo, inhabits both the divine and mortal realms—his words are intelligible, and yet he refuses to
reveal the things that he knows. His stated reasons are hard to discern through the complicated and
thoroughly debated text, but he seems to say that he does not want to give voice to the truth, since
the evils that he knows are currently only his, but if he speaks them, they will become Oedipus’
woes as well: TavTes y&p oU ppoveiT™ Eycd &’ oU ur} ToTe / T&W, €5 &V ElTTed U T& O,
EKPTVed Kakd& (328-29). If we do not emend the passage, there are two main interpretations of this
passage, and I side with those who follow Jebb’s translation of “I will never reveal my (not to call
them thy) griefs” and understand Tiresias’ reluctance to stem from a desire not to give Oedipus
bad news that will inflict kak& on him—mnot, as the other interpretive approach would suggest, as a
reluctance born out of fear at the negative consequences he will suffer as the bearer of bad news.?
The distinction may seem minor, but his motivations and Oedipus’ perception of his motivations
drive their whole exchange from lines 300-462. Looking closely at the ways in which Tiresias

interacts with Oedipus will prove critical to a full understanding of this scene.

300 | @ mavta veouddv Tepeoia, S18akTd Te Tiresias, you who observe everything, both things
&ppnTd T, oUpdvid Te kai xBovooTiBi, that can be taught and things unspeakable, things in
TOAW pév, el kal un BAETels, ppoveis 8 Sucs heaven and things upon the earth—even though
ofla véow oUveEsTIV' s O TPOOTATNV you do not actually see, you nonetheless perceive
owTHP& T, ddvag, poivov EEeupioKopEy. what sort of sickness is besetting the city. We find
305 | ®oifos ydp, el T1 un kAUels TV Ay yéAwv, that you alone, lord, are the guardian and the savior
TERUYAOIY TV AV TETEUYEY, EKAUCIY of the city. Phoebus—if you have not heard
udvnv &v éABeTv Toude Tol voorjuaTos, anything from the messengers—sent back to us who
el Tous kTavovTas Adiov pabdvTes ev sent to him that release from this disease would only
kTe{vaipev 1) yijs puydadas ékmepyaipeba. come if we discover the killers of Laius and kill them
310 | oUvuv pbovricas uT & 0lVddY PATIV or send them out of the land as exiles. Now, do not
Ut &l TV EAANY HavTIKTS ExEls 68, begrudge us either the voice of the birds or some
pucal ceauTov kai TOAW, pucal 8 Eué, other path of prophecy you may have—save
pUoatl 8¢ mav piaopa ToU TeBunkoTOoS. yourself and the city, save me, and save us from all
gv ool y&p Eouéy Gudpa 8 coeAeiv &g’ v the pollution of the dead man. For we are in your
315 | #xol Te kal dYvaiTto, k&AAIGTOS TTOVCOV. hands it is the finest labor for a man to provide aid,
300-15 | as his resources and his faculties allow.

255 Jebb and Campbell and Mazon all take essentially this same approach, with T& éu& kak& referring to the weight
that the secrets about Oedipus have for Tiresias and T& o& Kok referring to the same secrets as they apply to Oedipus
(Jebb ad loc.)—these are the same kakd, but Tiresias seems to be suggesting here that they are only Oedipus’ kakd if
he knows about them, and if Tiresias keeps them to himself, they will afflict only him. I side with Kamerbeek in finding
this to be a far preferable reading to that suggested by Elmsley, Platt, Pearson, et al., which understands ¢yco 8" oU prj
ToTE T&W', Co5 &v el ur) T& 0, EkPrive kakd to be essentially equivalent to oU prj ToTe T& o& EkPrive kakd fva
€lTreo T& eud (1mm or kakd). On this reading, Tiresias refuses to share his knowledge on the grounds that he will suffer
some direct (negative) consequences for sharing. Dawe, however, simply emends the second line to T& Addota y’
elTreo ur) T& o', ek@rived kakd and avoids the complicated passage.
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When approaching these lines, I will do so from the assumption that Tiresias does in fact
know everything, as Oedipus and the Chorus have claimed. In this sense, he is very much like
Apollo, and his actions come from a place of complete knowledge. Tiresias is the only person who
truly knows the meaning of the oracles, a fact which is inextricably linked to his status as the only
person who truly knows Oedipus’ identity. I would suggest that this knowledge extends beyond
simply knowing Oedipus’ parentage; Tiresias knows Oedipus’ psychology as well. When he
provokes Oedipus before telling him (in a limited fashion) the truth, he ensures that Oedipus will
not be receptive to that truth. Tiresias is not misunderstood here, as Apollo is. Instead, he
orchestrates a situation where he will be understood but not believed.

Tiresias, then, engages in communication in a way that is not fully divine or fully human,
which will be an important motif throughout his conversations with Oedipus. He is effectively
divine, in terms of knowledge, but his words can be understood, unlike Apollo’s. There is nothing
about his actual syntax that obscures his meaning, and Oedipus understands his words without any
difficulty, once Tiresias actually reveals what he knows. So many of the failures of divine-human
communication arise from the interaction between words and the context in which they are
delivered—when gods talk, they consistently display a disregard of human pragmatic conventions,
and they speak in a language whose meaning can only be understood by stripping away the normal
contextual elements that would normally contribute to meaning. This may involve applying a
seemingly-inappropriate set of linguistic rules to an oracle (as the riddle-like elements of Apollo’s
words to Oedipus highlight) or disregarding the normal assumptions that humans apply to
language and instead finding something of a linguistic loophole, as we saw in the 7Trachiniae.

With Tiresias, something different happens. Tiresias, as we will see, does not speak in
cryptic, riddling phrases, as oracles tend to do. Instead, he functions as something of a mortal
inversion of Apollo; instead of communicating in a way that disregards context, he communicates in
a way that exploits context’s role in generating meaning. Because of this manipulation of contextual
elements, Tiresias’ speech will not be believed even though it will be understood—that is to say,
Tiresias uses language in the way that mortals do, and his meaning is readily understood, but he
simultaneously frustrates any chance of comprehension by manipulating the context and Oedipus’

own personality.
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As I noted above, when Oedipus first speaks to Tiresias, he addresses him as the man “who
observe([s] everything, both things that can be taught and things unspeakable, things in heaven and
things upon the earth.” He goes on to characterize him as the lone protector and savior of the city
(fis ot TpooT&TNY / 0WTHPA& T , Avaf, poUvov efeupiokopey, 303-4), a theme that recurs later
in this address as well, as Oedipus asks Tiresias to save (pUoat) himself, the city, and Oedipus, and
to remove the pollution from the city. Significantly, he invokes both divination via birds (&1’
olwvddv e&Tv) as well as “some other path of prophecy” (Tiv’ EAANV pavTikijs 686v)—even
though Oedipus paraphrases the oracle in a way that implies a syntactic comprehension (aside from
a small but critical confusion about whether there were one or many murderers), he is still aware
that he does not fully understand the oracle. There is a critical piece of information missing—the
identity of the person or people who killed Laius—and without knowing that, he cannot act upon
the oracle. Here, the different modes of prophecy are juxtaposed: anyone can go to Delphi and
receive an oracle, and the oracular form is (seemingly) accessible to anyone who speaks the Greek
language. However, there is still need of a very particular set of skills that only Tiresias or other
seers have access to, when it comes to questions of facts and information. This brings us back to the
fundamental skill set involved in solving a riddle—Oedipus is the riddle solver par excellence, and
yet he and others focus on how he knows nothing more than anyone else. Oedipus’ skills focus on
his ability to interpret language flexibly and to find the well-known thing hiding beneath
obfuscating language.?® His particular types of knowledge and understanding do not extend to any
sort of preternatural access to information. For this, we must depart from the basic premise
underlying oracles—that they can be effectively interpreted by anyone—and return to divination
and seers to access things that cannot otherwise be discovered by humans.

Before moving on, it is important to note the last argument that Oedipus uses to motivate
Tiresias to help him: it is the finest labor (k&AAioTOS TTSVOV) for a man to provide aid, as he is
able (from both his resources and his faculties, &g’ v €xot Te kai SYvaito). Directly after asking
Tiresias to save himself and the city and Oedipus himself, Oedipus then allies himself with the
suppliants and the city as a whole (we are in your hands, év ool y&p éopév, 314), something he will

continue to do throughout this exchange. Oedipus sets up a clear structure, in which Oedipus is

256 The dramatic irony, as so many others have noted, is thick here, precisely because this oracle is truly at the pinnacle
of well-known things hiding under obscuring language. What could (or should) be more well-known to Oedipus than
himself?
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aligned with the city and the people, and Tiresias is positioned as the sole savior of them all.>”
Though it is implicit here, Oedipus begins to set up the grounds for his belief that Tiresias ought to
help decipher the oracular instructions—patriotism and obligation to Thebes, layered with a sort of
human compassion.

Tiresias’ first words are something of a soliloquy—they do not directly address any of what

Oedipus said and could be seen as more of an aside, except that Oedipus clearly overhears him and

responds.

316 | el @el, ppovelv cos detwdv Evba un TéAN Ah, how terrible it is to have knowledge when it
AUn ppovolvTl Talta y&p KaAds Eyc offers no benefit to the one who has it! And I knew
€18cas B1coAeo’ ol yap &v Bedp’ ikduny. this full well, but I forgot—for otherwise, I would

316-18 | not have come here.

This is not an unusual way for a character to enter a scene and could easily be understood as a
standard entrance lament.?® However, it is worth examining this closely, since it is the opening
salvo in a conversation that effectively manipulates Oedipus’ psychology. In response to a direct
request from the ruler of the city, asking him to nobly help the city and all the people, Tiresias
responds with a lament about how terrible it is to know things that are not of profit to the one who
knows them. We might, as many have, understand this as the moment when Tiresias (who has
shown reluctance in coming and needed to be summoned twice) understands the full horror of
what his knowledge entails.?® However, Sophocles has Tiresias specifically delay sharing his
knowledge until revealing it will cause the most damage, and we should at least consider his actions
in a less generous (and less humane) light. After all, his long delay in arriving gives Oedipus time to
discuss the oracle with Creon and—more importantly—to curse the murderer and thereby curse
himself (236-54). This has also given Oedipus time to discuss the actions he will take to uncover the
murderer and banish him, and to announce these plans to the city. Perhaps, given how the rest of

this scene unfolds, we should not think of Tiresias’ delayed arrival as something born out of

257 This is a stark inversion of the characterization of Oedipus as the savior of Thebes, a claim that was made less
explicitly by the priest at the open of the play and one that will be made far more aggressively by Oedipus at the end of
this exchange with Tiresias.

258 For examples of characters entering with an emotional exclamation, see Polymestor at Hec. 1056; Cassandra at Ag:
1072; Hermione at And. 825. For other examples of characters who enter with an outburst of some sort, see Cassandra
at Tro. 308 fI.; Pentheus at Bacc. 642ff.; Hippolytus at Hipp. 601-2. See Mastronarde 1979 for more on this.

259 For example, Jebb suggests this and paraphrases the sentiment here as “(I have to bewail this now), for, though I
once knew it, I have forgotten it” and suggests that “Tiresias, twice summoned (288), had come reluctantly. Only now,
in the presence of Oedipus, does he realise the full horror of the secret which he holds” (ad317).
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reluctance and horror, but rather as the first in a long string of intentional delays that will allow the
terrible revelations of the play to unfold in the most horrific fashion.

Returning to Tiresias” words with this in mind, we can see how his opening lines subtly work
to begin this process. To return to the pragmatic terminology of implicatures and inferences,?*°
Tiresias opens with a series of statements that implicate that he does in fact have some sort of
wisdom. Oedipus can reasonably infer from this lament that Tiresias has some sort of relevant
knowledge that applies to this oracle. Again, there is no reason why Tiresias needs to open with this
sort of a gnomic statement, and I would argue that it is a mistake to assume that we cannot read
intentionality into these opening lines, even though they are not particularly marked or unusual.

As the conversation unfolds, we can see Tiresias subtly hinting at his knowledge and
bringing this idea to the forefront. His next lines, after Oedipus comments on how &Bupos Tiresias
is (i 8" EoTv; cos &Bupos eiceAr|Aubas), refer obliquely to his privileged status as someone

possessed of special wisdom or knowledge:

320 | &oes W g5 ofkous: paoTa y&p TO 0oV Te oU Let me go home! For you will carry on most easily,
K&y Bloiceo Toupdy, fiv épol TidT). as will I, if you do what I ask.26®

320-1
Oedipus is still very much unaware what sort of thing of Tiresias’ needs to be “carried on.” All he

has heard is that it is Sewov, because Tiresias’ knowledge brings, in Tiresias’ own words, “no
benefit to the one who has it” (ur) TéAn / AUn ppovolivTi, 316-7). Yet, rather than share this
information, as Oedipus has requested, Tiresias asks to be allowed to go home—and, by extension,
to take his knowledge with him. Rather than the sort of response that might be expected here—
“What is your thing you need to carry, Tiresias?” or, for that matter, “What is my thing to carry,

Tiresias? ”—Oedipus picks up on the fact that Tiresias is withholding what he knows:

322 | oUT Evvou elmmas oUte TPpoo@IAT] TOAeL You are saying words which are neither appropriate

T8, 1] 0 €Bpeye, THvd’ ATOOTEPGV PAETIV nor friendly to this city, the one which raised you,
322-3 | since you are withholding this report.

This is the element he responds to, painting Tiresias” words as neither appropriate (vvoua)? nor

friendly (rpoo@iAf}) to Thebes, since he withholds his report (Trjv8’ &dTooTepdY PAETIV, 323).

260 These are discussed thoroughly in the Introduction and also in Appendix B.

261 [ have opted for the more colloquial option of “carry on™ here, rather than a more literal translation of “bear
your/my thing through,” which is a better rendering of the Greek and one which actually expresses the direct objects
(16 0dv, Touudv), though it is inelegant English. I am hesitant to use any translation (endure, suffer, bear one’s
cross/burden etc.) that suggests something necessarily negative, since p&oTta has contrasting implications and it seems
best to leave the language as neutral as possible as this point in the exchange.

262 Tn the most literal sense, the meaning of évvopos reflects its constituent parts: év + vépos (LSJ: “ordained by law,
lawful, legal”). Lloyd-Jones translates this passage as “What you say is neither lawful nor friendly to this city,” but the
context here demands that we understand véuos more as custom or usage, and less as a law, per se. There is (to the
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Here, we ought certainly to understand @&Tv as referring to a divine report, as it often does.3
More than just withholding a report, Tiresias is withholding divine knowledge. Oedipus does not
understand this as a choice aimed at him personally, but rather an attack on the city as a whole.
These are not very strong accusations, however, and Jebb is right to say that “the king’s first
remonstrances are gentle” (ad322). Oedipus is still asking nicely, and he is not yet inclined to
disregard what Tiresias says completely.

It is at this point that Tiresias begins to turn his responses toward Oedipus directly:

324 | 6pd y&p oudt ool TO ooV povnu’ idv Yes, I see that, for your part, your speech is not

TPOS Kapdy* a5 oUv UNd’ £y cd TauTov TaBw— | beneficial [or perhaps “does not hit the mark”]. So
OT324-5 | then, in order that I do not suffer the same fate—

The Greek here is quite condensed, and there is not a firm consensus about the meaning. I have

provided as literal a version as possible above, but in order to understand the sentiment here,
additional content must be provided. While there are a variety of ways to make sense of this,** I
would suggest that the best way to do so is to understand that he was in the process of saying
something to the effect of “I see that what you are saying is not helping (oUd¢ ... Tpds kapdv)—
since what you say is accomplishing nothing, why should I speak, since words are not helping?” I
have, of course, had to supply my own speculative conjectures here, in order to increase the clarity
of this ambiguous statement, and even still, the meaning is not particularly clear.?%s This still leaves
open the very salient question of helping (or not helping) at what. Helping persuade Tiresias to

reveal what he knows? Helping save the city? Helping improve the general situation at hand? The

best of my knowledge) no reason to think that Tiresias” actions would be illegal, but it is, as Jebb writes “not in not in
conformity with usage, which entitled the State to benefit by the wisdom of its pévTis” (ad322). I have used
“appropriate” here as a shorthand for “in accordance with what is customary and expected by the State,” though it is
an admittedly imprecise translation.

263 See, e.g., Eur. Supp. 834; Aesch. Ag: 1132; A. Pers. 227 and 521.

264 Jebb here suggests “(/do not speak), for I see that neither dost thou speak opportunely: (I am silent) therefore, lest I
too should speak unseasonably™ and understands Tpos kapdv to be synonymous with kaipicds. Contra Jebb,
Kamerbeek suggests that mpog kaipdv should be understood with more a sense of “advantage” or “profit” rather than
“opportunity” or “proper moment.” Dawe, however, suggests “I do so because I see that in your case too (like any
remarks that I might make) what you are saying will lead us into an unfortunate situation.” There is likewise a great
deal of debate about the context of the ending (cos olv und’ éyco Tautov Tabw) and Jebb and Campbell both
suggest that something to the effect of “T am silent” must be understood before this passage. Jebb suggests “(I do not
speak), then, in order that nerther (und¢) may I share your mishap (of speaking amiss)” and expands on that with “If he
speaks not, neither will he speak wrongly.” I tend to agree with the majority of editors and commentators, however,
who understand Tiresias to be interrupted mid-sentence by Oedipus’ impassioned outburst of ur) Tpos Becov. ..

265 Dawe comments (ad324) that “Tiresias’ language is at the moment veiled and restrained, as befits a prophet.” I find
it to be more malicious than this, since he is taking the first steps here in the process which I will argue ends with
Ocdipus infuriated to the point that he will no longer heed the words of Tiresias. Dawe is not wrong, however, to note
that Tiresias is restrained in his speech here. In fact, Tiresias will remain restrained and elusive throughout the entire
conversation (a calculated choice), which is precisely what will enrage Oedipus, who is looking for actions he can take
to rectify the situation in Thebes.
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latter seems most likely, but even that is unclear—what about his pcovnua is not helping? Is the
tactic Oedipus employs (of appealing to Tiresias’ patriotism) not an effective one? Or is there no
pcovnua that could remedy the situation?

There is, of course, no clear answer to this, but my interest lies more in this formulation.
The intention of this ambiguously worded response is not to mislead the hearer (as oracular
ambiguity often does). Instead, it is to further play with Oedipus’ emotional and psychological
state. The outcome of this conversation does not critically depend on Oedipus’ proper or improper
understanding of this ambiguous line, as is the case with oracles. Instead, Oedipus is so enraged by
Tiresias’ suggestion that he will not speak—regardless of the justification that he gives—that he
interrupts Tiresias.?®® Whatever meaning Tiresias may have intended from his cryptic wording is
irrelevant to the subsequent course of the conversation, since Oedipus does not ask Tiresias to
clarify why his pcovnua is not Tpos kaipdv. Instead, the effect of Tiresias’ ambiguous words are all
that matter.

The immediate effect of Tiresias’ words—Oedipus cutting Tiresias off mid-sentence and

both exclaiming and beseeching—allows us a great deal of insight into Oedipus’ perceptions here:

326 | W) Tpds Becdv ppovddv Y dTooTpagts, el No, by the gods! Having knowledge as you do, do
TAVTES OE TTPOOKUVOUHEY Oi8 IKTTiploL. not turn away, since we all desperately beseech you
326-27 | as suppliants.

Whatever meaning Tiresias may have intended, Oedipus makes it clear how he has interpreted the

prophet’s words: as a threat to leave and take his privileged knowledge with him.?*” The terms in
which he objects echo the constant element in Oedipus’ lines here—his identification of himself
with the city. While Tiresias insists on framing himself and Oedipus as individuals, Oedipus uses
first person plural forms: we are in your hands (év ool y&p €opév, 314), we suppliants here beseech

you (TT&vTes o TpookuvoUuey ofd ikTriplol, 327). Tiresias’ intransigence is not a personal affront

266 | feel confident that these lines are properly attributed to Oedipus, though some editors choose to follow 2! and A,
which give these lines to the Chorus. See Kamerbeek ad 326, 7 on this question; I am persuaded that these lines do
belong to Oedipus and that these were likely misattributed to the Chorus because of the plural forms used here.
However, the plural forms are very much in keeping with Oedipus’ rhetoric, though they may well have misled scribes
and led to this misattribution.

267 | suspect that Tiresias delivers these lines while turning away as if to leave, given Oedipus’ response (&mooTpagijs),
though there is no clear evidence to prove that this language is literal, rather than metaphorical. It does seem likely,
however, given Oedipus’ response. If Tiresias does begin to turn away here, then we have yet another example of a way
that Tiresias exploits the full range of contextual aspects of communication (including body language) in his
manipulation of Oedipus, whereas oracular communication must necessarily be devoid of any sort of body language.
Ocdipus, meanwhile, also invokes a very physical sort of language, whether he is actually prostrating himself or simply
using that language.
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to Oedipus, as he presents it, but rather an affront to the community as a whole—Oedipus is
merely a representative of the city, investigating on the city’s behalf.

Finally, Tiresias briefly allows this identification, by using second person plural forms to
refer to Oedipus and the city as a collective group. However, he only does so in order to disparage

the group as a whole, and then to return to his rhetoric of two individuals:

238 | T&VTES y&p oU PpoveiT Eycd 8 oU urj ToTe For you all have no knowledge—but I will not ever
TE&W, G5 &v elTre pr| T& o', EkPrived Kakd. reveal my woes, so as not to call them yours.

328-9
These woes and burdens are Tiresias” and could potentially be Oedipus’, but he pointedly avoids

the issue of the state, no matter how frequently and insistently Oedipus returns to it, as he does

immediately after this:

330 | i pris; Euveldcas ol ppdoels, GAN Evvoels What are you saying? You know the truth full well
nuas mpodolval kal katapbeipal TOAW; and you will not speak it, but instead you intend to
330-1 | betray us and destroy the city?

Rather than before, when Tiresias was merely guilty of behaving in a way that was not évvopa or
TPooPIAT (322), here his refusal to speak is equated to treason. He is betraying and destroying the
city by not sharing what he knows; rather than the city’s collectively approaching Tiresias as the
lone savior figure, Oedipus has now shifted his language to focus on how Tiresias is the sole
treacherous figure who is attacking and destroying the city by refusing to speak. Although, of
course, Oedipus is the sole figure who is destroying the city, the rhetoric he employs here conflates
the idea of bringing destruction and that of choosing not to ward off destruction when one is
capable of doing so. Tiresias did not infect the city, but he is withholding the cure.

In light of all this, Tiresias’ actions look less like reluctance and more like willful antagonism.
Tiresias’ responses are not lies, but they are deft deflections away from the content of what he
knows. Instead of addressing the ways in which he might be hurting the city, Tiresias maneuvers the
argument back toward Oedipus and does not address the fact that he has this knowledge, but

instead places the blame for his silence on Oedipus himself:

332 | ¢y oUT guauTdv oUte 0° &Ayuvd. Ti TalT I will neither pain myself, nor you. Why do you ask
&AAcos EAEY XELS; oU yap & UBo1d pou. these things in vain? You could not learn from me.

332-3
Tiresias has already made it clear that his knowledge pains him, but his repeated inclusion of

Oedipus in his refusals (at 320, 324, and 329 before this instance at 332) is calculated. After

Oedipus’ next impatient outburst, Tiresias returns to this same argument:

337 | dpynv éuéuyco TN éurjv, THv onv 8 Spod You've criticized my temper, but you have not
vaiovoav ol kaTeides, GAN’ Eut \peyels. recognized the temper inherent in you, but instead
OT'337-8 | you blame me.
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Tiresias refuses to include any details while simultaneously connecting Oedipus to Tiresias’ own
silence and blaming Oedipus—who is insistently asking Tiresias to speak and save the city—for why
he cannot do what Oedipus is asking. Knowing what we know, Tiresias’ arguments make sense, but
from Oedipus’ perspective, this is both nonsensical and infuriating, for obvious reasons.

Over the next rounds of this exchange, we can see exactly what we have seen throughout
Oedipus’ engagement with oracles and prophecy. He approaches things logically and rationally
and makes valid inferences and interpretive moves, given what he knows. He is firmly committed to
his allegiance to the city of Thebes, and even as he grows noticeably frustrated, even acknowledging

his own (justified) anger, he returns to the crux of his argument:

339 | Tis yap ToalTt &v oUk &v épyifort & Who would not be angry to hear words such as
KAV, & viv oU Trvd’ dTipdlers TOAW; these, with which you are now dishonoring this city?
339-40

Oedipus is upset because Tiresias is doing a grave injustice to the city. We might here question how
legitimate Oedipus’ account is, knowing that his anger led him to kill Laius at the crossroads, but
his argument is no less valid—Tiresias’ silence is threatening the city, and any reasonable ruler of a
city would be angry in that position. The trajectory of the plot will vindicate Tiresias’ words by the
end, but that does not change the fact that Oedipus is making consistently valid and reasonable
arguments, in the face of an intractable and unhelpful interlocutor. This pattern culminates when
Tiresias tells him that the future will happen, whether or not Tiresias shares his knowledge of it, at

which point Oedipus objects that there is no reason Tiresias should not tell him.

Tepeoias Tiresias

341 | Nifel yap auTd, KGv €y cd o1yT) oTéyw. For these things will happen of their own accord,
Oiditrous even if I conceal them with silence.
oUkouv8 & y’ fjfel kal ot xpr) Aéyetv époi; 269 Oedipus

268 The manuscripts read oukoGv here, but Herwerden’s emendation of oUkouv is a better reading and I (with Dawe,
Lloyd-Jones and Wilson, and others) print Herwerden’s conjecture.

269 On line 341, Jebb notes: “‘(the things of which I wot) will come of themselves.' The seer is communing with his own
thought, which dwells darkly on the kaka of v. 329.” The following lines are quite vexed, and I offer here several
interpretations. Kamerbeek: “fifet yap auta: vaguely referring to the matter he is unwilling to disclose. yap
presupposes the suppressed idea: ‘I need not reveal what I know” or ‘my silence makes no difference’ (Campbell).”
Kamerbeek also comments: “kai: In my opinion the stress is equally divided between ot and Aéyew; so kai has to be
taken with the entire phrase o¢ xpm Aéyew éuoi contrasting it with & y’ fi€et.” Jebb differs only slightly: ““Then, seeing
that they will come, thou on thy part (kai ot) shouldest ze// them to me." The stress of kai falls primarily on o€, but
serves at the same time to contrast Aéyew with fi€et. In & y” fj€ei the causal force of the relative is brought out' by ye:
quippe quac ventura sint.” Dawe offers: “In that case (oUkouv), if they are going to come anyway (& Yy either like
&mep, the very things we have been talking about, or, more likely, semi-causal, since they are going to come), why don’t
you take the complementary step (kai) of telling me about them?”
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341-2 | Since these things will in fact happen, shouldn’t you
tell me about them?

This is, in fact, something of a non sequitur on Tiresias’ part, as Oedipus notes, and Oedipus makes

a valid request for information. However, instead of sharing what he knows, Tiresias exploits the
frustration and anger he has provoked in Oedipus. As noted above, Oedipus is not being
unreasonable—any ruler would presumably be angry in this situation. But Oedipus is not any ruler,
and he has demonstrated both great anger (in killing Laius, though the play has not revealed that
yet) and great zeal on behalf of his people. Tiresias specifically manipulates these elements to goad
Oedipus to rage by deftly manipulating the argument to frustrate his attempts to learn how to save
his city while simultaneously refusing to acknowledge Oedipus as a representative of the city.
Oedipus constantly tries to depict himself and Thebes as one side of this conversation, in opposition
to Tiresias as a lone figure who can save the city or condemn it through his silence. Tiresias
insistently recasts this as Oedipus versus Tiresias and places onto Oedipus the blame for his own
refusal to help. In a way, this realigns the city with Tiresias, since Oedipus is the element which, for
reasons Tiresias will not share, keeps Tiresias from saving the city. This approach is subtle and
carefully designed to anger Oedipus, playing on his particular character.

His final blow, so to speak, is to point out how angry Oedipus has become while refusing yet

again to tell him what he wants to know:

343 | ouk &v mépa ppdoaiul. TPOs TAY', el B¢, I would not speak any further. At this, if you wish,

BunoU Bt opy s TiTIs Ay pIeoTA&TN. rage on with anger—whatever fiercest anger you
343-4 | please.

His tone is excessively polite”°—infuriatingly so, particularly for someone who is as frustrated as

Oedipus is, as we will see in his response. This is Tiresias’ last provocation before Oedipus erupts
into accusations, and it is a calculated one. Oedipus has not been unreasonable in his responses
thus far, but Tiresias carefully redirects the conversation at every opportunity in order to avoid
addressing the substance of anything that Oedipus asks him. Rather than respond to Oedipus’
objection that it could not Aurt for Tiresias to tell him what will happen, even if it cannot be

changed, Tiresias instead focuses on Oedipus’ emotional state.?”" As he has effectively done so often

270 Jebb (ad 343f.) notes this “courteous formula” but concludes that “just because it is such, here expresses fixed
resolve” and draws parallels to similar constructions (of &v plus an optative) at lines 95 and 282. In both the parallels he
cites, however, this is in fact an overly courteous phrasing used to express polite deference toward Oedipus. As I will
argue here, I think that Jebb is not far off, but that there is something far more complex going on in these lines that
needs to be examined and unpacked more.

271 In a modern context, we might describe what Tiresias does here as “tone policing,” a term used to describe when
someone shifts an argument away from the content or substance of the debate and instead focuses on their
interlocutor’s emotional state. Tone policing is generally used to refer to the practice of dismissing the content of an
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throughout this argument, Tiresias is again able to shift the focus of the argument to frustrate
Oedipus’ attempts to figure out how to rid Thebes of the plague. As the culmination of all this,
rather than address Oedipus’ reasonable point, Tiresias uses excessively (perhaps condescendingly)
polite language to tell Oedipus that his anger will not accomplish anything. This statement proves
to be self-fulfilling, as it is exactly what will push Oedipus into a very fierce rage.

When Oedipus reacts—predictably—with anger and an accusation that perhaps Tiresias
was involved in the murder, since he refuses to help in any way, even though he can, Tiresias is
perfectly primed to tell Oedipus the truth and simultaneously guarantee that Oedipus will not be

receptive to this message.

Oiditmous Oedipus

345 | kai prv Tapriow Y oudév, cas OpYiis Exeo, Angry as I am, I will not pass over any of my
&mep Euvinu’* {061 y&p Sokdov éuoi thoughts. Know that you seem to me to actually
kal EuueuTteloal ToUpyov eipydobal 6, Soov have helped cultivate this deed, and to have done it,
un xepol katveov: el & eTUyxaves PAémcov, except for actually killing with your own hands. If
kal ToUpyov &v ool TolUT €pnu elval pdvou. you happened to be able to see, I would say this

deed was yours alone!

Tepeoiag

350 | &AnBes; dvvéTreo of TG knpUyuaTl Tiresias
COTIEP TPOETTTAS EUUEVELY, KAP' TIUEPOS Seriously? I bid you to abide by the proclamation
TTis VUV TTpooaudav urjTe Touode T éué, you decreed, and from this day onward, do not
€5 VT YTis TMod’ &vooic HGoTopL. speak to these men or to me, since you are the

345-53 | impure polluter of this land.

Just as we know that Tiresias is never acting out of a desire for profit, we also know that he is never
wrong and never makes idle pronouncements or accusations. But Oedipus shares none of this
extra-dramatic knowledge. He has just angrily accused Tiresias of being complicit in Laius’ murder,
and when he is then accused in turn of the same thing, he is particularly unreceptive to this
information. If his interlocutor were anyone else, this would be a natural, defensive reaction to
being accused of murder.

Though this is a gross simplification, I have provided the basic outline of this exchange

below, to highlight some of Tiresias’ subtle manipulations of the conversation. While Oedipus

argument based on the manner in which it is presented (we might also describe this as valuing “style over substance”).
In more modern contexts, tone policing is often used to delegitimize a person’s objections to a perceived slight or
injustice by pointing out that that person is being “hysterical” or “hotheaded,” Rhetorically, this allows the person who
is doing the tone policing to avoid addressing a legitimate point and to shift the conversation to be about whether their
interlocutor’s demeanor is appropriate. For a more thorough discussion that situates this practice within the context of
internet debates and intersectional feminism, see Geek Feminism Wiki’s entry on “tone argument”
(http://geekfeminism.wikia.com/wiki/Tone_argument). Tiresias here focuses on Oedipus’ anger (which is,
incidentally, quite reasonable and even justified, given the context) to derail Oedipus’ questions. In modern internet
parlance, we might describe Tiresias as trolling Oedipus.

142



repeatedly phrases his requests for information in terms of the city and its well-being, Tiresias insists
on withholding that information while simultaneously expressing his rationale in terms of Oedipus’
and Tiresias’ own well-being (the italicized lines, inset with =>, indicate things that the speaker is
implicating at that point in the conversation, and recurrent ideas have been put in bold or
underlined for emphasis):
Oedipus (300-15): Tiresias, you have total knowledge, and the city’s well-being depends on
a critical piece of information—please share that information! It’s the humane and
patriotic thing to do.
Tiresias (316-8): This knowledge I have is terrible to have.
=> [ do in fact have knowledge
(320-1): Let me withhold that information for your sake and mine.
Oedipus (322-3): Withholding what you know is tantamount to an attack on our city.
Tiresias (324-5): Nothing you say is helping, so why should I speak?
Oedipus (326-7): Don’t hold back what you know!
=> Perhaps my speech isn't helping because I don’t have access to any knowledge.
You should speak because you know something.
Tiresias (328-9): You're right. None of you know anything. But for your sake and mine, I
won’t say anything.
Oedipus (330-1): So you do know, but won’t say? By not helping when you can, you are
attacking the city.
Tiresias (332-3): [ will not say anything, for your sake and mine.
(337-8): You're calling me angry, but you're the one who’s angry
Oedipus (339-40): Who wouldn’t be angry on behalf of the city you're attacking?
Tiresias (341): The future will be the same whether or not I tell you what it involves.
Oedipus (342): So how does it hurt to tell me?
Tiresias (343-4): I won’t tell you—get as mad as you want.
Oedipus (345-9): I will get mad! You seem like you killed him.
=> You have shown you don’t care about helping the city, which is akin to hurting
the city. Maybe you ve hurt the city in other ways. Maybe you killed Laius.
Tiresias (350-3): Me? You killed him!
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By frustrating Oedipus’ attempts to equate himself rhetorically with Thebes, Tiresias manipulates
and provokes Oedipus to the point where he is no longer in a psychological or emotional state to
consider Tiresias’ words at face value.

In the end, Tiresias has orchestrated a situation in which he will be able to tell Oedipus not
once, but twice, that he is the source of pollution in the city?”> and ensure that he will not be
believed. If we understand the conclusion of this conversation not simply as a dramatically ironic
scene to be enjoyed by Sophocles and the audience, but also as a situation that Tiresias has
carefully crafted in order to be able to speak truths that Oedipus will angrily disregard, then the
ironic foreshadowing is even more striking at the end. First, Tiresias asks Oedipus if he wants to
hear more (though perhaps taunts is a better description of this), so that he can get still angrier
(el T1 BT K&AN’, (v’ dpYyiln Aéov; 364), presumably offering to reveal Oedipus’ parentage.

Then, Tiresias finishes with this exchange:

Tepeoias Tiresias
eimep Tl ¥y’ toTi Tiis &Anbeias obBévos. Yes, since there is a certain strength in truth.
Oiditous Oecdipus
370 | &N’ EoTi, WAV coi* ool 8¢ ToUT ouk 0T el There is, but not for you. There is none for you,
TUPASS T& T OTa TéV Te voiv T& T Supat el since you are utterly blind—in your ears and your
mind andyour eyes.
Tepeoias
ou & &BA1Ss ye TalT ovedileov, & ool Tiresias
oUBels 85 ouxi TAVS dveldiel Tdxa. You are a wretch indeed to hurl these taunts, which

369-73 | everyone here will soon hurl at you!
Given how skillfully Tiresias has manipulated this conversation and Oedipus himself, I suggest that

we should at least consider the possibility that this irony is generated by Tiresias. Knowing the
future as he does, and knowing how these events will unfold, we can think of Tiresias as having a
hand in crafting this ironic foreshadowing. Rather than craft ambiguous or misleading language in
the way that Apollo’s oracle does, Tiresias instead manipulates the entire contextual situation to
generate this moment in which Oedipus launches all the accusations at Tiresias that will soon be
directed back at Oedipus himself. Apollo’s words and Tiresias” words operate in different ways, but
they work in tandem to misdirect Oedipus toward the same terrible outcome. Tiresias even makes

this explicit a few lines later:

376 | ou ydp ot poipa mpds Yy Euou meoeiv, Emel For it is not fated for you to fall at my hands, since
ikawds ATTOAAwY, O TES ekpaEan el Apollo is sufficient—Apollo, whose concern it is to
376-7 | accomplish these things.

272 First at line 354 (cos 8vT1 yiis THod avooicy mdoTtopt) and again at line 362 (povéa oe pnui Tavdpods oU {nTels
KUPELV).
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As Tiresias understand things, Apollo will accomplish Oedipus’ destruction. In one sense, he
already has, since Oedipus has already carried out all the terrible acts that Apollo foretold.
However, the verb Tiresias uses here is mimTe, which suggests an actual fall,?”3 and Oedipus is still
in a position of power and honor in Thebes at this point. Here, we might understand Tiresias to be
saying that Apollo is concerned with making sure that Oedipus recognizes what he (Oedipus) has
already done, and that Apollo will make sure that this realization occurs. We are left, however, with
the question of how accurate a claim this is. Does Apollo play an active role in the tragic outcome
of this play?274

Whether or not we think that this is the intended effect of Tiresias’ words, we can see that
his part of their conversation angers Oedipus and sets him on a course of terrible self-discovery. At
the time when this play takes place, the underlying horrific events of Oedipus’ life have already
occurred, and Apollo’s original oracle to Oedipus has been fulfilled for many years. Rather, the
focus of the play is about the recognition of the truth of Apollo’s oracle, which coincides with
Oedipus’ recognition of his own ruin. Tiresias’ role (primarily his words, but also his delayed
arrival) is critical in bringing about the tragic conclusion of the play. By disclosing the identity of
Laius’ murderer in the way that he does way, he pushes Oedipus toward the full discovery of his
guilt. By antagonizing Oedipus so thoroughly and then revealing the truth, Tiresias in fact takes a
central role in the destruction of Oedipus by goading him into discovering the entire truth about
his past. He may attribute this destruction to Apollo, as suggested by his claim at 376-7,?75 but there
is no denying that Tiresias and his uncooperative participation in this conversation play an integral

role in Oedipus’ fall.

273 A word choice surely not lost on Aristotle, as this certainly calls to mind his formulation of the most tragic sort of
plot, which contains a wepiméteia (as at Poet. 1452a22).

274 This question is far from settled, and there are many compelling arguments arguing for and against Apollo’s direct
involvement in the events of this play. Cairns 2013 offers a helpful overview of the scholarship on either side of this
question, dating back to Dodd’s influential “On Misunderstanding the Oedipus Rex” (1966).

275 On these lines, Cairns 2013 argues that "an audience cannot be expected to regard [Tiresias] as mistaken in this
assertion about his patron's motivation...there are the strongest possible reasons for accepting what he says" (128),
regarding Tiresias description of Apollo and Apollo's role in Oedipus' demise. I am not entirely convinced of this point,
and I think that we can plausibly draw some distinction between Apollo and Tiresias, rather than treating Tiresias as
Apollo’s agent in human form. However, as I have noted earlier, the dominant reading of this play does completely
assimilate Tiresias with Apollo, and Cairns offers one of the best discussions of the reasons for such a reading.
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Conclusions

In Chapter 1, I concluded that the main focus of a study of oracles in the 7rachiniae should
not be whether Zeus and his oracles are malicious. Instead, the ways oracles are misunderstood
point us toward an examination of how language works and how context combines with language to
produce meaning. Oracular language in the 7rachiniae, I suggest, provides a non-human language
that functions without many of the pragmatic, context-driven elements that are present in human
speech. Thus, oracles in the play serve to highlight the pragmatic principles that shape human
communication and the ways that inferences and assumptions and things that are left unsaid all
work together with the syntactic meanings of the words that are said in order to generate meaning.

This simple dichotomy—humans communicate with pragmatic principles in mind, whereas
the gods do not—is complicated by the Oedipus Tyrannus. In this play, a third type of speaker is
introduced in the form of Tiresias. As a liminal figure, he bridges this neat human-god division, and
he has access to complete, divine knowledge. More importantly, however, we have a new
“language” introduced in this play. In the 7rachiniae, Ilooked at communication as something that
was either a cooperative conversation, governed by basic Gricean maxims, or not. Put another way,
cooperative communication either aims at clarity and shared understanding (the “human” type of
communication), or it does not (the “divine” type).?® In the Oedipus Tyrannus, the genres of
communication are more complex, as playfully and purposefully ambiguous language is added to
the simpler picture of language that we see in the 7Trachiniae, and communication is not limited to
just cooperative conversations, self-interested lies, or divine communication that is artificially
stripped of some of the pragmatic aspects of human speech.?” Though I hesitate to call it a theory,
since it is not formally defined, Sophocles does present a conception of language that accounts for
more of the ways in which communication takes place. Because the riddle of the Sphinx looms over
all the events of the play, riddles are the most natural lens through which to approach this sort of

language, but the pragmatic principles of riddles are broadly similar to those at work in jokes and

276 There are, of course, noncooperative types of communication. As I have detailed in this chapter, riddles and other “playful”
language (jokes, etc.) fall into this category, since they do not aim at transmitting information clearly from speaker to listener.
Any sort of speech which intentionally disregards the maxims of cooperative conversation falls into the category of
noncooperative communication. The other major type of speech that is noncooperative are lies, which flagrantly disregard the
Maxim of Quality (“Try to make your contribution one that is true”) and, in particular, the first submaxim (Do not say what you
believe to be false).

277 I make no claims about the relative dating of these plays and I do not necessarily think that this is a linear

progression in Sophocles’ thought. The increase in complexity that I examine here is merely a feature of the order in

which I have arranged this study. A sort of evolution in Sophocles’ thought would certainly be intriguing, but I would

not attempt to date any of these plays, as it is well outside the scope of this project.
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puns and other playful modes of conversation. The similarities between proper riddles and the
oracles in this play are striking, and the same basic skills are needed to solve a riddle and to
properly understand Apollo’s oracles about Oedipus and his family. However, the major difference
between the two is more significant: a riddle is signaled as a riddle. Once the listener knows that
they are hearing a riddle, they know to switch their interpretive approach and to use the principles
of riddles rather than the principles of cooperative conversations. In the case of Apollo’s oracle,
however, the language is not particularly complex or cryptic, and nothing about the oracle itself
signals that there is something special about this language. Oedipus and Jocasta have no reason to
think that they should approach these oracular pronouncements as anything other than normal
speech.

The issue here is not a complete disregard for context, since the interpretive moves that
would allow Oedipus and Jocasta to understand these oracles correctly come from a specific
context. Instead, oracular speech in this play is governed by the rules of a different context. The
speaker and the listener are not applying the same principles to their communication, which gives
rise to their tragic misunderstandings.

However, Tiresias adds yet another aspect to all this. As I mentioned earlier, he bridges the
mortal-divine dichotomy. He is not a passive seer, however, offering unerring insight into the
outcome but without any real influence over the events of the play (as is the case with Cassandra, in
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, for example). Though he claims that the future will turn out the same
way, regardless of what he says, the uncooperative nature of his conversation with Oedipus plays a
major role in bringing about the tragic ending of the play. In this way, Tiresias communicates in a
way that is both human and divine, appropriate for a man who bridges those two realms. He speaks
from a place of complete knowledge, like a god, but he also communicates in a way that deftly
manipulates context. Whereas direct communication from gods to mortals consistently operates
without concern for context or with concern for the wrong context, Tiresias is almost hyper-aware
of the role that context and other extra-syntactical elements play in communication. Here, we can
see the ironic appropriateness of the Chorus’ description of Tiresias as the man who is most like
Apollo, as his words combine with Apollo’s to manipulate Oedipus without either of them ever
speaking falsely. Whereas Apollo’s oracle manages to avoid lying (it misleads Oedipus, but the
words are not wrong, just unlikely to be understood correctly), Tiresias instead manipulates

Oedipus and his mental and emotional state in order to speak the truth directly to him without
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Oedipus believing what he says. Tiresias is understood but not believed; the oracle is believed but
not understood. Together, Tiresias’ words and the words of the oracle work in tandem to destroy
Oedipus.

I have been very careful to talk about Apollo’s oracle here, and not Apollo himself, with
good reason. This play invites the conclusion that Apollo is malicious, since his oracle seems to be a
clear extension of him, and it is only once Oedipus receives the oracle that he begins to bring about
its fulfillment. It would seem that Apollo has some unexplained (or, rather, specifically omitted)
grudge against Oedipus or his family and that he orchestrates their elaborate downfall. Perhaps,
looking at Apollo alone, we might debate whether he is truly malicious or (like Zeus in the
Trachiniae) his motivations are inaccessible. However, when we consider the ways in which Tiresias
acts, it is tempting to infer a malicious intent. Tiresias” words seem to goad Oedipus to anger, and,
since Tiresias is at least a quasi-mortal character, we might reasonably ask why he speaks in this
way. On one reading, Tiresias is an extension of Apollo (his is, after all, the lord most like the lord
Apollo) and his language is marked by a similar uncooperative element that is indicative of little
more than a fundamental divide between mortals and the supernatural. Tiresias is long-lived and
possessed of special powers, and he might well be classed as a non-human entity, for the purposes
of a human/other dichotomy.

I would like to offer another reading, however, which is made available by the text, though
it is far from the only interpretation. On this reading, we might conclude that there is something
distinctly willful and sinister about Tiresias” manipulation of language and context. While Apollo
may be speaking in a way that simply overlooks the rules by which humans communicate, Tiresias is
not a god, and he knows how mortals arrive at meaning. As we hear from Tiresias, Apollo himself
will destroy Oedipus and Oedipus’ destruction is not in fact Tiresias’ doing, because Oedipus’
downfall is important to Apollo (ATTOAAwv, @ TGS éxmpafat péAel, 377). Apollo, we are told, is
the mastermind of this entire plot.

It is here where I would like to depart somewhat starkly from much of the previous
scholarship and explain all the elaborate hedging I have been doing thus far, when discussing the
relationship between Tiresias and Apollo. This play leaves open the option that we cannot know

anything about Apollo,>® since he is always mediated in this play. At Delphi, he is mediated

278 | am not the first to make this argument. Dodds 1966, for instance, argues that this play presents a world in which
the gods are inscrutable and cannot be judged by human moral codes.
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through language which does not abide by the same pragmatic, contextual principles that govern
human speech, and his oracle need not be malicious, but simply unintelligible. Our only other
means of accessing anything about Apollo is through Tiresias, and there is no reason to assume that
he has infallible access to Apollo’s motivations.? If; as I have argued, there is an unbridgeable
linguistic divide between mortals and gods, then Tiresias might be just as mistaken as other mortals
when he thinks he can fully interpret the divine.

On this reading, Tiresias falls into a similar trap as Oedipus. Neither man understands
Apollo, though both men think that they do. Just as Oedipus acts to avert what he thinks is his fate,
Tiresias acts to further what he thinks is Apollo’s will. In the end, though, even Tiresias cannot
know the divine, and his willful manipulation of context in his conversation with Oedipus could
very well be nothing more than a misguided attempt. Tiresias too may have his own (less
disastrous) tragic arc which loosely parallels those of Oedipus and Jocasta. While there is no way to
know definitively whether Apollo is malicious or Tiresias’ speech simply gives that impression, this
reading presents intriguing possibilities and it neatly avoids the question of how a play with a
spiteful and cruel god came from a man whose biography tells of his great piety.?® If my suggestion
here is correct, then this play centers on a god whose motivations are not vicious, but
fundamentally unknowable.

Why, then, is Apollo’s deceptive communication so elaborately constructed, if his specific
motivations are not discernible and (since they cannot be known) essentially relevant? As in the
Trachiniae, oracular language serves as a locus for exploring language more broadly, and the

picture that Sophocles presents of language and communication is significantly more nuanced in

279 [ am here arguing against the standard approach to this play, which assumes that Tiresias is a proxy for Apollo. For
a recent example of this approach, see Beer 2012. Beer suggests that Tiresias speaks directly for Apollo and that Apollo
himself speaks, as it were, from behind the mask of Tiresias: “Tiresias’ words conceal the actual voice of Apollo” (Beer
2012: 100).

280 Freud, in his Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (transl. J. Riviere, ed. 2 (1929) 278) expresses shock “that
Sophocles’ tragedy does not call forth indignant remonstrance in its audience . . . For at bottom it is an immoral play.”
He then elaborates that: “It would be easy to believe that an accusation against destiny and the gods was intended in
the story of the myth; in the hands of the critical Euripides, at variance with the gods, it would probably have become
such an accusation. But with the reverent Sophocles there is no question of such an intention; the pious subtlety which
declares it the highest morality to bow to the will of the gods, even when they ordain a crime, helps him out of the
difficulty.” This question of the pious and reverent Sophocles has been a contentious one, however. Despite a great
many ancient testimonia praising his famous piety (see Scodel 2012 for more on this), scholars have rightly noted that
this play does not provide an entirely positive view of the gods. Dawe notes that, while “[o]utright condemnation of fate
or the gods is not something to be expected of a playwright competing in a religious festival,” nonetheless the
characters “are notably silent when it comes to any actual defense, or even explanation . . .of the workings of fate or
heaven” and that the “horror and sympathy they express for the human victim must imply a compensatory, if
unspoken, verdict against those forces that permit, or cause, such things to happen” (Dawe 2006: 4).
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this play. Further developing the linguistic framework detailed in the 7rachiniae (in Chapter 1),
the Oedipus Tyrannus provides a broader conception of language that does not reduce
communication to merely cooperative and non-cooperative modes. Instead, this play acknowledges
other types of communication which have their own pragmatic, linguistic rules. The riddle of the
Sphinx, which lurks behind the play as a whole, introduces a modified sort of cooperative
conversation in which basic Gricean maxims are selectively subverted, with the full knowledge of
the speaker and listener. The conversation, then, becomes a game which is governed by different
rules; the challenge is to uncover which cooperative principles are being broken and in which ways.
By acknowledging this distinct mode of communication, Sophocles broadens his linguistic theories
so that they recognize a much fuller range of communication, since riddles, jokes, puns, and other
linguistic play all fall into this para-cooperative sort of speech. The normal principles are still
operational, in that they provide the baseline against which linguistic play can occur. The critical
element in all of these modes of speech is that both the speaker and the listener are aware of the
altered “rules” of communication, because the speech is clearly identified as a riddle or some other
sort of non-straightforward communication.

In sharp contrast to the riddle of the Sphinx, however, the plot of the Oedipus Tyrannus
centers on oracular speech which could be effectively understood if the rules of riddles were
applied, but the shift in communicative modes is not signaled. As such, the principles of
communication are not modified, and the two parties find themselves playing by very different
rules. This oracle formulation creates an artificial variation on the riddle form and allows us to see
how riddles and straightforward communication both ought to function, by displaying a situation in
which both codes fail.

To return to some of the earlier arguments in this chapter, the effect of Apollo is broader
than simply the source of linguistically misleading oracles. As we saw with Creon’s account of what
he learned at Delphi, the mere presence of Apollo, in a linguistic sense, serves to hinder
understanding. When Apollo is invoked, Creon and Oedipus are unable to communicate

effectively. There is nothing inherently wrong with the way either man is speaking (no ambiguous

281 The order in which I am examining these plays is carefully chosen to present an increasingly complex linguistic
theory. I recognize that this implies a sort of progression in Sophocles’ thought, which suggests an order to the dates of
composition for these plays. I do not, however, mean to suggest that these plays were written in any particular order.
Rather, it is a useful order for my examination, since it allows me to slowly introduce more complex pragmatic theories
and scholarship. It would certainly complement my argument nicely if the 7rachiniae did in fact pre-date the Oedipus
Tyrannus, but I would not suggest an order based on my arguments here.
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language, for example), and yet the two cannot effectively communicate information when Apollo’s
influence is felt, linguistically.

We are left, in the end, with an impression that Apollo is a force of confusion and
obfuscation. As the god of (among other things) light and clarity, this is somewhat strange, but not
particularly surprising, as we often find gods operating in diametrically opposed spheres.?®? This
double nature of Apollo is particularly relevant to the issue of language in 5™ century Athens. At a
time when works like the Dissor Logor and Gorgias’ rhetorical works were becoming far more
prevalent in Athens, the potentially deceptive nature of language was a salient topic.?® Rather than
accept a deconstructionist stance and conclude that language is inherently meaningless and
conventional, Sophocles uses the opportunities provided by oracles in his plays to suggest that
there is some intrinsic meaning in language and communication; language’s slippery nature does
not prove that there is no stable meaning to language, but simply that the rules that govern
meaning are more complex than people often realize. Sophocles constructs these situations at the
edge of meaning and understanding (after all, it is the liminal nature of oracular speech that
provides him such fertile ground for his investigations) and allows us to see artificially constructed
failures of communication in order to see how pervasive and extensive the properly functioning

versions of these systems are.

282 For example, in the Zfad, Apollo sends a plague, though he is the god of healing. Gods are often able to function
almost as a double-edged sword in their areas of influence, wielding (in this instance) both sickness and health, as the
situation demands. Similarly, Apollo can act in the sphere of understanding, being either a force of revelation and
knowledge or a force of confusion. As a further example, Artemis is associated with young girls and their protection, yet
she demands the sacrifice of Iphigenia. See also fn. 36 on this question.

283 Knox 1957:116-38 likens Oedipus’ quest to the “intellectual scientific quest of the age” (116), and draws parallels
between the language used by sophists and other intellectuals of the time, including Gorgias talking about riddles (D-K
B8), Aristophanes’ description of Socrates (Clouds 171-2 and 188), and Hippocratic treatises ( VA3). Segal 1981
discusses how this play highlights the “shifting, uncertain, ‘enigmatic’ quality of language” (151) in tandem with a
shifting, uncertain world. He takes an almost structuralist approach to communication in this play, placing the Sphinx
and Apollo on opposite sides of a binary that collapses as the oracle and the Sphinx’ words converge.
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Chapter 3: The Other Plays and What Is Found There

Introduction

This chapter will further develop the ideas of the previous two, using the remaining five
plays of Sophocles to develop a more nuanced understanding of his conception of language.
Though it is not a formal theory per se, Sophocles includes and highlights instances in which
language seems to fail. His purpose in doing this is not to undermine language and meaning (that is
to say, Sophocles is not a proto-deconstructionist) but rather to highlight places where language is
governed by a complex yet intuitive set of rules. Native speakers can make sense of language which,
at times, should not give rise to a clear meaning. As detailed in Chapters 1 and 2, by highlighting
these sorts of scenarios, Sophocles forces the audience to consider how they drew meaning out of
syntactic ambiguity. By examining the varied instances of prophetic communication in the other
five extant plays of Sophocles, we will see more details of Sophocles’ theory of language which

address a wider variety of speech than we have seen in the 7rachiniae or the Oedipus Tyrannus.

In this chapter, I will focus on the complicated way in which prophetic messages are
transmitted by humans. Though the analogy is somewhat imprecise, I would nonetheless liken this
phenomenon to Plato’s Theory of Forms—oracles are perfectly true when they are uttered, but
with each reproduction of the oracle’s message, the imitation is further removed from the true
original. We will see that these shifts happen in a variety of ways, but they all demonstrate how
messages can be shaped and molded by both speakers and listeners, whether consciously or
unconsciously. When Calchas’ prophecy is related by the messenger in the Ajax, his words pass
through men who have a desire for Ajax to remain alive. Therefore, this prophecy is taken to mean
that there is a possibility that Ajax might survive the day, and thereby escape Athena’s anger, even
though there is no real possibility that this will occur. In the Electra, Orestes’ own intentions color
his interpretation of Apollo’s words, and he presents Apollo’s oracle as a divine sanction of his
matricide. As we will see, however, Apollo’s words do not necessarily provide this sanction, leaving
the audience to suspect possible manipulation of the message by Orestes himself. In the Antigone,

we see Tiresias once again act as a wielder of prophecy. Though Tiresias starts out simply
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recounting what he has learned through ornithomancy, and offering advice based on what the bird
signs have shown him, Creon is unreceptive. It is at this point that Tiresias shifts into inspired
prophecy (i.e., he prophesies things that he has learned directly from the gods, rather than things
he has gleaned from reading natural signs), and his words function more as a curse than as a simple
prophecy. As was the case in the Oedipus Tyrannus, Tiresias deploys prophecy at a time and place
when it will inflict harm on the recipient (instead of] say, telling Creon earlier that he will bury his
son ifhe condemns Antigone to death, thereby allowing Creon a chance to avert disaster). Finally,
in the Philoctetes, we see the most complex instance of how context can shape how prophecy is
used. Here, Odysseus carefully withholds elements of Helenus’ prophecy from Neoptolemus in
order to manipulate him. Knowing full well that Neoptolemus will find his plan distasteful,
Odysseus slowly reveals more of the details of Helenus’ prophecy, but only as necessary. While the
other three plays provide examples of divine messages that may be altered by those who convey

them, the Philoctetesis the only instance where this process is clearly conscious and calculated.

I omitted the Oedipus at Colonus from this outline because it involves a very different
situation. Here, we see a man who is approaching the liminal space between life and death and who
has, as a result, acquired a special status. In many ways, he operates as a prophet throughout this
play, and the play explicitly describes him as such at several points. The Oedipus at Colonus ofters
a striking contrast with the Oedipus Tyrannus, precisely because Oedipus can understand oracles
effectively and can augment them with his own supernatural knowledge. This play fits nicely at the
end of this chapter, not only because it is the last play that Sophocles wrote, but because it provides
an example of effective communication between gods and mortals. After six plays in which
communication fails or is ambiguous or obscured, this play offers a corrective of sorts, in which

communication succeeds.

Finally, this chapter includes a much wider range of prophecy than I have examined in
previous chapters. Only the Electra and the Oedipus at Colonus feature actual oracles; the rest of
the plays involve prophecies given by prophets (Calchas, Tiresias, and Helenus), and the Oedipus
at Colonus features both types of prophecy. I consider these two categories of prophetic speech to
be closely connected, though not identical. Both are ways in which communication from the gods
can be given to humans, and both involve a linguistic mediation of divine knowledge. The critical

difference is where and how that mediation occurs. When someone consults an oracle, as we saw in
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the previous two chapters, the god’s message is transmitted in language that comes directly from
the god. This is why, I have argued, oracles are so often misunderstood, because the Sophoclean
gods communicate in a way that is does not share all the pragmatic considerations which shape
human speech. When the words come directly from the gods, they tend to mislead humans
precisely for these context-based reasons. Humans mistake the language of the divine for their own
language (not surprising, since oracles are conveyed in Greek) and interpret it as they would

interpret any other sort of speech, not realizing that different rules govern divine speech.

When a prophet conveys a message, there is not this same pragmatically driven
misunderstanding, since prophets understand how pragmatic rules shape language. Instead,
prophets introduce a very different sort of obstacle to effective communication. Their words are
influenced by their own predispositions, and when a prophet is hostile (as Tiresias seems to be in
the Antigone), he can control the time and place when he reveals his supernatural knowledge in
order to make sure that it has the desired effect. When a prophet or those who transmit his message
has a vested interest in the outcome of events, as in the Ajax, words may be shifted to accommodate
a desired outcome. Overall, prophets do not lie, but their access to the divine is colored by all the
same elements that affect regular human communication, so prophecies pass through one
additional stage of human transmission and introduce one additional stage at which the message

can be corrupted or compromised.

The Transmission of Fate: Calchas’ Words in the Ajax

As mentioned above, there is no actual oracle in the Ajax; the only prophetic utterance that
occurs in the play is the reported prophecy of the seer Calchas, which details how the anger of
Athena will pursue Ajax for one day. There is a degree of ambiguity here, and it is unclear exactly
what we should make of this prophecy. Does this mean that Athena’s anger will cease after one day,
and Ajax need only survive until the end of the day, at which point Athena will no longer angrily
pursue him? We have no other examples of a Greek divinity whose anger simply expires at the end
of a period of time; anger of this sort (described as pfjvis at line 757, so this is no small anger>%)
would be unprecedented. Nonetheless, this is clearly what the characters in the play understand it

to mean. A more fatalistic reading, however, might understand this to mean that Athena’s anger

284 For more on the force of uijvis, see Slatkin 1992 as well as Kim 2000, Cairns 2001, and Muellner 2004. In addition
to several other relevant chapters in Braun and Most 2004, Cairns 2004 critiques Muellner, to which Muellner
responded in turn (Muellner 2011).
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will last only a day because she will succeed in destroying Ajax in that time. Her wrath does not
have a time limit on it, on this reading, but her anger at Ajax will not last beyond his death, since
her anger will be deprived of its object at that point.

This ambiguity is something that I will return to later in this section. Before looking at the
actual content of the prophecy, however, I would like to examine its delivery and the complexities
introduced in the Messenger’s speech. To begin with, the Messenger stakes the authority of his
account on his status as an eyewitness to the events he describes. I know this, he says, because I was
there (toooUTov oida kai Tapcov éTUyxavov, 748). This is a common rhetorical move in
messenger speeches,?s but the content of his speech gives us reason to wonder how much of this he
witnessed directly, as opposed to hearing second-hand.®

As he begins his speech, we have a fairly standard account of events. Calchas goes to speak

to Teucer:

‘Ayyehos Messenger

751 eis xelpa Teukpou Se€iav prhoppducas [Calchas] placed his right hand into Teucer’s
Bels elme k&éokNye, TavTolg TEXVN hand in a good-natured way, and then spoke and
elpEat KaT fUap TounPaves TO viv TOSE commanded him to use every possible means to
Alavb’ UTd oknvaiol und’ aQévT £av, keep Ajax inside his camp throughout this present

755 el LovT éxelvov eloiBetv BéAoL TToTE. day that is upon us, and not to let him go out, if

751-5 | he wished to ever see him alive.

I pause on this passage only to establish the contrast with what follows. Here, the Messenger is

simply relating facts. He narrates the events leading up to the prophecy, and then conveys the

prophecy itself:
756 EAQ y&p auTov Tide Ofuépa pdvn The uijvis of the goddess Athena will pursue him
Bias AB&vas pijvis, cos Epn Aéycv. for this day alone, as Calchas said.
756-7

This is often thought to be the crux of the “prophecy™ in this play, and it is directly attributed to
Calchas (cos €pn Aéycov). We might question how verbatim this account is, but the Messenger
would have his audience believe that this is precisely what Calchas said. For the moment, at least,
let us accept at face value that Calchas says “The ufjvis of Athena will pursue him for this day

alone” (T8 Ouépa povn).

285 Barrett 2002 examines messengers’ claims to be eyewitnesses, in addition to exploring the tension inherent in their
presentation as both an eyewitness and a detached and omniscient observer, drawing on Cahen’s formulation of “un
spectateur idéal” (Cahen 1924: 305). For more on the objective, omniscient messenger, see Bremer 1976, Rosenmeyer
1982, and Michelini 1982. For a counter argument, see Heath 1987, Goldhill 1986, and de Jong 1991.

286 T will elaborate on this point later, but the Messenger recounts conversations that he is unlikely to have been a part
of. Though Sophocles is not bound by strict verisimilitude, Sophocles is interested elsewhere in how knowledge and the
truth can be found. We should not be too quick to overlook the question of where the Messenger got his information
and how precisely he transmits what he heard.
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From this point onward, however, things get less clear. Although the attribution is

somewhat delayed (Epaoy’ 6 n&vTis, 760), Calchas is marked as the speaker of this gnomic

statement that follows:

760

T yap Teplooca KAvOVNTA? cUaTA
mimTew Bapeials mpds Bedov Suompatialg
Epaoy’ O uavTis, 80Tis AvBpdTTou PUoIy
PAacTcov Emerta un kat &vBpwTov gpov.
758-761

For, when people reach such a point of
excess that they are not useful, they fall
under the grievous misfortunes sent by the
gods, the prophet said, whoever has a human
nature but does not think in a way that is
appropriate for a human.

Are we to understand this as prophetic speech? Is something a prophecy solely because it has been
spoken by a prophet? This is an open question, and we certainly see prophets elsewhere in tragedy

who speak conversationally,?® but there are not, to the best of my knowledge, examples of prophets

ever speaking falsely. What, then, is the distinction between a prophet’s speech in general and a

prophet’s speech gua prophet? Are there multiple modes of speech available to prophets

(unmarked speech as opposed to prophetic speech), or do they always speak as a prophet? I have

no satistying answer to this question, but it is a relevant question to keep in mind as we approach

the rest of the Messenger’s speech, because the speaker of the next lines is somewhat ambiguous on

a close reading. Picking up on the final lines of this gnomic utterance, un ka1t &vBpcoTov ppovij,

the speech goes on to explain how Ajax fits into that paradigm, and why cruel misfortunes will

destroy him:

762 KETVOS & &1’ ofkwv eUbUs EEopucOUEVOS But he, right from when he set out from home,
&vous kaAdds AéyovTtos nUpédn TaTpds. he was shown to be foolish, when his father was
O UEv yap auTov évvéTel, “Tékvov, Sopi speaking well. For his father spoke to him:

765 BovuAou kpaTelv pév, ouv Becd & &el kpaTeiv.” “Child, wish to conquer in battle, but wish
6 & UyikduTws kKappdvws fueiyaTo, always to conquer with a god’s assistance.”
“TaTep, Beols pEv kKav 6 undev cov duoU But he replied, arrogantly and senselessly:
KPATOS KATAKTHoAIT ™" Eycd 8¢ kai dixa “Father, even the man who is nothing could
Kkeiveov mémoBa ToUT’ émotmdoe kAéos.” achieve victory together with the gods. But I

770 Toodvd’ ékduel uibov. elta SevTtepov believe that I can lay hold of glory even without
Slas ABdvas, ik’ dtpuvoucd viv them.”
NUd&T’ e’ ExBpOTs Xelpa powiav TPETELY, This was the boast that he made. And then a
TOT AvTIPVEl Bewdv &ppnTdv T’ ETos* second time, when goddess Athena was urging
“&vaooa, Tols &AAolow Apyeicov TEAas him on, she told him to turn his gory hand

775 {oTw, kab’ Nuas 8’ oUtoT’ evpriEet paxn.” against his enemies, he then spoke back to her, a
Tol010d¢ Tol Adyolow doTepyT Beds terrible and unspeakable speech:
EKTrioaT OpyTiv, oU KT &vBpTTov Ppovddv. “Queen, stand near to others of the Argives, for
762-777 the battle will never break through where I am.”

287 Though k&vénTa has often been printed (since Ajax is elsewhere characterized as foolish, as &vous at 763), the
manuscript tradition almost entirely supports the lectio difficilior of kavévnTa, with the exception of the rarely cited
Vat.gr.1333 manuscript, ante correctionem.
288 For example, Tiresias in the Bacchae.
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With such words, he won for himself the
implacable anger of the goddess, having
thoughts that are not appropriate for a mortal.

The story itself provides the relevant mythological background for Athena’s anger,? so this
passage is certainly helpful in advancing the plot. The only explanation that she gives during the
prologue, at lines 51ff., is an implicit suggestion that she drove Ajax mad to protect Odysseus and
the other Greek leaders, but her actions are far more vicious than necessary to simply prevent Ajax
from murdering them (“But I goaded the man on, as he roamed in his diseased madness, and I
hurled him into evil snares,” ¢yco 8¢ porTVT’ &vdpa pavidov véools / cTpuvov, eicéBailov
els €pkn Kakd, 59-60). The fact that Ajax has caused prior offense to Athena makes her anger
justified, rather than an instance of irrational and unintelligible divine punishment.?° However, this
passage also blurs the lines between speakers. Are we to understand this entire passage as part of
the prophecy, as Calchas delivered it? Prophets do not usually provide so much narrative backstory
when they are offering actual prophecies. Instead, if we take the full passage from 762-777 as a sort
of interpolation which seeks to explain why Calchas” words apply to Ajax, we are left with a far

more typical prophetic utterance:

‘Ayyelos Messenger
752 elTre KATTEOKN\PE, TTAVTOIQ TEXVT [Calchas] spoke and commanded him to use every
elpEal kaT fuap Touppaves TO viv TOSE possible means to keep Ajax inside his camp
Alov®’ UTrd oknvaiol und’ &eévt’ Eav, throughout this present day that is upon us, and not
755 el LQOVT Ekelvov eio1Belv BéNot TToTE. to let him go out, if he wished to ever see him alive.
EA& yap auTov TiBe Buépa pdvny For the pfjvis of the goddess Athena will pursue him
Blas AB&vas ufvis, cos €pn Aéycv. for this day alone, as Calchas said.
TX YOp TEPIOOX KAVOVT| TA OLOUATA

289 The madness and suicide of Ajax is not a Sophoclean innovation, but there is no extant version which details
Athena’s anger and attributes Ajax” madness to Athena’s desire for revenge. Ajax” madness appears in the Little lliad:
its presence there is alluded to in Porphyry (Paralip. fr. 4 Schrader, ap. Eust. 285.34) and detailed more fully in Proclus
(Chrestomathia, suppleta ex Apollod. epit. 5.6-16). Homer (Odyssey 11) and Pindar (Nemean 7 and 8) also allude to
the judgment of Achilles” arms as the source of Ajax” anger, which in turn accounts for his madness (some accounts
elide the distinction and suggest that the judgment of the arms led directly to Ajax’ madness. The mythological account
seems to say that Athena’s involvement was purely to help Odysseus, and she harmed Ajax only because he was
opposed to Odysseus. There are not, to my knowledge, any earlier accounts in which Athena has any particular animus
toward Ajax. I am struck by the possibility (raised to me by Newman, per /fit.) that there is a sort of latent animus that
we can see even in the Zliad, even though she seems simply to ignore Ajax. Athena is largely concerned with Achilles
throughout the Ziad, but Ajax presents the most significant threat to Achilles’ &/eos, both because he is the next
greatest warrior after Achilles and because Ajax wounds Hector before Achilles kills him, thereby lessening the glory
involved in killing Hector (since it is more impressive to kill a man whom no one else has been able to challenge).

290 Athena’s behavior here contrasts with the picture of the divine in the Oedipus Tyrannus and the Trachiniae, in that
Athena appears onstage and expresses her own intentions. We need not guess at the nature and will of the gods, as we
must in other plays (as, for instance, in the Antigone, where the extent of the gods’ involvement is unclear). By placing a
god on stage as a character, the Ajaxis unique among Sophocles’ extant plays, as it offers the only unmediated access
to a god (with the partial exception of Heracles in the Philoctetes).
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mimTew Bapeials mpods Beddov Suompatialg For, when people reach such a point of excess that
760 | Epaox’ O pavTis, SoTis AvBpcdTOU PUCIY they are not useful, they fall under the grievous

PAacTtcov Emerta uf kat &vBpwTov epovi. misfortunes sent by the gods, the prophet said,

[intervening lines omitted] whoever has a human nature but does not think in a
778 | &AN elmep EoTi Tiide BRUépa, TaX &v way that is appropriate for a human.

yevoiued’ alitol ouv Bed ocoTripiol. [intervening lines omitted]
780 | Tooald’ & pdvTis elp’ But if he still lives on this day, perhaps we could—

752-61, 778-80 | with the help of a god—be his salvation.
The seer said so much.

The intervening lines would come, on this reading as an interpolation provided either by
Calchas or the Messenger to explain the import of this prophecy. This, then, explains the echo of
un Kat &vbpotrov gpovij (761) with ov kaT’ &vBpcoov ppovddv (777). un kat &vbpwotov
ppov, as Calchas utters it, may not convince anyone that Ajax is at risk, since this observation does
not immediately seem to apply to him. Then, to emphasize the urgency of the situation, we have an
explanation that maps this prophecy onto Ajax’ behavior. It makes sense that this mythological
aside ends with oU kaT’ &vBpcoTrov ppovddv at 777, because this story has now come full circle
and fulfilled its purpose. We now see precisely how Ajax’ situation corresponds to Calchas’ words.
Now, with this understanding, we are prepared for the rest of what Calchas has to say, and Calchas
is again conspicuously marked as the speaker.

I do not mean to suggest that this is precisely how Sophocles intended this scene to be read,
but rather that the text allows it and that the structure of this messenger speech leaves a great deal
of ambiguity about who has spoken which words. This ambiguity is present in any sort of messenger
speech, but Calchas’ involvement raises the stakes here. What Calchas said, and how he said it (as
prophecy or as normal speech), are very important, since dramatic convention dictates that
prophets are always correct, as the Messenger reminds us at the end of this speech (ei K&Axas
co¢ds, 783). Though he phrases this as a conditional, the audience understands this as a surety.
Calchas is co@ds, so Ajax’ fate is determined.

Looking at the context of this prophecy in comparison with the prophecies examined in my
previous two chapters is useful for two reasons. First, the Ajax presents a prophecy which is
unquestioned as to its accuracy. However, as I argued at the start of this section, we do have some
ambiguity. Unlike in the 7rachiniae or the Oedipus Tyrannus, however, that ambiguity is never
noted. The characters think that they can save Ajax if they keep him in his tent, and the fact that he
leaves the tent means that we will never know how accurate their understanding of the prophecy is.
They have no reason to think that he would not have escaped Athena’s wrath if they could have

kept him in the tent until the end of the day.
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However, this brings us to the far more difficult question about this prophecy: what should
we understand “Athena’s wrath” to be? Athena certainly seems to have already done all that she
intends to do by the start of the play. Ajax’ suicide is not, in any discernible way, the result of
Athena’s stll-pursuing wrath. Her actions certainly drive Ajax to kill himself, but she is not
constantly harassing him.?" She set these events in motion and then simply allowed them to unfold
toward their inevitable conclusion. What about nightfall would change this? Ajax’ character would
be unchanged, and his shame would remain. It seems patently unlikely that any of the situations
that culminate in Ajax’ suicide would end after this one day. We are left, then, with a different,
better interpretation of Calchas’ words. Athena’s wrath will pursue him for one day because he will
be dead by the end of the day.> We might here recall the prophecies in the 7rachiniae, in which
Heracles’ “end of toils™ was his own death. There was never a chance of averting this outcome,
because the wheels were in unstoppable motion from the opening scene of the play.

If that is the case, however, we must revisit lines 752-755 and 778-9 of the Messenger’s
speech. If we assume that Calchas is infallible, these lines present a problem, since I have just
suggested that there never was a chance of saving Ajax, but these lines both suggest that Calchas is

charging Teucer with the impossible task of saving someone who cannot be saved:

el e KATTEOKNYE, TTAVTOIQ TEXVT) [Calchas] spoke and commanded him to use every

elpEal KaT fuap Touppaves TS viv TOSE possible means to keep Ajax inside his camp throughout
Alavb’ Ud oknvaiol und’ aeévt’ éav, this present day that is upon us, and not to let him go
el CAOVT Ekelvov elo1Beiv BEAoL TTOTE. out, if he wished to ever see him alive.

752-5
AAN elmrep EoTi T8¢ BHuépa, Tax Gv But if he still lives on this day, perhaps we could—with
Yevoiued’ avtol ouv Bedd cwTriplol. the help of a god—be his salvation.

778-9

Both € 8¢Aot (for eav B¢An, since it is in secondary sequence) and Té&x &v yevoiued suggest a sort
of uncertainty that would be unusual from a prophet. This means that either my interpretation of
Calchas’ prophecy is wrong, Calchas himself is wrong, or that Calchas is not the speaker of these

lines. For the moment, I would like to explore the third option. As with the description of Ajax’

291 Though we might think of this as being a simple example of “double motivation” (see Lesky 1966 for more on this,
building on Schadewaldt’s 1958 work on the Odyssey), double motivation in tragedy is often not a simple, unified
phenomenon in the way it is in Homer (see esp. Lesky 1966: 261, 392 on how double motivation often causes tragic
conflict). Even though we may identify this as an instance of double motivation, that does not remove the very real
question about the nature of Athena’s wrath.

292 As was the case with the Trachiniae, the Ajax only hints at a better fate awaiting the hero after his death, without
ever making this explicit. We might understand the honor that Ajax” memory will receive as another meaning of
Calchas’ words, since Athena’s anger will cease with his death, and her people (the Athenians) will offer cult worship to
Ajax. On the allusions to Ajax’ hero cult and the extent to which Sophocles is here invoking that cult, see Scodel 2006
and Henrichs 1993.
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history, these lines are not particularly characteristic of a prophet. This is a degree of uncertainty
that we do not see elsewhere in prophetic speech. This makes perfect sense, though, if we are
seeing the words of Calchas (and in particular, his use of T{}8e 6nuépa poévn) filtered through the
interpretive processes of the Messenger. This would look something like the following:

e Calchas says: Athena’s anger will pursue Ajax for this one day [sc. because then he will be
dead and cannot be a viable object of anger]

e Messenger interprets: “This one day” means that Ajax will be safe once this day ends and
he only needs to survive the day

e Messenger conveys: Either Ajax dies today or he survives—both are equally viable options.
So, if he is still alive now, then we still have a chance at keeping him alive for the rest of the
day.
Alternatively (though, I think, less likely), if Calchas has misunderstood the prophecy that he is
transmitting, then he may well be conveying the sort of oracular language we have seen elsewhere,

and his pragmatic inferences are incorrect, even though his words are semantically true. On this

interpretation:

e (Calchas says: Athena’s anger will pursue Ajax for this one day

e (Calchas thinks he means: Athena’s anger will end—regardless of anything else—at the end
of this day

e (Calchas’ words actually mean: Athena’s anger will end because there will be no object for
her anger once Ajax has died

This recasts Calchas with less agency than he has in other interpretations, since this relegates him
to a role of a mere mouthpiece or conduit for the words of a god (presumably Apollo). This
contrasts sharply with the relationship Tiresias has with Apollo in the Oedipus Tyrannus. Even
though I argued that Tiresias may be incorrect in his assumptions about Apollo’s motivations,
Tiresias nonetheless has full knowledge of past, present, and future events. He is not confused
about what his words mean in any way. On the interpretation that I have just suggested though,

Calchas speaks words that he does not understand fully.

Regardless of which explanation we prefer for how and why Athena’s anger will not last
beyond the day, we are still left with the troublesome question of why Ajax cannot be let out of the
house. I am not aware of any interpretations which adequately explain this in a way that fits neatly
into the plot of the play, but there is a potential reading of the second part of Calchas’ words which
provides an interpretation, though not an entirely satisfying one. We know that Calchas “spoke and

commanded him to use every possible means to keep Ajax inside his camp throughout this present
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day that is upon us, and not to let him go out, if he wished to ever see him alive” (752-5). In oratio

recta, this would produce something along these lines:

Keep Ajax inside all day. Do not let him go out, if you want to ever see him alive again.

If we phrase this in logical terms, we could say that keeping Ajax inside is a necessary but not
sufficient condition for his survival.?% Put another way, If you want Ajax to live, then you will keep
him inside. However, the inverse of this (/f you keep Ajax inside, then he will live) does not
necessarily hold. Returning to Gricean maxims again, it is not intuitive to interpret a conditional
statement as describing something that is necessary but not sufficient. If something additional was
required, a cooperative speaker would say “If you want Ajax to live, you will keep him inside and
offer a sacrifice to appease Athena,” for example. What Calchas says implicates that this is both a

necessary and sufficient condition for Ajax’ survival, when that may in fact not be the case.

Of course, all these questions are obviated by Ajax’ departure from his tent and the reality
that, while his loved ones may want him to live, Ajax does not wish to live any more. If my proposed
interpretations are correct (and while I recognize that my necessary but not sufficient argument is
unconventional at best), this play introduces a complex linguistic construction which is mediated by
the Messenger, whose own inferences may shape elements of the prophecy as he recounts it. As
with all the other instances of prophecies and oracles, Calchas’ prophecy here is a place where
communication is at its most complex. The layers of speech and interpretation I have laid out here
do account for the way that the characters within the play approach Calchas’ words while
preserving Calchas’ prophetic authority as well as Athena’s characterization (from the opening
scene). This allows us to identify all of the different layers of mediation between Calchas’ prophecy
and the audience. We cannot examine how Calchas’ syntactic choices function in this play, since we

cannot truly peel back all of the intervening steps that have reshaped his words. We are left, in the

293 The following are all equivalent, in logical terms/notation:

e Pisnecessary and sufficient for Q

e Pifandonlyif Q

e PSSO

e Pisnecessary for Q and Q is necessary for P

e P3QAQSP
If something is necessary but not sufficient, it means that P implies Q but that Q does not imply P. A common example
is that being a mammal is a necessary but not sufficient condition for being a dog. Being a dog implies being a mammal
(all dogs are mammals) but being a mammal does not imply being a dog (something could be a mammal and be a cat
instead, for instance).
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end, with an unexpectedly ambiguous prophecy—not because Calchas cannot or will not
communicate more clearly, but because his words have been altered in the transmission from one

man to another.

What I hope to have shown here is not that there is any correct reading of the Messenger’s
speech in this play, but instead that the Messenger’s speech leaves a great deal unexplained. We
cannot tell where he inserts his own interpretive voice into the account that he received, and we do
not know how much his own intermediate inferences color the account he conveys. Stepping back a
bit from a close textual reading, it is also worth reflecting on why and how these misinterpretations
could occur. Calchas’ words undergo very subtle shifts, once they are relayed by the Messenger,
but these are shifts that potentially add the potential for hope to what may have been a
straightforward prediction of Ajax” death. In one of the possible interpretations I outlined, Calchas’
words are shifted to introduce an element of control or agency to an incontrovertible outcome.
Rather than hearing that Ajax will die and there is nothing that can be done to save him, these men
choose instead to hear a version in which that fate might be averted, even though they must make
some significant interpretive and linguistic compromises in order to do so. I do not think that this is
the result of an irrational attachment to free will. In fact, very little in Greek literature reveals an
irrational attachment to free will, in our modern sense of the term. Instead, I think this stems from
the emotional investment of the Messenger. These problems in transmission are a result their
desperate hope that there may yet be a way to keep Ajax alive, and their willingness to push
Calchas’ words to (or perhaps beyond) their linguistic limits. The transmission of Calchas’

prophecy is flawed in this play, but for the most human of reasons.

The Use and Misuse of Oracles in the Electra

Turning now to the Electra, we see an oracle from Apollo again. In this instance, however,
there is no contrast between an apparent and actual meaning of the oracle (as in the 7rachiniac and
Oecdipus Tyrannus). Instead, we find an oracle whose form and meaning is obscured by the process
of transmission, but whose actual form and meaning is entirely irrelevant to the play’s outcome.
There does seem to be some ambiguity, but it is impossible for the audience to determine whether
the oracle itself is vague and ambiguous or if Orestes has obfuscated the oracle’s words, either
intentionally or unintentionally. The answers to these questions should all matter a great deal, since

they determine whether Apollo sanctions matricide or not. However, the play never highlights this
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oracular ambiguity, nor does it address Apollo’s stance on the events of the play. Although this
oracle does not feature prominently in the plot of the FElectra, this unresolved ambiguity threatens
to shift the entire moral import of the actions of the play.

To begin, let us examine the first time we hear about the oracle, when Orestes details what

he learned when he went to Delphi:

gy yap nvix’ ikdunv to TTubikov For when I went to the Pythian oracle, in order
pavTeiov, s paboiy’ 6T Tpdme TaTpl to learn in what way I might take vengeance for
Sikas apoiunv TV povevc&vtwov TépQ, my father, on his murderers, Phoebus gave me
35 XP1] 1ot Tolalh’ 6 oifos dv mevon Taxa an oracle, the gist of which you will shortly
&okevov auTov GoTidwv Te kal oTpaTtod learn:
BdAotol kKAéwal xelpds Evdikous9t opayds. In person,?%s not furnished with shield-bearing
ST oUv TOIOVSE XPNOUOV EICTIKOUCALEY, men or an army, I should stealthily bring about,
oU UEv HoAcov, 8Tav ot kaipds elodyT, through deception, righteous slaughters done by
40 B3Sucov Eowd TAVY', {oBt Tav TO Spcouevov, my own hand.
STreos &v eidcos Muiv ayyeins caer. Since, then, this is the sort of oracle I heard,
oU yd&p Ot U1 YNpQ Te Kai Xpdved HaKPE you—when the opportune time should lead you
YV, oUd’ UTroTrTEUCOUGCIY, A8 TIvBiouévov. in—go inside this house and learn everything
NSy 8 xpéd Toldd’, 8T1 E€vos piv el that is being done, so that you can announce it
45 Deokéws Tap’ avdpods CavoTéws fikwv: O yap to us, knowing everything clearly. They will
Héy10TOS aUTOTS TUY XAvel Sopubéveov. know you at all, adorned as you are by old age
&yyeAAe & Spkov pooTibels, OBovveka and the length of time, and they will not suspect
TéBvnk’ OpéoTns €€ avaykaias TUXNS, you. Use this story, that you are a stranger and
&BAoiot TTubikoiow ék TpoxnAdTwv you have come here from Phanoteus the
50 Sippoov kuAioBels: 68 6 pibos EoTdT. Phocian man, for he is the greatest of their allies.
32-50 | Having sworn an oath, announce that Orestes is
dead, as a result of an accident that could not be
avoided at the Pythian games, having been spun
out of his wheel-drawn chariot.
Let the story be established thus.

Before delving into the oracle itself, I would like to pause on the surrounding text, since we

see here what the stakes of this oracle actually are. Orestes follows his account of the oracle with

ST’ olv To1b6vde xpnouodv eionkovoapev (38). His use of 8Te here is telling?—the Paedagogus’

subsequent actions should be informed by this xpnouds. Does this plan actually follow from what

24 | depart from Lloyd-Jones and Wilson here and print év8ikous (found in all the manuscripts) rather than the
¢vdikou suggested by L. Lange. I do not find Lloyd-Jones and Wilson’s justification (“we are able to take xeipos

gvdikou with opayds”) to be sufficient justification for emending the text, though one can easily imagine how &v8ikou

opayds could be erroneous transcribed as évdikous opayds, through diplography. év8ikos readily modifies either
noun, but in the absence of a more compelling reason to emend, I prefer the reading of the manuscript here.
295 | translate aUTOV as “in person,” at the suggestion of Ruth Scodel, rather than “alone,” as Jebb and Kells both

suggest, citing OT'221 and OC 1650. As Scodel rightly noted (per /itt.), Orestes is saying these words in the presence of

his co-conspirators who will be present for his revenge, and it would make little sense for him to talk about how Apollo
told him to act alone while so clearly not being alone (and strange too for neither of them to comment on this, if we
should in fact understand “alone” here).
296 As Kells notes (ad foc.), likening this 8Te to Latin quandoquidem, this use is “not simply temporal...and gives a
subjective reason.”
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Apollo said, however? The actual oracle seems to consist of these lines only:

&okevov aUTOV AOTiSwV Te Kai oTpaTou In person, not furnished with shield-bearing men or an
BoAotot kKAéwan xelpds Evdikous opayds. army, I should stealthily bring about, through
deception, righteous slaughters done by my own hand.

The actual words of Apollo, as transmitted by Orestes, are in fact both vague and minimalist. The
course of action that Orestes pursues generally accords with these oracular instructions, but there
are many other courses of action that would also do so.

Unlike the oracular prophecies received by Heracles (in the 7rachiniae) and Jocasta and
Laius (in the O7), this oracle is not presented as a prophecy given in a vacuum.?” Rather, this is a
response to a question that Orestes asks: how he might take vengeance on his father’s killers. In
other contexts,*® we might expect such a short, vague oracle to be misunderstood in light of some
misfortune in the phrasing of the question or some circumstance that the listener failed to take into
account. In other literary contexts, a man may not fully understand the import of the question he is
asking, and through some unrealized imprecision of his language, he might not be able to
understand the god’s message. Here, however, we have none of that. We hear simply that Orestes
went there to learn how to take vengeance, rather than anything precise about what he asked the
oracle. We then have a very uncharacteristic oracle in which neither the question nor the answer
seems to matter very much. The question, as noted, is not deemed worthy of recounting in any
detail and is never revisited. The answer too does not seem to matter much, since Orestes will not
have any sort of revelatory moment when he realizes the true meaning of the oracle and suffers the
consequences of his misunderstanding (as in other plays I have examined). What, then, is the point
of this oracle at all?

The most obvious issue surrounding this oracle is whether Apollo validates the matricide,
an issue that has received a great deal of scholarly attention. Unlike the version presented in
Aeschylus, we do not have any clear answer to this question, since Apollo never appears on the
stage to explain his role. We are not even on very firm ground if we assume that Apollo tacitly

approves what transpires, since he does not interfere to stop Orestes, since divine retribution is a

297 This is, of course, another feature of literary oracles that seems to bear little or no resemblance to actual divinatory
practice. The sort of oracular consultation that Orestes describes is a much more realistic depiction of how an actual
Greek would ask for divine instructions. However, at least in Sophocles, the spontaneous pronouncement of oracles
(rather that in response to some question) seems to be a perfectly acceptable element of tragic prophecy.

298 As in the Trachiniae. See also Herodotus 1.53, 55, 91 (the oracles given to Croesus) and 5.92B-C. (oracles given to
Eetion and the Bacchiadae).
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dish often served both cold and late, especially in Sophocles.? The stakes of this question are in
fact quite high, and yet Sophocles does not provide a definitive answer, which only serves to
emphasize the risks of flawed communication, since it leaves the audience with questions that will
never receive an answer. Another closely related aspect of this oracle is the way that its presentation
sidesteps any question of the role of the questioner in an oracular pronouncement. As noted above,
this oracle is given in response to a question, which had been formulated by Orestes. While we do
not get the precise wording, we do hear the general form of the question and, as Sheppard has
noted,3° Orestes did not ask whether he should take vengeance, but how he should (6T TpdTTW).
The importance of Orestes’ question forms the basis of a great deal of debate about whether
Apollo sanctions this matricide, and the question is far from settled.3*

For my purposes here, the central issue is not whether Apollo endorses Orestes’ actions,
but the fact that this oracle raises these questions (even though there is no clear answer, as
evidenced by the scholarly ink still being spilled over this question). Sophocles formulates the
oracle and the surrounding plot in a way that allows for this question and does not provide an
answer. Instead, we see familial violence coated in a veneer of divine decree with no way of knowing
the legitimacy of that decree. What we undoubtedly see is a prophecy used for personal gain and,
given the status of this family and the implications for rule in Argos, the political is very much
personal for Orestes. Here, then, Sophocles introduces the motif, common from the historians and
comedians, of a politician coopting or exploiting oracles to advance his own agenda. While Orestes
might act, as so many politicians have, with full awareness of how he is manipulating Apollo’s
language, there is also the possibility that he reshapes these words subconsciously, as I suggested
might occur with the Messenger in the previous section. Orestes, motivated by a desire to avenge
his father, might well recount a slightly different version of Apollo’s words, but one which aligns

more closely with what he wanted Apollo to have said. On either reading, Orestes demonstrates a

299 Leaving aside the general motif of late learning, which permeates Greek tragedy as a whole, the Antigone provides
an example of divine silence indicating the gods’ disapproval of Creon’s actions, rather than their approval. It would be
illogical to think that Apollo’s silence can be taken as his approval or disapproval. As so often in Sophocles, the gods
remain inscrutable here.

300 Sheppard 1927a: 2-9 and 1927h: 163-165.

301 For a selection of scholars who follow Sheppard (1918, 1927a and b) in thinking that Apollo is responding

to aleading question and that we cannot see him as validating Orestes’ actions, see Perrotta 1963: 299-301; Iriis
Johansen 1964: 8-32; Kells 1973: 1-12; Markantonatos 1976: 147-150. For those who disagree and think that
Apollo’s oracle should be taken at face value, as an endorsement of matricide, see Steinweg 1924: 23-24; Turolla

1934: 143-160; Bowra 1944: 215-218; Letters 1953: 246-247; Maddalena 1959: 156-161; Linforth 1963: 91,
120-121; Woodard 1964: 163-205; Torrance 1965: 307-314; Woodard 1966: 215-227; Ronnet 1969: 233; Gellie

1972: 107; Stevens 1978: 111-120; Erbse 1978: 284-300; Hester 1981: 15-25.
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very plausible sort of behavior that combines a pious intention (evidenced by his visit to Delphi)
with a very human desire for vengeance and political power.

Taken as a whole, the play offers us an easier reading, which is the dominant reading, in
which Apollo does tell Orestes to kill Clytemnestra (as he does in the Aeschylean precedent) and in
which Orestes is correct to label himself a prophet (¢yc> oot pavTis eipi TGVS &kpos, 1499),
because he has accurately understood the words of the god. He is certainly casting himself as a
prophet, since he purports to speak (and act) on behalf of the god, but the ambiguity of Apollo’s
actual meaning undermines Orestes’ credibility as a prophet. We know that Orestes wants this to be
Apollo’s will, but how certain can we be that Orestes is correct? There remains, however, this
second, more unsettling interpretation, in which Apollo does not approve of Orestes’ actions, and
Orestes has instead reshaped and deployed Apollo’s words for his own personal gain, whether or
not he realizes he has done so.

Before I move onto the next play, however, I would like to note that the overall plot of this
play is mostly unconcerned with the question of how faithfully Orestes transmits Apollo’s words.
There is no moment of revelation when we learn that Orestes misused Apollo’s oracle to lend
credence to his own plot, and no one within the play raises any sort of objection about how Orestes
presents the oracle (a less generous reading might say “co-opts”) and uses it to support his own
plan. Within the world of the play itself, oracles simply are true, and, with no overt reprimand for
his impiety, we have no reason to suspect that Orestes has done anything wrong. Any awareness of
Apollo’s ambiguity (or suspicion that his words might be ambiguous) is limited to the audience
members, as is any sort of anxiety or cynicism about how powerful figures tend to manipulate
religion for their own personal agendas—these tropes, common elsewhere in literature, are absent
from this play in any explicit sense.

It is interesting to note that Sophocles cannot have included this oracle because the plot
demands it. After all, the plot is entirely unconcerned with the precise wording of the oracle. As we
have seen in the 7rachiniac and the Oedipus Tyrannus, however, Sophocles is concerned with the
details of language when he forms these oracles, and we ought to see this as another opportunity
for Sophocles to play with the elusive nature of language and the ways that humans are often
unable to interpret language without also shaping or manipulating it in some way. In the Electra, as
in all five of the plays I examine in this chapter, Sophocles fills in more gaps in the theories of

language that he has been developing. Though they are outside the scope of this analysis, in
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addition to this ambiguous oracle, we also see lies and a prophetic dream (described by
Clytemnestra as 8100¢dv dveipaov, 645). All of these are types of communication which require a
complex set of linguistic and pragmatic rules in order to analyze the speech. I will return to this
point in greater detail, but for now, my main concern is to show that Sophocles is highlighting
instances of speech that are difficult to analyze properly. Things like lies and ambiguity and subtle
misrepresentations resist simple classification. They are not precisely true or false, and they exist at

the heart of sophistic rhetorical techniques.

A Prophecy or a Curse? Tiresias’ Words in the Antigone

Moving to the Antigone, we are again faced with a prophecy transmitted not through an
oracle, but through a prophet—here, Tiresias. In this play, he starts out practicing inductive
divination, in the form of ornithomancy, before moving to inspired divination, when he predicts
that Creon will bury his child. As he bursts out in angry prophecy, however, his words are hard to
classify and they border on a curse rather than a prophecy. As was the case in the Oedipus
Tyrannus, Tiresias is a very human vessel whose knowledge is infallible, but whose communication
is colored by his own disposition and his emotional relationships with other mortals. When he
communicates, his motivations and his agenda are constantly relevant, since they shape how his
words are delivered and how they are received. Though we might be tempted to equate him with
Apollo, we should be careful to remember that Tiresias is not a mere conduit for Apollo, but in fact
exercises a great deal of discretion of his own.

In the Antigone, we have a very different situation. Rather than a prophecy that is only
recounted secondhand (or perhaps third-hand), the main instance of prophecy in this play is
delivered on stage by Tiresias himself. As with Calchas’ words in the Ajax, however, this prophecy
deserves closer scrutiny. Tiresias’ first words to Creon actually describe a failed attempt at augury,
rather than the sort of prophecy that Tiresias practices elsewhere, in which he simply “sees™ or
knows the future.3** Creon, however, does not draw a distinction between modes of prophecy and
refers to Tiresias with such terms as pavTtikfs (1034), TOV udvtiv (1053), TO HAVTIKOV [Y£vos]
1055, and p&vTis (1059). It is interesting to note the terms in which Tiresias describes this process:

TEXVNS ONUEla TS EUTs... eis yap maAaidv Bakov dpviBookdtov / (Cwov (998-1000). His focus

302 For example, in the Oedipus Tyrannus, Delphi is consulted when Thebes is in need of a diagnosis. Tiresias instead
possesses a knowledge of the past and future in the O7] and Sophocles does not depict him as requiring any natural
onueia, as he does here (Ant. 998).
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is on signs and on watching birds (themselves a type of onueiov).3°3 This scene establishes a subtle
distinction between modes of telling the future.3*¢ Though Greek prophetic terminology is not
always precise, a problem that plagues much of the study of ancient religion,3°> Sophocles does at
least seem to be drawing a distinction here between portent-interpretation, which Tiresias practices
at the start of this scene, and a different sort of prophecy, which he will practice only once Creon

goads him into an angry outburst:

&AM’ €U y¢ Tol k&TIoB pury ToAAoUs €T But know full well that you will not complete
1065 | Tpdxous auAAnTipas fAiou TeAov,30 many more race-circuits of the sun before you
gv olol TAV 0V aUTos €k OTTAAYXvwV Eva yourself will have given one from your own
VEKUV VEKPAOV apolBov avTidous Eokl, entrails, a corpse in exchange for corpses, in
avb’ GV Exels HEv TGV dvw PBaldov k&Tw exchange for the fact that you have thrown down
WYuxiv T &TIHS &V TAPE KATLKIOAS, below one of those from above, having
1070 | Exels 8¢ TV K&TwOeY £vBAS” av Becov disenfranchised and displaced a living soul into a
GUOIPOVY, AKTEPIOTOV, AVOCIOV VEKUV. tomb, while you simultaneously keep something
1064-1071 | that belongs to the gods below, a corpse that has
not received its due, without funeral rites and
without consecration.

This is generally understood®” to be Tiresias’ prophecy, and on an initial reading, it certainly seems
prophetic. By the end of the play, Tiresias’ words will be fulfilled. However, if we understand

prophecy to be the process by which a mortal looks into a future that it at least somewhat

303 Tiresias does refer to himself with 8eoTiCewv at line 1054, though to be more precise, he uses 8eoTiCev Weudi] to
describe how Creon has been characterizing Tiresias. Line 1054 provides a clever etymological play on Tiresias’ part,
in fact. In response to Creon saying that he does not wish to “speak badly about the seer” (o BoUAouai TOV pdvtiv
AVTEITTETY KaKEDS), Tiresias responds with “you are in fact speaking badly (sc. about me) by saying that I am
prophesying false things” (kai unv Aéyeis, weudri pe Beomilev Aéywv). Oeomilew, a denominative formed from
B¢oms, is thought to come from *8é0-oT-15, a combination of *8eo- 'god' and -oTr- from the verb *oTeiv (Eme)
(Beckes, Frisk, Chantraine s.v. Beotréoios). @eomile, etymologically, means something akin to “speak divinely uttered
things.” If we understand the &vT- of &vteimeiv more literally, &dvTermelv means something more like “to speak
contradictorily.” Tiresias’ response can then be better understood as “you doin fact speak contradictorily when you
say that I'm saying false things when I say divinely-uttered things,” since (to Tiresias, at least) false things simply cannot
be the same as divinely-uttered things.

304 ] do not in any way mean to suggest that this is the only (or even the primary) purpose of this initial description of
Tiresias’ attempts at augury. This scene carries a great deal of weight in the play as a whole, since it establishes that the
gods condemn Creon’s actions (a fact that the audience would have likely already gleaned from other facets of the play
thus far) and it reveals Creon to be the sort of person who would argue with a prophet and accuse him of corruption. I
am reading this scene, and this play as a whole, in a very selective way that only focuses on specific aspects of prophecy
and the gods.

305 For an overview of these problems, though in a Roman context, see Schultz 2016.

396 | agree with Griffith (ad loc.) that Winckelmann’s emendation fjAiov TeAeiv is unnecessary, though it is a clever
conjecture that provides a more straightforward reading and removes some superficial difficulties with the meaning of
the next few lines. As I have printed them here, lines 1064-5 suggest that Creon himself will not survive much longer.
However, the parallel Griffith provides (OC 618-20, ad 1066-7) is convincing and I am forced to conclude that this
passage does not require emendation. Either reading forces us to understand év oot as “before” rather than a simple
“during.”

307 See, for instance, Bushnell 1988 (esp. 561T.) for a reading that considers this passage a prophecy. See also Kirkwood
1994, Knox 1983, and Whitman 1951 for seminal readings which equate Tiresias’ words here with the will of the gods.
This is far and away the dominant interpretation of Tiresias” words here.
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predetermined and describes it to other mortals, this prophecy is more problematic than it seems at

first, as we will see. Tiresias ends his speech with these words:

TolaUTd ool, AuTrels Ydp, cdoTe TOoESTNS Such arrows at your heart—for you grieve me—
1085 agijka Bupdd kapdias ToEevuata I have loosed, like an archer, in anger. Sure
RéPaia, Tcav oU B&ATTOS ovx UTtekdpap. arrows, whose heat you will not outrun.
1084-6

The critical passage I would like to focus on is the one beginning with AuTels y&p (1084). The rest
of Tiresias’ words are equally true, regardless of anything Creon has said to him. Creon has already
cast a living person under the earth and kept a corpse above ground. If the Erinyes are upset about
Creon’s actions, as it seems that they should be,3*® Tiresias’ words should have no bearing on them.
Creon’s actions alone are an affront to the natural order of things. Until his final lines, Tiresias
seems to have delivered an entirely standard sort of prophecy in which he simply alerts Creon to
what will happen in the future.

When Tiresias adds AuTrels y&p, at line 1084, he complicates a more simplistic view of his
prophecy. The easier interpretation here is that Tiresias has only to/d Creon about the future
because Creon has offended Tiresias. The outcome will be the same regardless, but Creon must
now deal with the knowledge of this fate. Given how quickly this prophecy will be fulfilled,
however, one might wonder how much revenge Tiresias is getting by simply adding a very brief

period of anticipation and dread to Creon’s terrible fate.3*9 This requires us to assume that Tiresias

308 The authority and concerns of the Erinyes are not well-defined (what follows uses Rose, Dietrich, and Peatfield 2012
as a starting point). Throughout Greek literature (ZZ 9. 571; cf. 7. 9. 454, 11. 280, 21. 412; Od. 2. 135; Hes. Theog.
472; Aesch. Sept. 70; Eum. 417), they concern themselves with crimes against family members (primarily against a
parent), though the details vary. They are occasionally seen as the personification of a parent’s curse, though at other
times they seem to pursue blood-guilt with or without an explicit curse from the wronged family member. Elsewhere
(ZI. 15. 204), they are concerned with familial rights and order, and on occasion they seem to protect people who are
entitled to protection, even if they are not family members (Odysseus in beggar form, at Od. 15. 204), and they punish
oath-breakers (/. 19. 259; cf. 3. 279). Strangest of all, they remove the voice from the horse Xanthus at 7. 19. 409,
after Hera has granted him the power to speak. Heraclitus’ claim that the Erinyes make sure that the sun stays in its
proper course ("HA1o5 yap oux UmepPBricetat pétpa- ei 8¢ urj, Epwies mv Aikng émikoupor é€euprjoovov, DK 22 B
94) may provide the best clue toward an overarching sense of what the Erinyes concern themselves with, since (if we
assume that Heraclitus is only modifying the traditional role of the Erinyes rather than departing entirely from any
previous idea of what the Erinyes do) the proper course of the sun suggests a much broader purview than simply
intrafamilial violence. We might then think of the Erinyes as protecting the way that things ought to be—a sort of
cosmic order. From this perspective, the Erinyes ought certainly to be upset with Creon’s behavior, since he has
committed an abomination by inverting the natural way of things and keeping the dead above ground while burying a
living being. This seems to be precisely the sort of behavior that Erinyes punish.

399 One might here remember Tiresias’ words to Oedipus (“I will not everreveal my woes, so as not to call them
yours,” OT328-9). The sentiment seems similar on the surface (woes are only properly said to belong to someone
when that person is aware of them), but there is a very different set of circumstances behind these two scenarios. In the
O7T, ignorance could have been bliss for Oedipus, in theory, if he never found out that the man he killed was his father
and the woman he married was his mother. In this play, however, this is not a similarly available option. I find it hard to
imagine a version of events in which Haemon dies but Creon simply does not hear about it ever, and thereby avoids
realizing his misfortune. In fact, if we read this scene, in the Antigone, against the scene in the Oedipus Tyrannus, we
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was withholding information that he had from the start—he presumably knows that Haemon will
die in the course of events set in motion by Creon’s impiety, but he simply chooses not to share this
knowledge until he is provoked. A darker alternative is that Creon might well have averted
Haemon’s death, but Tiresias waits to tell him about this until it is too late. Tiresias’ delay in telling
Creon anything about his son’s death is then twofold—Tiresias waits until Haemon cannot be
saved, but then rather than stay silent, he ensures that Creon recognizes that this outcome could
have been avoided if not for his impiety. The implicit message here is “I knew all along that if you
were impious, you would lose your son, and I could have warned you in advance, but / chose not
to.” If correct, this reading produces a chillingly cold Tiresias.

There is, however, another reading that can account for Tiresias” words here, and for the
difference between his first and second speeches, though it is a more unexpected reading. Rather
than a prophecy, what if Tiresias is instead uttering a curse? On this reading, Tiresias reacts angrily
when his integrity and accuracy as a prophet are challenged, and he pronounces something far
worse than what he initially shared—mnot because this was always going to happen, but instead
because Creon has grieved Tiresias (A\uTtels yap).

At this point, I should acknowledge the evidence against this reading. Leaving aside that
this is a very strange way for a prophet to act, and an unprecedented one, Tiresias’ own words
argue against this interpretation, at least in part. Before this outburst, he warns Creon “You will
provoke me to reveal things unmoved from [lit. through] my mind” (époets pe TakivnTa dix
PPEVAVS® ppaoal, 1060). I am here diverting from the suggestion in LS] for this particular line,
which renders TakivnTa as “not to be stirred, inviolate... hence, that must be kept secret,”3!* a
meaning that has been adopted to some degree by many prominent translators, since I do not think
that this sense of necessity is present in other uses of the word, and we unduly bias our reading if we

assume there is some sort of obligation expressed here (should or must be kept secret) rather than a

see two subtle variations on a similar exchange. Though we do not know which play was written and performed first,
that does not mean that we cannot read these two scenes in tandem. Both scenes are conversations with Tiresias and an
interlocutor and both scenes become increasingly emotionally charged over the course of the scene. Whereas Oedipus
is the one whose emotional reaction drives the scene in the O7; and it is only through his increasing anger and agitation
that any prophetic revelation emerges, here it is Tiresias who reacts in anger (Bupé, 1085).

310 Lloyd-Jones and Wilson consider 8i1& gppevédv to be suspect, though they do not offer anything else in its stead.
Without a plausible and preferable reading, we are obligated to make sense of this line, despite the difficulties it
presents.

st akivntos A2, LS] base this meaning on this passage and OC 624, and while I think that this meaning it
appropriate in the OC;, it would be a mistake to rely on that parallel alone to judge the meaning in this context when
“unmoved” is perfectly sufficient and does not close off interpretive possibilities the way that “that must be kept secret”
does.
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more neutral reading of “not (yet) revealed.”3> This does suggest that lines 1064-1090 are some
sort of secret knowledge that Tiresias has been holding within his mind—in other words, Tiresias
fairly explicitly suggests that he is providing a prophecy and not a curse.

At the same time, Tiresias does not frame his words as a prophecy. Griffith (ad 1064-90)
writes that “[a]lthough [Tiresias] is angry, his voice is that of the representative of divine order and
retribution (1068-76) rather than of personal retaliation (contrast the shriller tone of O7'408-62),”
but I am not so convinced. Griffith is right to note the rhetorical and metrical precision of this
passage, but the content of Tiresias’ words does in fact suggest a personal element (even if this
passage does not match O7408-62 in shrillness). In addition to his use of AuTrels y&p at 1084,
there are other moments where a personal, vengeful anger shows through in Tiresias’ words. For
instance, at lines 1077-8, Tiresias inserts a reference back to the accusations of corruption Creon

made previously:

1077 | kai TaUT &Bpnoov &l kaTnpyupwuivos Examine whether I say things because I have been
Aéycw bribed
1077-8

He continues this bribery motif in the next line, with language that evokes rubbing a coin to reveal
if it is real (pavet, TPPM). It is hard to read these lines without understanding some personal
animus beneath the words. After all, Tiresias explicitly invokes the words of Creon that provoked
him to this outburst in the first place, and his arrow imagery in lines 1084-6 recalls Creon’s words
at 10334 (& mpéoPu, TAvTes cOoTe ToESTAL OKOTOU / TOEEVET AVSPOS TOUSE).

More significantly, as Tiresias turns to walk back into the house, he addresses his guide with

these words:

1087 & Tal, ou & Muds &maye mpos Sépous, va Boy, lead me away, to the house, so
TOV Bupov oUTOoS €5 VEWTEPOUS APT], that this man may exercise his anger
Kal YV&d TPEPEW TNV YADOOAV NOUXAITEPAY against younger men, and learn to
1090 TOV voiv T &pEived TEV PPevidv V33 ViV PEPEL develop a gentler tongue and a better
1087-90 | intellect than the mind he currently
has.

While this is ostensibly directed at Tiresias’ guide, the real target here is Creon, who can

312 For other translations of this, see Jebb’s “You will stir me to utter the dire secret in my soul”; Lloyd-Jones’ “You will
provoke me into telling you things that should not be dug up!”

313 ] use Brunck’s emendation here, though I do not find the 1} found in the manuscripts (and printed by Jebb) to be
unlikely or “syntactically impossible” (see Griffith on this passage for a reading that accommodates 1}, though he is
quite right to prefer the emended text). v (for &s, by attraction) does avoid the awkward TOv vouv TV ppevédv
however, and gives a better sense than the manuscript.
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presumably overhear these words.3" Tiresias’ choice to address his servant rather than Creon,
while knowing full well that Creon can hear him, must be a choice calculated to insult. Following
directly on the heels of comments made to Creon (oU ...oux Utrekdpapel), this shift into referring
to Creon in the third person (oUTos...&f) is both abrupt and pointed. This allows Tiresias to
avoid more direct aggression toward Creon, which makes it harder for Creon to respond directly.
In a more modern context, we might say that Tiresias is being passive-aggressive. Because he has
not been slighted or even really addressed, Creon risks looking petty in a very public setting if he
responds to this comment, which was made to the afts. The issue here is not what Tiresias says as
he leaves the stage but instead Aow he says it.

I raise the question of personal animus here, not because it solves anything about this scene,
but because it further complicates any reading of this “prophecy” and exactly what power and
weight this speech has. There simply is not an entirely satisfying reading that takes all of Tiresias’
words and the context in which he says them into account. Though I cannot entirely reconcile
these readings, I also do not think that they need reconciling. I would like to end this section with
the preliminary conclusion that part of Sophocles’ aim here is to complicate the idea of prophecy.
The gods are famously silent for much of this play (though they are not entirely uninvolved—the
concealing dust storm certainly seems to be their doing, though Creon expresses skepticism), and
mortals are left to try to understand their will without much guidance. By the time the gods
unambiguously communicate, through Tiresias, the wheels are already in motion and tragedy and
death are unavoidable. The two avenues of divine communication in this play (birds and Tiresias)
are imperfect, and the results of failed communication are devastating.

As in the Ajax, I do not mean to suggest that an alternative reading of Tiresias is necessarily

314 Dynel 2011 attempts to synthesize several disparate works by Goffman (Goffman 1959, 1963, 1964, 1967, 1974,
1981) into one coherent theory, since his works on participation span a number of topics and at times seem to suggest
slightly different classifications, and I rely here on her work as well as several of Goffman’s own. Goffman approaches
interactions with an eye to “footing,” which he considers “participant’s alignment, or set, or stance, or projected self”
(Goffman 1979: 5). Among the participants in a conversation, Goffman usefully separates them into ratified hearers
and unratified hearers. The latter category includes overhearers and eavesdroppers, who are numbered among the
bystanders, though bystanders in general are expected (by the demands of etiquette) not to overhear conversations in
which they are not a ratified hearer, and “maximally encourage the fiction that they aren’t present” (Goffman 1979: 9).
It is against this conception of participation that Goffman describes the situation in which a speaker may intendto be
overheard, thereby potentially turning an unratified hearer into a ratified hearer (see Dynel 2010 on this point, though
this change of status is not agreed upon by everyone) As an example, Dynel describes a situation in which a woman in
line at a store complains loudly to her partner about the incompetence of the woman working at the checkout (Dynel
2011). Dynel’s example maps neatly onto what I suggest is happening in this exchange between Tiresias and his guide,
but which is really intended for Creon’s ears.
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right, or better, than the standard interpretation. My interest is instead in how this play allows for
alternate possibilities and presents unanswered questions. Tiresias seems to be drawing distinctions
between modes of prophecy, as he avoids all the prophetic words that Creon uses (L&vT-
language) and instead highlights his role as a reader of signs and a practitioner of an older mode of
divination. It is only later, once provoked, that he engages in what seems to be a more traditional
sort of tragic prophecy, but even then, there are aspects of his language that do not fit neatly into a
standard, prophetic model. There is no plot-driven reason that Tiresias needs to share his
prophetic knowledge about Haemon’s death, and it seems clear that Creon would suffer the loss of
his son regardless. Tiresias has already revealed that the gods disprove of Creon’s action. His
inspired prophecy serves no narrative purpose other than to cast the tragic outcome in a more
fatalistic light, but what it does do is blur the distinction between a prophecy and a curse, and
perhaps also add an additional psychological aspect to Creon’s grief. These points direct our
attention toward the inherently subjective position that the prophet is in and the ways that even
factually accurate communication is still fundamentally shaped by non-syntactic features like
context and the motivations and animus of the speaker.

In the end, of course, none of this really matters to the plot. The implications of precisely
how Tiresias delivers his words are not a subject of scrutiny within the play, and no one revisits his
speeches to reinterpret what he said. As with the Ajax, there are ambiguities here, but they remain
unexplored. Why include them, then? Though my subsequent case studies in this chapter will help
answer this question more fully, we can see from these first two examples that Sophocles has a
persistent interest in prophecy, ambiguity, and language, and that this interest permeates plays that
are not primarily concerned with misunderstood prophecy. Even so, prophetic language in these
plays is carefully crafted and presented in ways that examine questions of meaning and how it
arises. Even non-oracular speech still presents an opportunity for Sophocles to explore issues of
language, and the gravity and the foreignness of prophetic language makes these prophecies a

particularly apt place to look at how language and context interact to generate meaning.

Odysseus the Sophist: Rhetoric and a Prophecy in the Philoctetes

The Philoctetes presents a different sort of prophecy from what we have seen so far, in that
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it deals with a magical item.3'5 Further, Helenus’ prophecy seems to be less of a statement of how
things wil/be and more a set of instructions for how to obtain a desired outcome (as in the Electra).
Helenus seems to have prophesied that Troy will not fall without the bow of Philoctetes, or
something to that general effect. I use seems here because, as I will explore in this section, our
account of this prophecy is filtered through the most unreliable conduit—Odysseus—and
Odysseus’ account of the prophecy shifts to suit the situation. While none of this should come as a
surprise to anyone who is familiar with Odysseus’ famously ToAUTpoTos nature, his behavior and
his keen control and manipulation of language has a great deal to offer this examination of
prophetic language. Given the intellectual climate in which Sophocles is writing, Odysseus clearly
evokes sophistic rhetorical teachings (or at least the claims that were made about sophists by those
who opposed their teachings).3'® He makes the weaker argument the stronger, advances a sort of
moral relativism, and provides a very persuasive argument, though he is certainly unconcerned with
the truth of his words. Here, we have a mortal agent consciously manipulating language so as to use
ambiguity to his advantage. In pragmatic terms, this is a noncooperative conversation, and
Odpysseus serves as a useful contrast to ambiguous oracular language. Odysseus disregards
pragmatic convention for the purpose of misleading Neoptolemus, whereas (as I have argued) the
gods’ purposes are inscrutable.

As I noted with the Electra, the instances of prophecy in the Philoctetes highlight some of
the more complex aspects of language. Odysseus provides more information about the prophecy
given by Helenus over the course of the play. Though scholars have noted Sophocles’ tendency
toward the late addition of new prophetic information,3 I do not think that we can simply dismiss
this evolving prophecy as a Sophoclean literary habit. Further, unlike Zeus’ shifting and evolving
oracle in the 7rachiniae, Helenus’ words here do not demonstrate the seemingly supernatural
characteristic of being entirely distinct yet entirely true in all their incarnations. Instead, we see
Odysseus carefully choosing his words and including and excluding different details as they advance

his overall purpose of persuading Neoptolemus. We have here a distillation of sophism and a sort of

315 On magic and magical items, Tambiah’s scholarship has been very useful for conceptualizing how ritual and magical
items function from an anthropological perspective. In particular, see Tambiah 1979 and 1990.

316 For a treatment of the political aspects of this play and Euripides’ version, see Scodel 2009, who concludes that this
play offers a reflection on the possibilities of leading an ethical public life (something connected to politics, but not in
the explicit way that Euripides’ version seems to have been).

317 See Segal 2000: 156 on this (he notes also that both Kranz 1921 and Schwinge 1962 comment on this). See also
Lloyd-Jones 1972 (on Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1917), Kraus 1991, and Davies 1991.
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sophistic bogeyman; Odysseus’ character here provides Sophocles an important opportunity to
explore sophistic rhetoric. Sophocles’ engagement with sophistic theories has been noted before,3'®
and it should come as no surprise that Sophocles is engaging with a wider range of sophistic
arguments here. This play is Sophocles’ most explicit engagement with sophistic theories of
language, but, as I have argued, Sophocles is in fact concerned with these theories throughout his
plays.

Though Odysseus’ rhetoric within this play deserves its own thorough examination, I will
be limiting my focus here to the times when he describes the prophecy of Helenus. As with so many
of Sophocles’ other plays, issues and anxieties about language crystallize nicely around divine
speech, since divine speech is presumed to be infallible (if properly understood), and so issues of
meaning, interpretation, and comprehension take on greater weight. There are three major

versions of the prophecy that Odysseus relates, the first of which comes very near the start of the

play:

66 el 8’ gpydoel But if you do not do these things, you will heap
uf TadTa, AUty Taow Apyeiols BaAels. grief upon all the Argives. For if the bow of this
el y&p T& ToU8e TOGa un AngbriceTan, man is not taken, it will not be possible for you to
ouk EoTi mépoat ool 1O Aapdavou médov. sack the Dardanian plain.

66-69

This prophecy is invoked to support Odysseus’ initial instructions: “You need to trick his
life away by uttering contrivances” (Triv iAok TriTou oe Sel / Wuxmv &maws SdAoiotv ekkAéyels
Aéy v, 54-5),3" which may well be the “something new, which you have not heard before now”
(T1 kawdv, GOV Tpiv ok aknkoas, 52) that Odysseus warned Neoptolemus that he might hear.
These instructions are, of course, a thoroughly Odyssean plan, but we can see immediately why
Odysseus felt the need to provide this preface, with reminders about how Neoptolemus is only
there to serve Odysseus (cos UTnpéTns mépel, 53). Despite Odysseus’ description (yevvaiov, 51),
this is not a particularly yevvaios act for Neoptolemus to undertake, in a literal sense. Odysseus is

presumably appealing to Neoptolemus’ sense of duty and honor, as yevvaios often evokes, but it

318 Rose 1976 is a seminal work on this front, and he revisits many of his arguments in greater detail in Rose 1992.
Odysseus’ rhetoric in particular invites comparison with sophistic teachings (cf. Blundell 1987, Worman 1999 and
2002). For a specifically political look at the rhetoric in this play, see Scodel 2009.

319 This line contains something of a pun, since Bids is the word both for a bow and for life. By “tricking away his life,”
Odysseus alludes both to the bow and to his life and livelihood. This is made far more explicit at line 931
(&meoTépnkas TOV Biov Té TEE™ £AcdOV), but we have a much subtler version of the joke here. See Schein ad 931 for
more on this, and Heraclitus fr. 48 for what seems to be a joke (or a bon mot) on the same point: T oUv TéEwl
Svoua Bios, Epyov 8¢ BavaTos. This line also allows Neoptolemus to understand wuxrv metaphorically (as in his
livelihood) and overlook the fact that stealing Philoctetes’ bow while leaving his stranded on Lemnos will absolutely kill
him.
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more directly suggests “true to one's birth or descent.”3° If we recall Achilles’ famous rebuke of
Odysseus at 17. 9.312-3 (exBpds y&p pol kelvos Oudds Atdao TUAnowv / &s X' ETepov ptv kevdn
gvi ppeoiv, &AAo 8¢ eitm), we are reminded of exactly how distasteful deception is likely to be to
Neoptolemus.

It is in this context that Odysseus first mentions the prophecy, to help persuade
Neoptolemus to undertake this deceptive strategy. The terms seem straightforward enough: if the
bow is not captured (el yap T& ToU8e T6Ea ur) Angdricetat), Neoptolemus will not be able to
capture Troy (oUk €éoTt mépoat oot TO Aapdavou médov). On a strict, logical reading, this does
not imply that the bow is the only thing that needs to be captured. The bow’s capture could be a
necessary (but not necessarily sufficient) prerequisite for Troy’s capture.

At this point, it is worth returning to Chapter 1 and the prophecies in the 7rachinzae.
Those prophecies, I argued, are not malicious, but simply operate in a linguistic realm that is not
strictly governed by pragmatic rules. When Zeus phrases an oracle in terms of a disjunctive, he
implicates (from the human perspective) that it is an exclusive or and one of two outcomes will
happen, but (critically) not both. Zeus is not necessarily malicious, then, but simply communicating
in a language devoid of many of these pragmatic principles, and his uses of orare just as likely to be
inclusive or exclusive, since the tools mortals use to distinguish between those are all contextual,
pragmatic cues. With Odysseus, we have a similar situation, except Odysseus is not a god. When he
uses misleading syntax, he is aware of what he is doing and how his words will be perceived. We
must see his word choice here as a careful avoidance of liability. He is not technically lying, though
his words will have the effect of a lie.

When Neoptolemus invokes his honest heritage at 88-91, it is clear that Odysseus needs to
persuade him more, since Neoptolemus makes the very reasonable suggestion that he would prefer

a more honorable option, and he is willing to take the bow by force instead of deception.

88 Epuv Yap oUdEv £k TEXVNS TIPACOELY KAKTS, For I am naturally inclined not to accomplish
oUT auTds oUb’, cds pactv, oukpUoas EUE. anything by wicked contrivance, I am inclined that
90 &AM’ i)’ EToTuos TTpds Riav Tov &vdp’ &yew way and, from what they say, so was the one who
kai pr) SéAoiow sired me. But I am ready to take the man by force,
88-91 | and not by treachery.

This, it would seem, meets the only criterion of the prophecy that Odysseus has mentioned, since
the bow will be captured. In fact, this seems to be a much better interpretation of AngdrjceTtat,

since Neoptolemus proposes taking the bow by force. Odysseus’ scheme, it would seem, would

320 LS] s.v. yevvaios
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result in the bow being given (8oBrjoeTan), albeit under false pretenses. Further, Odysseus has
already referred to the bow as invincible (Téov avikiitwv dAcov, 78), strongly suggesting that the
bow itself is the critical element of this prophecy. Neoptolemus’ proposed solution seems as if it
should be a viable one.

Here, Odysseus slowly shifts the terms of his plan. Instead of simply deceiving Philoctetes in
order to take the bow, now Neoptolemus is told to take Philoctetes himself (Aéyco 6” ¢y co 8Aw
®idoktriTnY AaBeiv, 101). Neoptolemus does not immediately question this shift, as he instead
asks why it is better to take him by a trick (¢v 86A¢p) than to persuade Philoctetes and take him that
way (meioavT’ &yew), willingly. As the conversation progresses though, Neoptolemus returns to

this shift in the prophecy’s terms:

NeotmtdAepos Neoptolemus
112 képdos & ol Ti TolTov és Tpolav poAeiy; But what does it profit me that this man comes to
Troy?

Odysseus replies with what Schein calls the “oracular present,” which “authoritatively regards a

future event as present. 3!

‘O8uocoels Odysseus
113 aipel T& 1é6Ea Tauta v Tpoiav pdva. This bow alone takes Troy

The ensuing exchange seems somewhat disjointed, when read on the surface, though the eventual

outcome of the conversation is clear:

NeomtdAepos Neoptolemus
114 oUK &p’ 6 TéPocov, cas EPAOKET , el £y cd; But then am I not the one who—like you said—
‘Oducoeus will capture Troy?
115 oUT &v oU kelveov xcopls oUT’ ékelva 0oU. Odysseus
NeomrtdAepos Neither could you without it, or it without you
116 BnpaTé olv yiyvort’ &, eirep OB Exel. Neoptolemus
Then it would be worthy of pursuit, if that is
indeed the case.

This exchange is best explored in terms of the implications in each line, as the flow of the

conversation is not entirely clear, and the role of Philoctetes at this point is convoluted and

obfuscated:
Neoptolemus Neoptolemus
But what does it profit me that this man comes | Whoa, wait a second, why do I care if
to Troy? Philoctetes comes to Troy? Don’t I only need
Odysseus the bow?
This bow alone takes Troy Odysseus
Neoptolemus This bow taketh Troy, I say unto you.
But then am I not the one who—like you Neoptolemus
said—will capture Troy?

31 Schein ad 113, citing Smyth §1882
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Odysseus Right, so if I have the bow, I take Troy, yeah?
Neither could you without it, or it without you | That’s what you said earlier...

Neoptolemus Odysseus
Then it would be worthy of pursuit, if that is You cannot capture it without the bow, nor
indeed the case. the bow without you.

Neoptolemus

So I definitely need to get that bow then.
By line 120, we can see that Neoptolemus is eager to follow Odysseus’ instructions, as he

exclaims “Well then! I will do it, getting rid of all shame! (iTco* Tonow, T&oaV aioxuvnv ageis).
His questions about his own role in the prophecy are not entirely answered though. Will Philoctetes
need to come with the bow? Odysseus very likely realizes at this point that Neoptolemus likes the
idea that this is his heroic moment, and that he alone will receive 8Uo Scopripata (117). If
Philoctetes is to bring the bow to Troy, then Philoctetes will share in this glory. Odysseus, we see,
sidesteps this issue for the time being, and continues to speak in cryptic, oracular-type language
(aipel T&x TéEa Tabta v Tpoiav péva, 113; oUT’ &v oU keiveov xwpis oUT ékelva coU, 115).
Again, nothing he says is a lie, but he is also not conveying the full prophecy at this point. He turns
the conversation away from Philoctetes and back to Neoptolemus’ own role in this heroic quest,
effectively distracting Neoptolemus from any question of Philoctetes without actually answering
Neoptolemus’ question at line 112.

The next time that this prophecy appears, it is embedded under several layers of deception
and presents deep interpretive challenges. The false merchant includes this account in the midst of
a complex, metatheatrical scene. Throughout this scene, he weaves truth, known mythological
accounts, and clear fabrications together in a way that makes it impossible to separate the different
elements. While we cannot get to an underlying “truth” through all the artful rhetoric and the
deceptive and manipulative content of this speech, we should certainly understand him as a
mouthpiece of Odysseus. Many of the lines that the false merchant delivers are aimed at both
Philoctetes and Neoptolemus, though the two men are meant to take very different meanings from
the same words. With this in mind, the account of the prophecy is particularly hard to interpret. It
seems that Neoptolemus is not aware of the full prophecy before this point, and that he knows only

what Odysseus has told him. This account will be “news” to both Philoctetes and Neoptolemus:

603 | £y oe TOUT, {ows yap ouk aknkoas, I will explain everything to you thoroughly, since
Tav exdI8&Ew. u&vTIs v Tis eUyevrs, perhaps you have not heard. There was a certain

605 | TIpi&uou pév uids, dvopa 8 covoudleto noble seer, a son of Priam, named Helenus...
“EAevos... He prophesied everything else to them [the

610 | 6581 T& T &AN avuToiol T&vT é0éoTioey Achaeans], and told them that they would never
kal Tami Tpola mépyap’ cos ol ur ToTe sack the towers of Troy unless, after they persuaded
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Tépoolev, el ur Tovde meloavTes Adyw this man with their speech, they led him from this
&yowTo vroou TAod €@’ s vaiel T& viv. island where he is living now.

603-6, 610-13
Philoctetes, unaware that the merchant is in fact an agent of Odysseus, has no reason not to take

this account at face value. Neoptolemus, however, might well question its veracity, since he is aware
that both he and the false merchant are playing parts within a broader deceptive stratagem. Much
of the rest of what the false merchant has said have been lies up to this point,3** and there is no
reason to trust that this account is not another manipulative tactic originating from Odysseus.
Nonetheless, Neoptolemus does not suspect that this might be a lie, or at least he does not let on if
he does.

At this point, we have seen a version in which the bow alone is sufficient to take Troy, a
version which hints at Philoctetes’ presence being necessary, and a version which explicitly states
that the Greeks need to persuade (Teicavtes Adyw) Philoctetes to come to Troy with them,33
with no actual mention of the bow. Persuasion, it should be noted, is precisely what Odysseus told
Neoptolemus would never work—hence, the necessity of deception. Schein (ad 603-21) notes that
“Helenos’ (reported) words...re-energize the intrigue and challenge an audience or reader to
consider (1) whether Od.’s deception, motivated up to this point wholly in human terms, may have
divine backing.” He is quite right, but this passage also invites the opposite response, because there
are so many levels of deception and the audience is left in as much confusion as Neoptolemus. At
this point, we do not know how truthful Odysseus has been and how much of this prophecy is
simply Odysseus presenting his own agenda as a divinely ordained one.3*

Before dissecting this any further, it will be helpful to see what happens to this prophecy in
the rest of the play. To begin, I will look at the future versions that come from Odysseus himself.

The first time that Odysseus modifies this prophecy at all is at lines 981-3:

981 ToUTO UV, He will never do that, not even if he wants to.
oU8’ fjv BéAn, Spdoel ToT * &AA& kai o Bel In addition, you must come with it, or they will
oTeixew &u’ auTols, 1) Bia oteAlolol ce. send you with violence.

322 As Schein (ad 542-627) has noted, many of these mythological aspects do not seem to be the traditional accounts of
the Greek heroes. From our perspective, at least, a great many of the mythological accounts sound like lies, though
there is the possibility that these are mythological variants that are otherwise lost to us. We can confidently say that
these are less popular versions of these myths and that the audience would be skeptical, at the very least, about the
accuracy of these accounts.

33 Persuasion is, of course, a vague term and could perhaps be understood euphemistically. I am here thinking of the
sort of dialogue given to mafiasi in movies, as in “an offer he can’t refuse,” in which the recipient of that offer is
“persuaded” by the threat of violence lurking directly behind those words.

34 For more on the complexities of this scene and the difficulties it presents to the audience, see (following Schein)
Osterud 1973, Greengard 1987, Easterling 1997b, Falkner 1998, Payne 2000, Budelmann 2000.
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Here, Odysseus insists that Neoptolemus will not return the bow to Philoctetes, but that it is also
critical that Philoctetes accompany the bow. Despite whatever Odysseus may have said earlier—a
point to which I will return shortly—his actions suggest that both Philoctetes and the bow are
necessary to take Troy. Otherwise, there is no reason Odysseus would need to worry about taking
Philoctetes, a man who personally hates him, who smells terribly, and who is prone to loud and
painful bouts as a result of his infection.

However, at lines 1054f1., we have a different account that would seem to contradict this:

&eeTe yap auTév, undt pooyavonT’ £TL. Release him, and do not take hold of him any
1055 EATE HiMVEIY. 0UdE ool TTpooxpPTiCouEy, longer. Let him stay. We have no need of you,

TA Y 8T\’ ExovTes TauT " £mel TépeoTL Pty since we have this bow. For Teucer is here with us,

Telkpos Tap’ MUV, THVS moThuny £xcov, and he has this skill, as am I, who think that I

£y o 0, 85 ofpal ool K&kiov oUdtv &v would ply it in no way worse than you and direct it

TOUTWV KpaTUvwy TS emBUve xepi. [sc. in no way worse than you] with my hand.
1060 T{ 3fiTa ool Bel; xaipe TN Afjuvov TaTd. What need have we of you? Enjoy walking around

Nuels & {eopev. kal Téx &v TO odv yépas Lemnos!

TIUNV EUOl VEIHELEY, TV OF XPTV EXELV. But let us get going, and perhaps your prize will

1054-1062 | afford honor to me—the honor which you ought
to have.

Taken at face value, this would seem to suggest that Philoctetes’ physical presence is not required,
and that any skilled archer could wield Heracles’ bow. This whole passage smacks of a bluff,
however, as Odysseus makes a loud and insulting show of how little Philoctetes actually matters and
what Philoctetes’ future looks like, if he refuses to leave Lemnos with them. The last two lines of
this speech emphasize this, as Odysseus suggests that perhaps he will receive Philoctetes’ yépas,
rubbing salt in his proverbial wound. Though this bluff feels somewhat transparent, especially after
Odysseus’ previous statement, Philoctetes clearly does not feel that way, and the thought of
Odysseus proudly displaying Philoctetes’ cherished bow is clearly too much for him to endure,

since he bursts out dramatically:

1063 ofuor Ti pdow BUopopos; oU Tols Euois Alas! What am I—wretch—to do? Are you to

dmAolol koounbeis v Apyeiols pavi; appear among the Argives, decked out with my
1063-4 | weapons?

If we understand this exchange to be little more than an effective bluff, then we are left with the

conclusion that Philoctetes must accompany his bow to Troy. This is reatfirmed by Odysseus’ later

claim that he will forcibly carry Philoctetes (who is now without his bow) to Troy:

1296 od@ (0B kal TéAas Y’ pds, Know it well! And you see me nearby, me who will
&5 0’ &5 T& Tpolas medi’ dmooTeAd Pia, send you into the Trojan plain by force, whether
¢qv T AxiAAécos Trals &y Te ur) BéAT. the child of Achilles wants me to or not.

1296-8

Odysseus, it would seem, knows that Philoctetes and his bow must both be present at Troy, and he

must also have known this from the start of the play. The different versions that he shares at
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different points throughout the plot are simply his own estimations of the most expedient version to
share at any given time, which is entirely unsurprising behavior for Odysseus.

Backtracking a bit, we can trace Neoptolemus” own understanding of this prophecy, which
seems to be largely informed by what Odysseus has told him. Odysseus rightly understood that
Neoptolemus would be much more willing to participate in this scheme if he stood to gain
personally from the deception. Though Neoptolemus feels that deception is intrinsically
dishonorable, he eventually succumbs to Odysseus’ persuasion because he feels that he stands to
gain much more honor than he will lose. In terms of net honor, Odysseus succeeds in framing his
plot as an overall gain. Neoptolemus’ reaction to the suggestion that he might receive a mere part
of the glory suggests that he will not be receptive to this idea, which leads Odysseus to change the
topic and avoid having to mention Philoctetes’ role in any greater detail. The suggestion certainly
made an impression on Neoptolemus though, since the question of Philoctetes’ role informs his
next mention of this prophecy, which comes when Neoptolemus is talking to the Chorus and
preparing for his first encounter with Philoctetes.

Here, Neoptolemus seems to have inferred a great deal on his own, based on what he has

heard so far:

196 oUk £0B’ cos oU Becov Tou peAéTT It is not possible that this is not done by the
ToU ur) mpdTepov THVS emi Tpoia care of one of the gods, so that he does not
Telval T& Beddv Apdxnta PéAn, aim the unconquerable arrows at Troy earlier
TIpiv 88’ E€ETikoL Xpdvos, ¢ AéyeTal than that time arrives, at which is it said that
200 xpivai o’ Ud TédVde Saurjvan. Troy is fated to be conquered by them.
196-200

For this conclusion to make sense, Neoptolemus must have reached a series of intermediate
conclusions. What he knows for sure up to this point is that the Greeks need to get Philoctetes” bow
(66-69) and that both Neoptolemus and the bow (but not necessarily Philoctetes) are needed for
the capture of Troy (115). For Neoptolemus’ words here to make sense, the logical flow here must
be something to the effect of:

® The bow is invincible

® The bow is necessary for Troy to fall

e Philoctetes wields the bow and no one can take it from him in a fight (because it is
invincible)

e Philoctetes and the bow are, in effect, one entity

® Aslong as Philoctetes is on this island, Troy cannot fall (because the bow cannot go to
Troy)

® Since Troy is fated to fall by the bow (and, by extension, Philoctetes), then Philoctetes must
be a tool of fate and/or the gods and his delay here must be part of some divine plan for
when Troy should fall.
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This logical chain explains why Neoptolemus infers that Philoctetes’ sad plight is part of a divine
plan and why he is no longer preoccupied with the question of whether Neoptolemus will be the
only man necessary to capture Troy.

As Odysseus realized would be necessary for his continued participation, Neoptolemus can
continue to think that he will get all the glory. As noted earlier, Odysseus has conspicuously
reiterated Neoptolemus’ own role in taking Troy every time that he is forced to share more about
Philoctetes’ role. Odysseus clearly knows that the only reason Neoptolemus is willing to engage in
behavior that he finds morally distasteful is because he thinks that he will gain more glory for
himself by taking Troy than he will lose by engaging in deception. Odysseus cannot know how
Neoptolemus values each quantity of glory, though, and any significant change to this equation
could prove very risky. As such, Odysseus must be careful about asking Neoptolemus to engage in
any more elaborate acts of deception and he must also be careful about revealing anything that will
lessen how much glory Neoptolemus stands to gain from the Sack of Troy. By carefully managing
the context in which Neoptolemus learns about any changes to this plan, Odysseus can make sure
that Neoptolemus only learns small pieces of new information at one time. This allows him to
control the balance of glory gained and glory lost (i.e., if he suggests that Philoctetes might get a
little more glory than Neoptolemus initially thought, and Neoptolemus starts to balk at this plan,
then Odysseus can adjust his strategy so as not to lose Neoptolemus’ cooperation completely). This
also ensures that Neoptolemus only learns as much new information as he can rationalize at any
one time. Although a severe, abrupt change in plans might be too much for Neoptolemus to
rationalize effectively, he demonstrates that he is able to craft a new narrative that accounts for
small changes to the facts as he knows them.

It is precisely this process of rationalization that allows Neoptolemus to shift slowly toward
accepting that Philoctetes will somehow be necessary.3s Although the Chorus does not share his
opinion, Neoptolemus begins to think about alternatives that account for all the things he thinks he

knows about the bow and Helenus’ prophecy. At this point, Neoptolemus begins to speak in

35 We should not discount his sympathy and pity for Philoctetes here. Neoptolemus is clearly uncomfortable with the
deception and exploitation of Philoctetes, and this must make Neoptolemus more receptive to sharing glory with him.
Giving Philoctetes some portion of glory would compensate him, in some sense, for his suffering and alleviate his pain.
Neoptolemus’ noble character would, it seems, incline him to be more amenable to sharing glory in light of these
considerations than he would otherwise be.
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hexameters,3? indicating his own mental state, as he begins thinking about what the prophecy could

actually say:

840

&AN’ 88¢ pev kAUel oUdev, Eyco & Spdd olveka Brpav
VS’ &Aicos Exouev TéEov, dixa Toude TAéovTes.
Toude yup 6 oTépavos, ToliTov Beds elTre kopiCew.
KouTeiv 8’ €py’ &TeAT ouv weldeowv aioxpdv
bvedos.

839-43

Though he doesn’t hear anything, I see that we
capture the prey that is the bow in vain, if we set
sail without this man. For his is the garland, he
whom the god said to bring. And it is a shameful
reproach to boast about deeds that are not
accomplished, with lies.

Finally, we see the form of the prophecy that Neoptolemus has constructed.

1325

1330

1335

1340

1345

Bucos 8t Aé€co’ Zijva 8’ pkiov kaAsd
Kai TaUT €mioTw, Kal yp&pou ppevddv Eocw.
oU y&p vooeis TOd' &Ayos ék Beias Tuxns,
Xpuons meAacBels puAakos, &s TOV AkaAugr
onkoOvV pUAGGCGCEL KPUQPLOS olkoupcdv &l
kal TaUAav (o6t THode uf ToT’ &v TUxElv
véoou Bapeias, was &v auTds fAios
TaUTn MEv alpn, Tide & av duvn TéAw,
Tpiv &v t& Tpolas medi’ ékcov altds noATRs,
Kail TGV Tap’ UiV evTuxcov AokAnmdéov
vdoou paAaxbiis Tiiode, kai T& Tépyaua
EUv Tolode TOEoIS EUV T° Epol Tépoas paviis.
5 & oida TalTta TS’ E€xovT’ £y ppacw.
avnp Tap’ Hiv éoTw ék Tpolas &Aous,
"EAevos aploTduavTis, s Aéyel capads
cos Bel yevéoBan TalTar kai TPods TOTed’ ET1,
@5 E0T’ Auaykn ToU TapecTTOS Bépous
Tpoilav dAdval Taoav: fj 8i8co” kdov
KTelvel €auTdy, fjv TaBe Weuobij Aéycov.
TalT olv émel k&Tooba, ouyxwpel BEAcov.
KaAn yap 1) miktnots, EAAfvev Eva
KPIBEVT” &ploTov, ToUTO UV TTalwovias
g5 xelpas ABelv, elta v ToAUcTovov
Tpoiav eEAévta kAéos UtépTaTov AaPeiv.
1324-47

Nevertheless, I will speak. I call on Zeus of Oaths.
Know these things, and write them within your
mind. For you suffer from this painful sickness
from divine fortune, after you drew near to the
guardian of Chryse, who defends the unroofed
sanctuary, that hidden snake who keeps guard.
And know that relief will never come to this painful
disease, not while the same sun rises in this place,
and sets again in that, until you come—yourself, of
your own free will—to the Trojan plain and, when
you meet the Asclepiades, who are with us, you are
relieved of this disease, and—together with the
bow and with me—you are shown to have sacked
the towers.

How I know these things are this way, I will tell
you. For there is a man with us, captured from
Troy, Helenus, the best of seers, who clearly says
that these things must happen. And in addition to
these things, he says that Troy will necessarily be
taken completely in this present summer.
Otherwise, he willingly gives himself to be killed, if
he lied in speaking these words.

Since, then, you know all this, concede willingly.
Indeed, this further addition will be fine, to be
distinguished as the best one of the Greeks! First,
to come to healing hands, and then, after you take
Troy, the cause of much groaning, to win the

highest glory!

All that Neoptolemus has heard about the prophecy up to this point has come from

Odysseus and the false merchant. The account that he gives here includes many details whose

origins are unclear. Neoptolemus has built on his earlier conclusion that the gods must have caused

36 Kitto suggests instead that the hexameters are Sophocles” way of signaling the veracity of these lines. We should
believe Neoptolemus’ argument at lines 839-42, he argues, because hexameters are the meter of oracles, and so the fact
that Neoptolemus speaks in hexameters subtly signals to the audience that his words are true (Kitto 1956: 119). He is
quite right to associate hexameters with oracles, but I maintain that he comes to the wrong conclusion about what this
oracular meter indicates. Rather than conveying a message from Sophocles about these lines’ veracity, Neoptolemus’
use of hexameters here indicates that Neoptolemus is vouching for the prophetic legitimacy of these lines. That is to
say, Neoptolemus switches into a weighty, prophetic meter because he thinks that he has determined the actual content
of the prophecy (however, see the Introduction for a discussion of actual versus literary metrical conventions for
oracles). Neoptolemus conveys his confidence through a metrical shift, but the audience can choose whether to see this
as well-founded (or ill-founded) confidence.
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Philoctetes to be bitten by a snake, and he has added several more details. Now, Neoptolemus is
firmly convinced that Philoctetes’ only hope of a cure is to come to Troy, where Asclepius’ sons can
heal him. This addition is at first unexpected, since the Asclepiades have not been mentioned
before now. Further, we hear that Philoctetes must come of his own volition (ékcov), something
that did not seem important to Odysseus earlier, when he threatened to take Philoctetes by force.
Further, Philoctetes will be considered the best of all the Greeks (EAAfjveov Eva kpiBévt’ &proTov,
1344-5) and he will be an integral part of Troy’s capture, which will take place in the current
summer (ToU TapeoT&TOS Bépous). All of this is new information which is attributed to Helenus,
but which Neoptolemus cannot have learned over the course of this play.

Others have resolved this situation by simply writing it off as being for “dramatic effect” or
an effective device for advancing the plot and building suspense. I do mean to deny that this scene
does all of these things, but rather to suggest that—particularly given Sophocles’ pervasive interest
in prophecy and oracles—we can and should scrutinize this speech more closely before concluding
that it is merely a means to enhance dramatic effect. Further scrutiny leaves us with two possible
explanations: either Neoptolemus has cause to believe that what he says here is true, or he has
decided to present an argument that is designed to be as appealing and persuasive as possible to
Philoctetes. On the latter reading, Neoptolemus has internalized the lessons from Odysseus and,
while he has no way of knowing if what he says is true, he knows that Philoctetes will find the
promise of this sort of immediate glory appealing, and so he shapes his account accordingly. This is,
after all, the best possible outcome of the events in the play, and Philoctetes will get everything he
could possibly want: healing, glory, rescue from Lemnos, and on top of everything else,
Neoptolemus has upset Odysseus, which would appeal even more to Philoctetes. This explanation
is a somewhat more cynical and pessimistic reading, but it is a reading that resonates deeply with
the fears and anxieties in 5th century Athens. There are ample similar examples from a wide range
of authors that depict a young, noble man being corrupted by an older, rhetorically savvy, morally
ambiguous figure.3” While there is much to suggest that Neoptolemus is in fact virtuous and
committed to an ethical approach in the second half of this play, the text does not preclude the
possibility that Neoptolemus has carefully crafted his words here with his audience in mind.

The more complicated reading here allows for an entirely virtuous Neoptolemus, as the rest

37 These anxieties were not limited to Socrates, but the charges brought against him, of corrupting the youth, certainly
echo these concerns.
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of the play would suggest. On that reading, Neoptolemus again reasons his way into an explanation
which takes all the facts into account, and also accords with his own beliefs about the gods. On this
reading, we begin with the things that Neoptolemus (trusting that Odysseus has not lied to him)
knows about Helenus’ prophecy at this point in the play:

1) The bow must come to Troy in order for Troy to be captured
2) Philoctetes also must come to Troy in order for Troy to be captured (though it need
not be of his own volition, since Odysseus was willing to take him by force)
To this, we can add the things that Neoptolemus has already concluded on his own:
3) The gods are responsible for Philoctetes’ infection and abandonment on Lemnos
4) The gods have decreed that Troy will fall (at a determined time—this summer)
To these facts, we should now add some fundamental beliefs that Neoptolemus seems to hold:
5) Philoctetes” wound is so extreme that an extreme cure (i.e. healers with special healing
abilities) is necessary
6) The gods are just and powerful
7) The only acceptable outcome is one that is achieved through noble and honorable
actions

This allows Neoptolemus to draw a set of conclusions that form the basis of the prophecy he
relates. The only way to fit all of these facts into one coherent narrative is to infer that if the gods
have made Philoctetes into an agent of their own divine judgment of Troy, they ought surely to
heal a man whose infection was a part of their divine plan. Though there is no evidence within the
text of this play to suggest that the gods behave in the ways that Neoptolemus thinks they do, he
nonetheless demonstrates a belief in a divinely-ordained world. The best possible way to make sense
of the seven points above is to infer that the gods want Philoctetes to be healed (because they are
just, and justice demands ending the pain they inflicted on Philoctetes), which can only happen at
Troy (where the Asclepiades are), and that the gods want Troy to fall (because justice demands
punishing Troy for Paris’ actions). In light of all this, the only morally good way to make all of these
things happen is to persuade Philoctetes to come willingly. This leaves the issue of when these
things will happen, which cannot be entirely rationalized in this way, but it is not a huge leap to
assume that the prophecy will be fulfilled once the terms are met. That is to say, once Philoctetes is
healthy and at Troy, with his invincible bow, then all the requisite elements are in place and Troy
can be captured. If we understand ToU TapeoTdTOS Bépous in the sense it occurs in Thucydides,
as the campaigning season, we are left with a fairly innocuous assumption on Neoptolemus’ part: if
you come with me (as I feel sure you will, since it accords with all these divine plans), Troy will fall

in this season (i.e. pretty soon).
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As I have suggested about the previous plays in this section, I do not think that there is a

right or wrong interpretation here. Instead, I would like to focus on the ambiguity itself and suggest

that it is purposeful, and that Sophocles is intentionally leaving this an open question. The more

palatable reading here (though it requires quite a lot more interpretive work to make it logically

coherent) is that Neoptolemus remains true to his straightforward, honest nature and resists the

corrupting influence of Odysseus. This reading gains a great deal of support from the end of the
pung y gg g PP

play, in which Heracles appears and offers a divine perspective on the events that have transpired.

In the only extant Sophoclean example of a deus ex machina, Heracles resolves the play’s

conflict and in the process, clears up exactly what the future holds. Here, the information is not

conveyed through Odysseus, so if we were looking for an accurate version of the prophecy,

Heracles might be our best option, though he does not claim to be recounting what Helenus said.

Nonetheless, we have an accurate account of the future, and we can assume (at a minimum) that

whatever Helenus said does not contradict Heracles’ version:

1421

1425

1430

1435

1440

kai ool, oG’ {081, ToUT dpeieTan Tabeiv,
€K TGOV MOV TAVY’ elkAed Béobal Biov.
gABcoV B¢ oUv TEY™ &udpl Tpds TO Tpaaikodv
TOAloUa TTPGTOV pEv véoou TTavor Auypdas,
APETT) TE TP TOS EKKPLBElS OTPATEUHATOS,
TTapiv pév, 65 TS aiTios Kakddv Eu,
TOEo101 TOTS EUoTol VOO PIels Biou,
Tépoels Te Tpolav, okTA& T és péAabpa ok
TéUpELS, APLoTED EkAaRcov oTpaTeluaTosS,
TMMotavT TaTpl Tpods matpas Oftns TAdka.
& 8 &v AdPns o okiAa ToUde ToU oTpaToU,
TSE OV EUCOY HVNUETa TIPOS TTUPAY EUTV
kOUe. kal ool TalT’, AxiAAécos Tékvov,
Tap1jves’ oUTe yap oU ToUd’ &Ttep obévels
¢Aetv 16 Tpolas mediov olB” oUtos oébev
A&AN’ s AéovTe oUVVSHU PUAGCOETOY
oUTos ot Kal oU TOVS'. ¢y 8 AokAnmiov
TauoTipa Téuyw ofis véoou Tpds “IAlov.
TO BeUTepov Y&p Tols ELOTS aUTTV XPECOV
TéE01s GAdval. ToUTo & Ewvoeld’, dtav
TopbiiTe yaiav, etoeBeiv T& mpOs Beols:
s T&AAa TavTa BeUTep’ NyeiTal TATHP
ZeUs. o yap nuoéBeia ouvBurjokel BpoTtois:
k&v Ccaot kv B&vwotv, ouk dméAAuTau.
1421-1444

And for you, know this well, it is owed to suffer this,
and to make your life well-famed, from these
sufferings. After you go with this man to the Trojan
city, first you will be healed from your mournful
disease, distinguished as the first in virtue out of the
army, and Paris, who is the cause of these evils, you
will rob him of life with my arrows, and you will sack
Troy, and having received the best items from the
army, you will send home spoils to your home, to the
heights of Oeta, your fatherland, to your father
Poeas.

And those things you receive as spoils from that
army, bring a remembrance of my bow to my pyre.
And these things I counsel are for you also, child of
Achilles. For you are not strong enough to take the
Trojan plain without this man, nor him without you,
but as two lions partnered, you must guard him and
he must guard you. But I will send Asclepius to Troy
for the healing of your sickness, for it is fated to be
taken a second time by my arrows. And know this:
when you sack the land, be pious toward the things
of the gods, since Father Zeus considers all other
things to be secondary to them. For piety does not
die with mortals. Whether live or die, piety does not
paSS away.

If we were not sure about what to make of Neoptolemus’ previous speech, he is now

vindicated by the words of the divine Heracles. Though we cannot know with any certainty what

Helenus did or did not say, since all of his words have been filtered through Odysseus, the best

reading here seems to be that Heracles is transmitting a different yet complementary prophecy. On
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several different points, Heracles echoes Neoptolemus’ words (shown below), suggesting that any

inferences that Neoptolemus made on these points were correct, whether or not Helenus included

any of them in his original prophecy.

Neoptolemus

Heracles

kAos (1347)

eUkAed (1422)

Kai Tolv Tap’ MUV évtuxcov AckAnmidaw /
véoou palax0ijs Triode (1333-4)

£ycd & AokANmov / TavoTipa TEUYW Offs
véoou mpds “IAov (1437-8)

Kal T& Tépyaua / Euv Toiode TéEols EUv T’
gnol mépoas eavris (1334-5)

oUTe yap oU ToUd &Tep obévels / EAelv TO
Tpoias mediov oUB’ oUtos oébev (1434-5)

Cf. Odysseus: oUT &v oU Keivaov Xwpis oUT
ékelva ooU (115)
EAAveov Eva / kpiBévt &protov (1344-5)

APETT] TE TP TOS €KKPLBEls OTpaTEUHATOS
(1425)
Neoptolemus’ piety is even implicitly included here, since Heracles ends with an admonition for the

men to sack Troy while remaining reverent toward the gods (eUcePBeiv T& Tpds Beols, 1441).
Heracles does not confirm all of the elements of Neoptolemus’ speech, but he does confirm enough
that it makes Neoptolemus seem credible and generally dissuades us from questioning the rest of
his account.

To conclude, I take no issue with the dominant interpretation of this play, in which
Neoptolemus resists the corrupting influence of Odysseus and instead takes a noble, honest course
of action which is sanctioned by Heracles at the end of the play. We must recognize, however, that
when closely examined, this reading requires either that we suspend disbelief and overlook some
apparently logical gaps in the play or that we impute a great number of logical assumptions to
Neoptolemus. I tend to prefer the latter option. However, my particular interest is that by tracing
the accounts of Helenus’ prophecy, a different interpretation is also available—this alternative
version suggests a much more cynical understanding of the play. When an infallible prophecy is
entrusted to a rhetorically skilled man with a flexible moral compass, such as Odysseus, tricks of
language begin to obscure and corrupt the truth. While all is set right in the end, with the arrival of
Heracles, Neoptolemus’ speech at 1324{F. hints at a different potential outcome. This alternative
(unrealized) account taps into many of the deep social anxieties in Athens at the time when this play
would have been performed—anxieties about sophists, moral relativism, rhetoric, and the
deceptive power of language. These tensions appear throughout, and deception and language are a
pervasive theme of the play as a whole, but the prophecy is a place where these issues intersect and

have great import. As I have noted about the other plays in this chapter, the stakes of these sorts of
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linguistic questions are simply higher with prophecy, and prophecy is a markedly different sort of
speech which attracts particular attention because of that difference. Prophecy in a range of forms
turns out to be an ideal place to explore questions of language, precisely because prophetic speech
is always true in some sense, but it can nonetheless give a very misleading impression—the inverse
of words in the hands of Hesiod’s Muses (Theog. 27-8) or a well-trained sophist. Examinations of

rhetoric and prophecy pair nicely together.

Building a Prophecy in the Oedipus at Colonus

I have saved the Oedipus at Colonus for last because it is different from the rest of
Sophocles’ plays in several ways. This is one of the few extant plays of Sophocles’ which can be said
to have a happy ending (a distinction shared only with the Philoctetes), and several of the other
differences are intrinsically connected to this fact. Oedipus is not at tragic odds with the gods in this
play, but instead he is a man who is transitioning toward something more than human. His
blindness connects him to Tiresias and to prophecy, but we will see that, at least in some ways, he
actually surpasses Tiresias as a prophet over the course of this play, since his transition does not end
with his role as a prophet. Instead, he ends this play as a hero who transcends his own mortality.
This play, unlike all the other extant Sophoclean tragedies, highlights effective communication
from the gods that is not vague, ambiguous, or misleading. As such, it is a fitting play to conclude
this chapter, since it features a successful and effective counterexample to the failed divine
communication that has occurred in the other plays I have examined here.

Before beginning with literary analysis, it will be worth looking at the historical and
biographical details of this play, at least briefly. This play, perhaps more than any other, invites us
to make connections between the events of the play and the poet’s life. This may be because this is
one of only two plays for which we have a reasonably secure date,3*® but even without a date, the
content of the play would allow for a great deal of biographical speculation. I do not intend to
engage with the specific details of these arguments, or the overarching issue of how much we can

trust the biographical tradition, but these debates necessarily complicate any attempt to make sense

38 Though the performance date of 401 BCE is secure, it should at least be acknowledged that the date of composition
is far less secure. Suggested dates range from 411 BCE (Campbell 1891: 209) to his death in 406/5 BCE. Though
imprecise, there is nonetheless widespread consensus that the play was composed between 409 and 406 BCE.
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of this play.?* This play is also the last of Sophocles’ plays, written late in his life, and it positions
itself almost as a sequel to the Oedipus Tyrannus, though it is not exactly a sequel. These facts,
especially when combined with the contemporary resonances for Athenian political and religious
life, make for a complicated play that resists a simple interpretation. Further, since prophecies and
oracles (and direct divine speech, as well as supernatural events) are woven throughout the entirety
of this play, my analysis here will necessarily be longer and more chronological than the other

sections of this chapter have been.

Lines 84-110: A New Oedipus and a New Oracle
A useful starting point will be the presence and impact of Apollo’s words throughout this

text. Very early on, this play generally situates itself in relation to the Oedipus Tyrannus. Though
this play is not properly a sequel to the Oedipus Tyrannus, this version of Oedipus calls to mind the
Oedipus from the Oedipus Tyrannus, particularly when he addresses the Eumenides and asks for

their cooperation in fulfilling Apollo’s oracle—a particularly detailed and elaborate oracle:

& méTVIal BeddTres, eUTe viv Edpas Dread-eyed goddesses, since the first place in this
85 TPWTWV £’ VUV THOBE Yijs Ekapy’ £y w, land where I have bent my knee is your seat, do not
Doife Te KApOl Ur| yévnob® ayvauoves, be unkind to me and Phoebus—who, when he
8s pol, T& TOAN” ékelv’ 8T EEéxpn Kakd, prophesied those many terrible evils, he told me
TaUTnv #Aefe TavAav év xpodve Hakpe, that this would be my resting place, after a long
ENBSVTL xcopav Teppiav, oy Beddv stretch of time, for me when I came to the land that
90 oepvdV Edpav AdPoiut kai EevooTaow, would be my final home, where I would find a seat
gvTaifa k&uyelv ToV TaAaimwpov Riov, of the Semnai Theai, a refuge for foreigners, and
KEPdT UV oikrjoavTa Tols Bedeypévols, there I will round the final bend of my long-
&tn 8¢ Tols Téppaocty, of W amrAacav: suffering life, dwelling as a benefit to those who
onueia 8 1jgew TOVSE pot Tapnyyva, welcomed me, but destruction for those who sent
95 i ogloudy, ) Bpovtrv Twv', 1 A1ds oéAas. me off, who drove me away. He shared this with
gyveoka pév vuv €35 e Trivde Trv 686v me, that there will be signs of these things, either
oUK €08’ &Teos o MoTOV £ YUY TTTEPOV an earthquake or some sort of thunder, or the
¢ENyay’ & TOB® &Aoos. o y&p &v TToTe lightning of Zeus. Now I recognize that along this
TPWTAIoW VUiV QuTékupa’ 6Bolmopdav, journey, some trusty omen from you has assuredly
100 VNPV &oivols, K&TI oepvdv eCOunv led me to this grove. For I would never have met
Bd&Bpov TS &okémapvov. GAAG ol Bead, you first, otherwise, in my travels—me, sober, and
Bilou kat” dupas Tés ATOAAwvos 86Te you, who are without wine, and I would never have
mépactv f)dn Kai KaTaoTPoPTV Tiva, sat on this sacred seat which is unworked by men.
gl ) SOk T1 HEIdOVCOS EXELY, Al Then, goddesses, in accordance with the words of
105 uéxbois Aatpelwv Tols UTTepTATOIS BPoTAV. Apollo, give me some end and some closure to my
1", & yAukelal aides dpxaiou ZxdTov, life. Unless I seem in some way to be of less worth,
1", & ueyiotns TTaAAddos kahovpeval toiling ever in my woes which are the most extreme
Tacdv Abfval TinioTéTn A, of all mortals.
oikTipaTt’ &vdpds Oidimou T68® &bAlov Come, sweet children of ancient darkness! Come,
110 eidwAov: ol y&p 81 1é ¥y’ dpxaiov déuas. you who are called Athens, after Pallas, the most
84-110 | honored city of all, take pity on this wretched shade

39 See Markanantos 2007: 1-21 and 30ff. in the context of this play. See also Scodel 2012 on Sophocles’ biography
more generally.
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of the man Oedipus. For this is indeed not the
former body of mine.

The audience, at this point, must determine how closely this play relates to the Oedipus

Tyrannus. On the one hand, Oedipus describes his past woes in a way that certainly suggests a
connection, with T& TOAN" ekelv’ 8T eEéxpn kakd (87), but this oracle is fundamentally
incompatible with the story of the Oedipus Tyrannus. This oracle is worded in a clear and readily
intelligible way, which already distinguishes it from Apollo’s oracles in the Oedipus Tyrannus.
Further, it would be almost impossibly strange to think that Oedipus received this additional
oracular information and yet somehow omitted it completely for the entirety of the Oedipus
1yrannus.

I point these inconsistencies out, not in the interest of pedantically criticizing these lines, but
rather to highlight the interpretive decisions that the audience needs to make at the start of this
play. How much of this Oedipus’ backstory can they supply from the Oedipus Tyrannus? How
many of Sophocles’ mythological innovations should be assumed at the play’s open?33° What sort of
relationship should we imagine between this Oedipus and this Apollo? Does Oedipus still think that
Apollo has brought about his terrible fate? Does he feel any sort of antipathy toward the god?

To return to the prophecy, we can see that Apollo seems to have told Oedipus about this
respite (Tavytnv matAav, 88), which will involve “a seat of the Semnai Theai, a refuge for
foreigners, and there I will round the final bend of my long-suffering life, dwelling as a benefit to
those who welcomed me, but destruction for those who sent me off, who drove me away.” This
madAav will be accompanied with some sort of sign from Zeus (earthquake, thunder, lightning).
Oedipus concludes that his presence in the grove of the Eumenides, on the prophesied seat, means
that he has found his final resting place. He then beseeches the Eumenides to give him some sort of
mépaotv and kataoTpoerv of his life, according to Apollo’s proclamations (kaT’ oupas Tas
ATOAAwVOs, 102), unless he does not seem worthy of their blessing, since he has been brought
low by his trials and misfortunes (gi ury 8ok T petdveos éxetv, ael / pdxbols Aatpedcov Tols
UTrepTaTOlS BPOoTAV, 104-5).

We have, then, the basic terms of this oracle, but we must immediately address the tension

here between the authority and power of the Eumenides and Apollo. If Apollo says that Oedipus

330 See Markantonatos 2007: 21ff. on the degree of innovation which this play may involve (with bibliography). I tend
to think that a great deal of this plot is Sophoclean innovation, though as Scodel 1984: 107 notes, the legend is not
entirely unattested, as it is mentioned at Eur. Phoen. 1705~7 (though the authenticity of these lines has been
questioned).
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will reach the final turn of his life (EAe€e...vTalba k&uyev 1OV Talaimwpov Riov, 88, 91), then
perhaps the cooperation of the Eumenides is not necessary. However, it seems that the cooperation
of the Eumenides is very much necessary, given how much Oedipus tries to ingratiate himself to
them. It is worth noting here that, as in so many other oracles that I have examined in this chapter,
the actual terms of this oracle do not prove particularly important. This play serves to establish
Oedipus as a cult hero and to provide an aetiology for his connection to the Eumenides—though
the details of this connection are not entirely clear,33* the audience could well have assumed that
Oedipus would find favor with the Eumenides throughout the course of this play. The question of
the play, then, becomes one of how he would find that favor.

That being said, it is still worth exploring how Oedipus presents Apollo’s oracle, since there
is no reason why Apollo and the Eumenides need ever have been in tension. Lines 101-5 highlight
these competing sources of authority, lest we overlook this potential source of conflict. How, then,
to make sense of this strange oracular formulation? A possible solution here is to understand Apollo
as offering a sort of oracular conditional: if you are accepted in death in the grove of the Eumenides
(as further terms, we might specify “if the Eumenides allow it” and “if the Athenians allow it”),
then you will bless that land and curse Thebes. On this reading, we must understand éA8SvT1 (89)
and in particular oikrjoavTa (92) as circumstantial participles with conditional force.33* This
requires moving away from a more temporal reading, as we see in both Jebb’s “on reaching my
goal in a land...there I should close my weary life, with profit, through my having fixed my abode
there, for those who received me” and Lloyd-Jones’ “when I came to the land that was my final
bourne...I should there reach the goal of my long-suffering life, bringing advantage by my
settlement to those who had received me.” Instead, we must understand this to mean something
more akin to “ifT came to my ultimate land . . .there I would cross the finish line of my long-
suffering life, a profit to those who accepted me, /T made my home there.”

As I noted above, this all proves to be a moot point, since all these things do happen, as

331 See Scodel 2006 on the cult worship at Colonus. The Semnai Theai were undoubtedly worshipped there, though
she notes that the religious lore was likely obscure to the audience of this play. She concludes that it “is thus likeliest
that Sophocles combined a local legend of Oedipus' death with a local cult of the Semnai, deliberately evoking the
more famous cult of the Areopagus” (Scodel 2006: 73).

332 This reading is not dependent on a conditional sense for éA86vTy, but really only oikrjoavta, though the xcopav
Tepuiav does seem at least somewhat contingent on the Eumenides and the Athenians allowing it to be Tepuiav for
Oedipus. That can be satisfactorily resolved by understanding teppiav to be proleptic, as Jebb suggests (ad loc.), but a
conditional reading provides a reading that is at least as good, if not better, and which provides a certain symmetry with
a conditional oikfjcavTta.
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Apollo’s oracular prediction suggested that they would. Before moving on, however, I would like to
note a few things about this presentation of Apollo’s oracle. First, we have several terms that are
best understood proleptically. The setting of this opening scene is a location that is described as
Tepuiav (89) and a EevéoTaow (9o). From the very opening scene, this play is oriented toward its
inevitable outcome, in which the land will be Oedipus’ final resting place.

Second, as scholars have noted,33 this play is steeped in intertextuality. The most obvious
intertext is Oedipus Tyrannus (and, to a lesser degree, Antigone), to which I will return. It is also
worth noting that this play is situated mythologically before Aeschylus’ Zumenides, though it was
staged chronologically after. This means that, although the audience was undoubtedly familiar with
the plot of Aeschylus’ Eumenides, in the mythical world of this play, the Eumenides are not yet
integrated into the Athenian cult landscape. In light of this, it is curious that they are named as Tag
mavl’ Opoas EUpevidas at line 42, though the Stranger does concede that they go by other
names elsewhere (GAAa 8" dAAaxoU kaAd, 43). As the potential conflict between Apollo and the
Eumenides does not ever materialize, we are also reminded of Aeschylus’ version. A mythical
generation or two before Orestes, Colonus already seems to have domesticated or somehow
appeased the Semnai Theai. While Colonus is clearly associated closely with Athens in this play, the
role of the Eumenides here raises interesting intertextual questions.334

As a final point, we have a very different sort of oracle than we saw in the Oedipus
Tyrannus. Returning to the question of intertextuality, I would like to suggest that we may not have
a different oracle, per se, but rather a different Oedipus. Oedipus is at the edge of death (a liminal
place in which prophetic powers often appear), and due to his imminent apotheosis as well as his
characterization as a prophet throughout this play (e.g., 452-4, 1075, 1080, 1425, 1516, ¢t al),
Oedipus is no longer fully mortal. As a prophet of sorts, he does not have any trouble interpreting
oracles, which is to be expected from a prophet. In this sense, this version of Oedipus is not
incompatible with the Oedipus of the Oedipus Tyrannus, though the differences between the two
versions of Oedipus are striking, as they were surely meant to be. For my purposes, the most
significant difference between the two Oedipuses is found in an examination of how Oedipus

interprets and interacts with the oracles that occur throughout this play.

333 See chiefly Markantonatos 2002 and 2007.

33¢ On this point, see Scodel 2006. Sophocles is not overtly challenging Aeschylus’ account, but his account does
obviate and undermine the events of the Fumenides. If the Semnai Theai are already worshipped in Colonus, then the
appeasement of the Furies and the establishment of the Areopagus is less significant.
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Lines 335-420: Ismene and the New Oracles
It is with Ismene’s arrival that we see a new oracle introduced. She brings Tofis vUv

uavTevpaotv (387). The content of these latest oracles is:

389 ot Tois €kel {NTNnTOV AvBpcdTOIS TTOTE That you will one day be sought after by the
BavévT’ EoecBai CédovTa T' evooias xaptv... people there, dead and living, for the sake of
392 €v ool T& Kkeivwv pact yiyveobal kpaTn. their safety...
389-90, 392 | They say that their power will rest in you.

Here, we start to see the content of these oracles, though we also see the same convoluted
transmission process that has occurred with oracles in other plays (in particular, the Ajax, where
the line between Calchas’ prophetic words and the words of the messenger is not at all clear). The
subject of paoi remains ambiguous, as does the referent of keiveov. Jebb understands paot as an
impersonal “it is said,” and Lloyd-Jones’ “they say that their power will depend on you” retains a
great deal of the ambiguity in the English. If there is a specific subject, the options would seem to
be the Becopoi who conveyed these prophecies (introduced grammatically only at 413, but already
known to Ismene, and perhaps supplied by her), oi ékel GvBpcotot (presumably the Theban
people as a whole), or (admittedly, less likely) just Creon and Eteocles or even Eteocles and
Polynices. To further complicate the line, the use of keiveov instead of éauTtddv should mean that it
refers to a different group of people than the subject of paoi, and to complicate it yet further still,
ol ékel avBpotrol holds two different possibilities with it, since it could refer to the Theban people
now, or the future Thebans. I do not know of any parallels which would indicate whether “current
Thebans” and “future Thebans™ are grammatically felt to be different enough that one could be
the subject of pact and the other could be the referent of keiveov (in which case, the sentence
could read “The current Thebans say that the power of the future Thebans will depend on you™).
Context suggests that the only options for a referent here are oi éket GvBpcotrol (present and
future) and Creon and Eteocles. This generates ten possible combinations for this single line (I have
omitted the groups of Thebans, future and present, but their inclusion would increase the number

to fourteen):

Subject of paoi Referent of keiveov
Impersonal oi gkel avbpoTrol
Eteocles and Polynices
Creon and Eteocles
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Ocewpol ol ekel avBpoTol

Eteocles and Polynices

Creon and Eteocles

ol kel GvBpcoTrol oteker-Gvbpeatrot

Eteocles and Polynices

Creon and Eteocles

Creon and Eteocles ol ¢kel GvBpcoTTol

Eteocles and Polynices

Creonanddateseles

I tend to think that Ismene means that the pavtevpaTta (or perhaps the Becopoi — she

does not seem to make a distinction between the two) say that the power of Creon and Eteocles
depends on Oedipus, simply based on context. The language allows for many other interpretations
though, and we cannot definitively rule any of these out, except for the two that are disqualified on
grammatical grounds (they are crossed out above). As with so much of this play, however, the
audience might well hear this line and understand it to be about Thebes as a whole, since that
would be a far more politically resonant meaning for fifth-century Athenians. However, the
linguistic and grammatical details have no bearing on the plot of the play and this complicated line
can be glossed over, in large part. The specifics will, in the end, turn out to be somewhat
unimportant. It is enough to know that someone said that Thebes’ power will depend on Oedipus’
grave. On those grounds, it is tempting to conclude that any close scrutiny of the language here is
irrelevant, since the play’s plot ignores these questions. However, Sophocles’ language is precise
and careful and, in other contexts, he consciously and carefully deploys verbal ambiguity. It would
be foolish to think that this ambiguity is included accidentally or haphazardly, simply because the
plot does not hinge on the proper interpretation of these words. As with the other ambiguous
prophecies, a part of Sophocles’ interest seems to be in exactly how language gives rise to
ambiguity and how people then make sense of that ambiguity (a kind of unfolding and refolding of
potential meanings that takes place at the intersection of syntactic and pragmatic conventions).

At this point, it is unclear how much of the oracle Oedipus actually understands. Ismene
has told him that Thebes will want him 6avévt’ ... {dvTd T evooias x&pw. Oedipus seems not
to have fully grasped the import of the oracle, since his response (Tis 8 &v ToloUd’ Ut &udpds el
mp&Eetev &v;) picks up on the agency suggested by evooias x&piv. To have such agency, he
thinks, he must surely be alive. This exchange as a whole does not flow very smoothly unless we
supply some additional content to make sense of this exchange, as Oedipus seems to realize that

this oracle has more to do with his death than his life. This process begins at line 393 (81" oUkéT’
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einl, TNVIkaUT &p’ €l avnip;), which must be understood as a concise expression of a much
longer mental process. We should understand that line to be expressing something akin to: “Ah,
hang on, you mentioned ‘they’ll want you dead...” (o¢ Tois CnTnTOV dvbpcdmols ToTe /
BavévT’). So, all of this is about me, but once I'm dead? I'll be man indeed, once I no longer
exist?” His concern cannot stem from fear or surprise about his death, since he is well aware that
his death is imminent. Instead, his concern must stem either from alarm at the possibility of not
dying where Apollo foretold or (and this option seems more likely, given the context here and his
mention of being an &vrjp) that if he only achieves glory affer he is dead, then it will not actually
benefit him in any way. To this, Ismene’s response (viv y&p 6eoi o’ dpBoUol, Tpdobe &
&AAucav) must be understood as a similarly condensed expression that conveys a more elaborate
message of this sort: “Yes, and this doesn’t diminish your role or your honor—you are and will be
an honored man. Don’t despair. Things are turning around for you—this is good news!” Oedipus
has a better understanding of the prophecy at this point, but there is still a great deal that he does
not know about these new prophecies from Apollo.

As Ismene shares more about this prophecy, she blurs the line between the oracle—which,
presumably, she transmits verbatim—and her own interpretations and observations. She goes on to
tell Oedipus what events are about to transpire and specifies that Creon will arrive soon, with the
intention of controlling Oedipus’ grave without allowing him back into his homeland. This is not a

part of the oracle, but is the proposed Theban response to the content of the oracle (ToUTcwv

XG&ptv):
396 | kai unv Kpéovtd y’ {061 oot TouTwv xapiv Know that because of these things, Creon will
fnEovTta Baiol kouxi pupiou xpovou. come to you soon, not after a long time
399 | ¢ds o’ &yx1 yiis otriowot Kadpueias, Stmas So they can place you near the Cadmean land, so
KPATEO!L pEv oo, yTis 8¢ un "uPaivns Spwv. they can control you, but you will not cross over
396-7, 399-400 | the boundaries of the land

Here, she provides the Theban solution to the (not yet fully explained) terms of the oracle: the
Thebans will attempt to put Oedipus near Thebes so they can control him without him actually
being in Thebes. All that Oedipus has heard so far is that he will be {ntnTov (both in life and
death) and that some sort of power will depend on him (év ool). He has, quite naturally, concluded
that Thebes will want to possess his body—what other outcome would result from them seeking
him for the power that rests with him? Ismene has to clarify that Thebes has a different plan.
Oedipus here must reconsider what he thinks he knows, which we see playing out in line 401: 11 &’

w@éAnots Tis BUpact keipévou; “But what benefit is there from me laying in a foreign land?” is the
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culmination of all the assumptions that Oedipus has made.

To clear up this confusion, Ismene needs to elaborate further, and provide some of the
details of the oracle that she has not yet shared. She explains that the issue is the safety of his tomb,
not its possession. That is to say, his bones do not seem to be some sort of magical talisman that will
keep Thebes safe and victorious by their presence in the city. Instead, the tomb needs to be

protected from any sort of violation that could occur in the future:

lourvn Ismene
402 | keivois 6 TUuPos duoTuxdv 6 0ds Bapvs. Your tomb, if it does not receive honors, will
Oidimous weigh heavy on them.
K&veu Beol Tis TOUTOS ¥’ Gv yveoun nabot. Oedipus
lourjvn Someone might learn that just by using their
ToUToUu XApv Tolvuv ot TipooBécbal TéAas brain, without the god.
405 | xcopas 6éhovot, und’ (v’ &v cauTol KpaTois. Ismene
Oidimous It is for this reason that they want to place you
7 Kai KaTaokiddol OnPaia kdvel; nearby their land, and not where you would
lounvn control yourself.
&M’ ok £& ToUpgulov alud vy, & maTep. Oedipus
Oidimous Will they even cover me over in Theban dust?
oUK &p’ EUoU YE UI) KPaTHowWGoiv TTOTE. Ismene
Tounvn Kindred bloodshed does not allow it, father.
gotal ToT’ &pa ToUTto Kadueios Bapos. Oedipus
Oidimous Then they will never control me!
410 | Tolas paveions, 6 Tékvov, cuvaAAayTis; Ismene
lounvn That will weight heavy on the Cadmeans.
Ths of]s U’ 6pYTis, 0ols STAV OTOIV TAPOIS. Oecdipus
402-411 | When what conjuncture has come to light,
child?
Ismene
By your anger, when they come up against your
tomb!

Ismene has begun by redirecting the attention to his tomb—if his tomb is not honored properly
and does not receive due rites (6 TUpRos duoTuxcdv), then it will be a serious problem for the
Thebans (6 005 Bapus). Oedipus here assumes that his body will now be interred in Thebes, as
Jebb notes.33 Oedipus is unconcerned that this conflicts directly with the previous prophecy about
finding his final resting place in the grove of the Eumenides, so long as this new oracle has come
from Apollo. Apollo, it would seem, can overrule himself without any concerns about impiety. If
Oedipus’ fate has changed, as Ismene has suggested that it has, then he can hope that perhaps he

can return to Thebes after all. This must be the source of his confusion, since he cannot understand

335 Jebb (ad loc.) traces this process nicely: “He is thinking of a restoration to his Theban home (395) ... “They will
suffer,” she replies, ‘if your tomb is neglected.” Oedipus does not see the force of this answer: he still infers (from
BavévTa in 390) that, whatever may be his doom in life, he is at least to be buried at Thebes...Remark that he was
supposing Apollo’s former decree (91) to have been cancelled by this later one (389). He now sees that the new oracle
does not cancel the former, but merely confirms it in one aspect, viz. in the promise of &tnv 8¢ Tois méuyaov (93).”
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what Thebes would stand to gain from merely burying him near Thebes, which would not fulfill the
oracle as he understands it. Ismene recognizes his hope that he will return to Thebes, and gently
introduces 6 TUUBos, as a way of segueing into the news that he will never be able to return to the
home from which he has been exiled.

After the gentle mention of 6 TUuos, Oedipus points out that of course Thebes will have
problems if his grave is mistreated. For Thebes to neglect the grave of their former king would be
impious, but that impiety would only be compounded by Eteocles” and Polynices’ failure to honor
their father’s grave. He does not need a god to tell him what basic religious reverence dictates, he
tells Ismene. Built into this rebuke, however, is his persistent assumption that his grave will be in
Thebes. If Thebes is responsible for his grave, he reasons, then his grave must surely be iz Thebes.
Ismene must again intervene and point out that this is precisely why they want to bury him nearby,
so they can oversee his grave and make sure that it is not defiled and that its rites are not neglected.
In death, then, Oedipus would not be able to exact any sort of revenge on Thebes, which must
surely be the implication of und’ v’ &v cautol kpaTols (405). This exchange only properly
makes sense if Oedipus’ wrath and even agency can be averted if Thebes protects and tends to
Oedipus’ grave—the grave alone, not Oedipus’ shade.

This is when Oedipus realizes that Thebes does not mean to bury him in his native soil (7
Kai kaTaokiol OnPaia kdvet;), which is prohibited by ToUuguAov aiud.3® Oedipus now
realizes that Thebes is attempting only to control him and not to honor him—he refuses Thebes
with the line oUk &p’ éuoU ye un KpaTrowaoiv ToTe, drawing out the import of all this. Thebes is
only concerned about controlling him, which he has now understood. This portion of the
conversation comes almost full circle, as Ismene tell him that this will be Ka®ueiois B&pos (409),
which echoes her use of keivoris...Bapus at line 402. Finally, this piece of the puzzling oracle is
clear.

In this scene, Ismene explains this oracle in a very slow, piecemeal fashion. As traced in this
passage, her assumptions and expectations are not the same as those of Oedipus. She knows the

oracle and in her haste to share the most important elements of it, she omits relevant details. When

33 One might here note that this firm policy on ToUuguAov aiud does not get evenly applied to deaths in the
Labdacid family, since Eteocles is not denied burial after he kills Polynices. There are, of course, many plausible
reasons that might explain Creon’s apparent hypocrisy, and many other reasons why one should not treat separate
tragedies as though they are part of one overarching, internally consistent mythic plot continuum. Leaving aside all
these arguments, I will note only that neither Oedipus nor Ismene sees any problem with this claim about ToUupuAov
aiua.
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Oedipus misunderstands, she recognizes his (flawed) inferences and she corrects him, explaining
what went wrong with his assumptions and guiding him to the correct interpretation. This is a rare
moment when an oracle is accurately and effectively conveyed, and it stands in stark contrast to so
many other instances of failed communication that surround oracles in Sophocles. We might think
that this is really communication between two mortals, and effective communication is not so
noteworthy when it involves two mortals, but in the lines which immediately follow this passage,

this oracle is explicitly connected to Apollo and Delphi:

Oidimous Oedipus
412 | & & gvvéels, kAuoUoa Tol Aéyels, Tékvo; These things you are saying...from whom did

Tourjvn you learn what you're saying, child?

avdpddv Becopdv Aehpikiis ¢’ toTias. Ismene

Oidimous From men, theoror, from the Delphic hearth.

Kol TadT €@’ Nuiv Qoifos eipnkcos KUpET; Oedipus

Tounvn And Phoebus really said these things about me?
415 | 35 paotv ol poAdvTes ¢ OnPns TESov. Ismene

412-5 | That’s what the men who came back to the
Theban land say.

This is precisely the sort of situation which, in the Oedipus Tyrannus, would complicate and foil
effective communication. Oedipus and Apollo have a very different, more cooperative relationship
in this play, however, which heightens the contrast between oracular communication in these two
plays.

As we move into the rest of this play, I will suggest that the critical difference is that
Oedipus—nearing, as he is, the moment of his death—is moving toward a sort of superhuman
status, and this is the reason that oracles are no longer so misleading for him. As I will show in the
following passages, Oedipus regularly described as a prophet in this play. Unlike in the Oedipus
Tyrannus, when Oedipus was overtly hostile to Tiresias and prophets in general, this Oedipus has
become more like a prophet himself, and as a result, he is able to process and understand divine
language in a way that only Sophoclean prophets (but not mere Sophoclean mortals) are able to

do.

Oedipus, Prophecy, and Curses

There is ample speculation about what meaning we should take from the end of the play.
Was Oedipus apotheosized? Did he die? While I do not intend to stake a firm claim on these
questions, it is worth noting a few uncontroversial things about the Oedipus myth. We know that

Oedipus received hero cult and that he was closely associated with the Eumenides, though this is
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only attested at the Areopagus.3¥ It is clear, however, that a superhuman Oedipus is not without
precedent.

In the context of this play, Oedipus is more explicitly likened to a prophet. His tomb will
have some sort of protective power, but while he lives, he is described as having special interpretive
powers. First, Oedipus describes himself as Tfjo®é Te / pavTel’ dkovwv and ouvvodov Te
Béopata malaipab’ (452-4). Later, Oedipus describes himself with mpopvaTai (1075) and
HGvTIS €l E06AY &y dveov (1080), in addition to disavowing any accusations that he might be a
yeudduavTis (1095). Further, Antigone refers to Oedipus’ words with pavteuuad’ (1425) as well
as €0¢éomoev (1428). Finally, Oedipus is able to recognize the sign that his death approaches (ToU
uépou Tekunpic, 1510), which he describes as coming from the gods themselves (auTol Beot
Krjpukes &y yEéAAouoi pol, / WelidovTes oUudtv Ofiua TAV TPOKEIUEVLOV, 1511-2), and which
consist of thunder and lightning coming directly from Zeus (1514-5). Finally, Theseus describes
Oedipus with ToAA& y&p ot BeotiCovb’ 0pdd (1516).

Taken together, we have a picture of Oedipus as both a seer in the older mode, as an
interpreter of natural signs (thunder and lightning), as well as an interpreter of oracles and a giver
of prophecy. Whatever interpretive failings he may have had earlier in his life, Oedipus now has
clear access to a wide range of communications from the gods. We might be tempted to argue that
this Oedipus is simply a different Oedipus character from the Oedipus of the Oedipus Tyrannus,
and his ability to effectively understand divine communication is not so much a departure from his
younger self as simply a feature of an entirely different character. As I noted earlier, questions of
continuity and intertextuality are difficult to answer definitively, but I have argued, and will
continue to argue, that this new and different Oedipus is the result of his proximity to death. He
can understand oracles now because he is at the end of his life, which gives him a prophetic power.
To strengthen this reading, I would like to examine another sort of speech which is also common
among people nearing their deaths—curses. That Oedipus can not only interpret divine
communication but also invoke curses suggests that his relationship to language has transcended
that of a normal mortal in a way that is characteristic of people in the liminal space between life and
death (cf” Heracles at the end of the Trachiniae).

At lines 1370-1396, Oedipus curses his sons with the following speech, which provides the

337 For an overview of potential cult associations of Oedipus (though one which supposes a broader cultic range than
what I am convinced of), see Edmunds 1981. See also Henrichs 1993.
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standard mythological precedent for the story of the Seven against Thebes:

1370 | Torydp o 6 Baiucwv eicopd pév ol Ti meo Therefore, the god looks at you, not yet how he will
cos auTiK’, elTrep oide kivouvTal Adxol soon, if these troops move toward the Theban city.
Tpds &oTu OrPNs. o yap €06’ dTreos TdAw For it is not possible that you will topple that city,
ketvnv ¢pelyers, AAA& TTpbdobev afuaT but before that you will fall, stained with bloodshed,
Teot) wavleis xoo EYvaipos £E Toou. and your kindred brother just the same. I hurled

1375 | TOl&od’ apas opdv TPoobe T EEaviik’ ey these curses at you before, and I call them down to
viv T’ dvakaloUpail Euppdxous ¢NBeiv éuol, be my allies now...

Therefore, these [sc. curses] overpower your
1380 | TOry&p TO 0oV Baknua kai Tous cous Bpdvous | supplication and your thrones, if in fact justice is

kpaToUol, eiTrep ¢oTiv 1) TaAaipaTos seated with Zeus, according to the ancient customs.
Aixn EUvedpos Znuods dpxaiols véuois. But you, be gone, spat out by your father, and
ou & Epp’ ATOTMTUOTOS TE KATTATWP EUOU, fatherless now, vilest of the vile, taking these curses
KAKGV KakioTe, TAode cuAafcov apds, with you, which I invoke upon you, that you never
1385 | &s oot kadoUual, uiTe yfis ¢upuAiou conquer your native land with the spear and you
8dpel kpaTiioal urjTe vooTiioai TOTE never return home to low-lying Argos, but you die
T koTAov Apyos, GAA& ouyyevel xepi by kindred hand and kill the one by whom you were
Baveiv kTavelv 8’ Up’ oUTrep E€eAriAaoal. driven out. I pray such things, and I call on the
TolaUT” &pddual, kai kaAd 1O TapTdpou hostile paternal shadows of Tartarus, that it might
1390 | OTUY VOV TaTpdov épePos, Cds o” ATolkioT, resettle you there. I call on these goddesses, and I
kaA 8¢ Tdode daiuovas, kaldd & Apn call on Ares, who cast this terrible hatred into you
TOV 0@V TO Bewodv picos euPBePAnkdTa. both.
1370-92

This passage walks a fine line between a curse and a prophecy. Oedipus presents it very much as a
curse, using apai (1375, 1384) and &pdopat (1389) rather than a more neutral word to describe
his utterances. To emphasize this vocabulary further, even though Apns is not necessarily
etymologically related to &pai, the use of Apm at 1391 echoes these curse words and highlights
that in this instance, his &pati will turn into Apns.

However, what Oedipus calls curses are instead described by Antigone as prophecies
(LavTeUpad’ at 1425), and Polynices’ response features another instance of etymological play.
Though he refers only to Oedipus’ wish or desire (xp1iCel, 1426), xprile is etymologically related
to Xp&w and at least one ancient thought that xp1Cet should be understood as xpnoucdel here.338
He does not explicitly call Oedipus’ words a prophecy, but there are clear echoes of prophetic
language here. Antigone reiterates this language in her response, referring to Oedipus’ words as of’
¢Béomioev (1428).

This distinction persists, with some variation, throughout the rest of Antigone’s
conversation with Polynices. He maintains that he has no option but to lead an army against
Thebes, knowing full well that it will mean his death. Though Antigone attempts to dissuade him,

lamenting that he is rushing off to a foreseen death (6pucopevov / eis mpoUtTov ‘Adnv, 1439-40)

338 See schol. vet. ad 1426: xpnCet v Tow TS Xpnouwdel. It is also worth noting that xprjCe is used once, by
Euripides, as a by-form of xp&c, at Hel. 516 (of Theonoe).
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and at least implying that he might be able to avoid this fate if he acts differently, she cannot prevail
upon him. His language here moves from €l xp1} (1441) to & ur) dei (1442) to €v TG daipovt
(1443)—to Polynices, this is an outcome which he is powerless to avoid.

I have no interest in delving into the always sticky, insoluble question of fate and free will,
but I am interested in the two distinct descriptions used for Oedipus’ words. Prophecies and curses
are both powerful types of language, and the two seem to merge into one in the form of Oedipus,
as he approaches death. He utters a curse and then, as the play progresses, is seen to have
prophesied the curse’s fulfillment. It can be no mere coincidence that this extraordinarily powerful
command of language occurs to a character who had so famously been a victim of language. This
play offers a sort of redemption for Oedipus’ character and it is entirely appropriate that his heroic

end features a linguistic heroism that represents an inversion of his linguistically-tragic past.

602ff.: Oedipus Triumphant

Before returning to the oracle(s) woven through this play, let us briefly recap which details

have already been revealed.

Oedipus has been told (by Apollo) that he will
A. die in a place sacred to the Eumenides, where he will
B. benefit the people of the land where he dies and
C. bring ruin to those who exiled him

Further, Apollo told him that
D. there will be signs of these things (onueia & fjgewv TAOVSE, 94).

Once Ismene arrives, Oedipus learns that messengers were told (also by Apollo) that
Oedipus will be desired by the Thebans because

E. The safety of Thebes will depend on him because
F. Thebes will suffer if they attack the land in which Oedipus’ tomb resides (cois
8Tav oT@ow Taeols, 411)

With that in mind, let us now turn to the conversation between Oedipus and Theseus.
Theseus is initially quite sympathetic to Oedipus’ plight, since Theseus too lived a great deal of his
life in exile from his homeland. It is only when Oedipus explains that he is asking for burial in
Attica, but that his request is actually a somewhat bigger request than it initially seems, that
Oedipus explains the full significance of the oracles to Theseus. This is not, however, just a

recapitulation of what we have already heard. Instead, Oedipus adds more information about the
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oracles:

616 | kai Taiot OnPais el Taviv eumuepel If things are now friendly and fine between you
KaAdds T& Tpds of, puplas & pupios and Thebes, a great stretch of time brings forth
XPOVos TekvoUTal VUKTAS NUEPas T {cdv, many days and nights, as it passes, in which they
v ais Ta viv EUupwva defiopata will break asunder the harmonious pledges on

620 | 8dpel BiaokeS oIV gk opikpoU Adyou some minor account. And then, my sleeping and
v’ oUpOs eUdov Kal KEKPUUHEVOS VEKUS buried corpse, cold by then, will drink their
Yuxpds ToT’ auTddv Beppov alua mietal, warm blood, if Zeus is yet Zeus and his son
el ZeUs 11 Zeus xod Aids Ooifos cagris. Phoebus is unerring.

616-23

Here, we see a synthesis of at least five of the six points laid out above. Though the oracle
that the Thebans received suggests that Oedipus could conceivably be buried anywhere,
prompting Creon and Polynices to seek him out, the oracle that Oedipus personally received from
Apollo limits his options. The logical conclusion that accounts for all these (with the exception of
point D) is that there will come a time when Thebes will attack Athens and at that time, Oedipus’
grave will protect Athens and ensure their victory over Thebes. This much couldbe inferred from
the facts that Oedipus already possesses, but none of the specifics could. There is no reason that
this foretold conflict need happen in the distant future, as suggested by pupiags 6 pupios / xpdvos
TekvoUTal vKTas Nuépas T icov and oupds elScov kai Kekpuppévos vékus / wuxpds. However,
when Theseus and his men chase after Creon’s men, what the Chorus envisions is something very
close to a battle between Athens and Thebes, even though Theseus does not confirm the extent of
the conflict. Is Oedipus wrong, then, about how these oracles will fit together?

We are left, at this point, with two possibilities: on the most basic level, either Oedipus is
wrong or he is right. The implications of Oedipus being mistaken would change the overall tone of
this play significantly—if Oedipus is not endowed with special knowledge and vision, and some sort
of quasi-divine status, then what are we to make of any of the play? If Oedipus is not reliable in this
moment, then does this call other claims of his into question? If the ending is not an endorsement of
the actions and decisions of both Theseus and Oedipus, then we are left with a play that
approaches deconstructionist nihilism, where there is no message in this play and traditional piety is
something of a sham. Such a play would be both absurd and fascinating in a very postmodern way,
but it seems fundamentally incompatible with all that we know about Sophocles. I address this
possibility first, in the interest of dismissing it quickly.

That leaves us with the more palatable possibility that Oedipus is right. In this case, Thebes
will indeed come up against his grave in the distant future, which necessitates that the whole

Thebes-Athens conflict in the play must not “count,” in terms of the oracles, since this conflict
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certainly does not match the description Oedipus provides.33 Athens does prevail, but not because
of Oedipus (or, not because of the power inherent in his bones and his grave, at any rate). Perhaps
it is because Oedipus is not yet dead, and there is no grave against which to make a stand? Or
perhaps Creon’s unambiguously villainous choice to kidnap Antigone and Ismene does not
properly constitute an act on behalf of Thebes as a whole (thereby not ending the current state of
eunuepel KaAGds). This is, I think, the strongest reading: this conflict within the play can serve to
foreshadow future conflict(s) between Athens and Thebes without invalidating the specific details
contained in Oedipus’ prediction.

This brings us back to the question of how Oedipus knows what he knows, since the level of
detail he includes is more than mere reason and logic could have produced. Although, as noted in
the previous section, Oedipus is certainly described as a prophet in many places throughout this
play, up until this point, we have seen no evidence of prophecy, per se. Though it is no small task to
effectively understand an oracle from Apollo, all of his knowledge about the future has come from
oracles and not from his own prophetic vision. It is only in his conversation with Theseus that we
finally see such prophetic abilities, as he moves beyond the knowledge that he could have rationally
acquired from these two accounts of oracles.

Oedipus acts in this same prophetic role at the end of the play, after he recognizes the
thunder (occurring first at 1456), which is the sign that his imminent death is approaching. At this

point, Oedipus explains the final culmination of these oracles:

1520 | XGOPOV HEV aUTOs auTik® éEnymooual, I, without the touch of a guide, will now lead you to
&Biktos NynTipos, oU pe Xpt) Bavelv. the place where I must die. Do not ever show this to
ToUToV 8¢ Ppp&le UTOT AvBPCOTTLOV TIvi, any person—not where it is hidden nor in which
U8’ ol kékeuBe U T’ év ol kelTan TOTOIS! area it lies—so that this, by always being near you,
¢ds ool TTpd TOAAGY doTridwv &Aknv 88¢ may be a defense, superior to many shields or

1525 | Sopds T’ €maKTOU YEITOVAY Ael TIBT. foreign spears.

1533 | xoUTtws &dfjov Trivd’ évoikrjoels TTOAW Thus, you will dwell in this city, which will never be
oTapPTAV &1’ &vdpddv: assailed by the sown men.

1520-5, 1533-4

For a blind man to walk unassisted is remarkable on its own, and the messenger too comments upon
this fact (UpnynTipos oUdevds Pidcov, / GAN avtds nuiv méow eEnyovnevos. 1588-9). He

instructs his daughters as they perform final rituals for him and he gives them religiously-tinged

339 On this point, and how this scene can anticipate the future conflict between Thebes and Athens, see Scodel 1984:
“Ironically, the prediction Oedipus gives for a remote future is fulfilled within the play. Oedipus himself is the cause of
dispute between Thebes and Athens, and the dispute is settled in a battle which both guarantees the result of the future
contest and foreshadows it” (Scodel 1984: 117).
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prohibitions (UnNd” & wur) Béuis / Aevooev Sikaiotv undt puvouvtwv kKAUe, 1642-2). Everything
about his final moments, from the direct address from a god (16251T.) to his mysterious
death/disappearance (&AAN’ 1] Tig &k Becdov TOUTIOS T} TO vepTEéPLOV / elivouv BlaoTav yis
aAuTnTov B&Bpov, 1661-2), is marked as more than human. He is a priest orchestrating his own
rituals and a blind seer with no need of eyes (reminiscent of Tiresias) who has interpreted and

augmented the oracle of Apollo (correctly, this time!) and brought about its fulfillment.

Conclusions at Colonus
Several things emerge from this analysis of divine and prophetic language. Though this is

not properly a sequel to the Oedipus Tyrannus, it is impossible to read this play without the
Oedipus Tyrannus coming to mind. When we juxtapose those two versions of Oedipus, we see that
the Oedipus of Oedipus at Colonusis a more pious man who no longer comes into conflict with the
will of the gods. We can understand this to be the result of years of suffering and aging and learning
(i.e. we are dealing essentially with the same man as from the OT, but he has matured piously) or
we can understand this as an entirely new version of Oedipus who is conspicuously different from
the version of Oedipus from the O7: Either way, this Oedipus is able to understand oracles from
Apollo effectively and to function as a prophet; rather than be in direct conflict with Tiresias over
the meaning of oracles, Oedipus has instead taken on many of the attributes of Tiresias.

This play features an oracle that is revealed in a piecemeal fashion, as so many other
Sophoclean oracles are. However, in this instance, communication proceeds precisely as it should.
Oedipus blends these discrete oracles into one outcome, using his privileged access to the gods in
combination with what he has already learned about these oracles. He uses his own logic and
intellect to combine these different oracles, but he now does so in a pious and accurate way. When
his reason conflicts with what a god has said, as is the case when he talks to Ismene about the new
oracles, Oedipus reassesses and corrects his interpretation, but he does so from an assumption that
the oracles are undoubtedly accurate. If logic and an oracle seem to be in conflict, he does not
discount the oracle-giver or the oracle itself (as the Oedipus of the O7 does). Instead, he finds an
interpretation that accommodates the oracle and its infallibility. On one level, then, this play offers
an endorsement of piety and religious reverence, which accords with the picture of Sophocles
found in the biographical tradition. However, in revisiting what is (nominally) the same character,
but one in which oracular communication results in actual, accurate understanding, Sophocles

invites us to reflect on what happened differently this time around. As in nearly all the plays in this
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chapter, there are subtle elements surrounding the presentation and comprehension of oracles
which direct us to think about language itself and how communication and comprehension
function. These linguistic, oracular features are not necessary to the plots of these plays, suggesting

that there is some other reason or reasons for their inclusion.

Overall Conclusions
Unlike the 7rachiniae and the Oedipus Tyrannus, the five plays that I have examined in this

chapter all feature oracles in ways that are less central to the plot. The plots of these plays do not
hinge on a misunderstood oracle, but they nonetheless feature some sort of prophecy or oracle. My
purpose in this chapter was to lay out the oracles and prophecies in these other plays and to
examine what these plays have to contribute to the linguistic picture that the 7rachiniae and the
Oedipus Tyrannus have painted. At times, these plays echo and reinforce linguistic features that we
saw in the first two chapter, but in other places, these plays serve to flesh out how other types of
language work—types of speech which were not thoroughly explored in the 7rachiniae or the
Oedipus Tyrannus. In broad terms, these plays all demonstrate the convoluted process of language
transmission. Oracles and prophecies all originate from a place of truth, but as soon as that truth
begins to be mediated in language, the language corrupts and alters divine truth. Characters (often
unconsciously) bring their own preconceptions, agendas, and aspirations to bear on language and
they exploit nodes of ambiguity in order to relate a prophecy in a form that appeals to them (as in
the Ajax and perhaps also the Electra). At other times, prophecies are shaped willfully and used
manipulatively (as in the Philoctetes and perhaps also the Electra). We see prophecy wielded as a
weapon, as in the Antigone and the Oedipus at Colonus, where prophecies are nearly
indistinguishable from curses.

As we look at these plays, we can see how Sophocles addresses complications around
language. Though the 7rachiniae addresses language that aims at conveying facts, there are other
modes of communication. Two people can intend to engage in a cooperative conversation, but they
might still fail, for a variety of reasons. The speaker might intend to connote something, while the
listener may apply very different assumptions and come to an entirely different conclusion.
Sophocles does address this, however, and we see that good faith attempt at communication will
result in a back-and-forth process through which meaning will eventually emerge, as it does when

Ismene and Oedipus discuss the new oracles about his death in the OC. Beyond more complicated
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instances of cooperative communication, there are instances of uncooperative conversation. We
play linguistic games, we lie, we manipulate, and we use imprecise language. All these situations are
addressed, in some capacity, in the plays of Sophocles. By highlighting these different situations,
Sophocles forces his audience to give more thought to the mechanisms that they intuitively
understand, as native speakers of Greek.

By looking at prophecy throughout the full extant Sophoclean corpus, we can see the
breadth of Sophocles’ engagement with language and ambiguity. This breadth complements the
depth explored in my first two chapters, and lays a useful foundation for drawing conclusions about

Sophocles’ overarching interest in prophecy, ambiguity, and linguistics.
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Conclusion

After examining each play individually, it is finally possible to view them collectively.
Though our sample size is admittedly woefully limited,34 it is still striking that oracles or other
types of prophecy occur so reliably in the extant corpus. What might explain this, especially in cases
where the oracle is not central to the plot?

To answer this question, it is worth briefly revisiting the conclusions of the previous
chapters. In looking at the 7rachiniae, I argued that the oracles from Zeus are not necessarily
deceptive. Instead, the oracles are communicated in speech that is syntactically accurate, but which
entirely disregards the pragmatic rules that govern human communication. The tragic outcome of
the play is a result of humans applying pragmatic conventions to a type of communication which
entirely disregards those conventions. Moving to the Oedipus Tyrannus, I argued that the apparent
malice of Apollo need not be understood as malice at all, but could instead be read as another
instance of mortals applying the wrong rules to divine communication. Using the genre of riddles as
a way to approach this play, I looked at the pragmatic conventions which govern non-
straightforward modes of communication, such as riddles, and the importance of realizing which
set of linguistic rules to apply to language in order to properly understand that language. In solving
the famous Riddle of the Sphinx, Oedipus proved that he can effectively employ the “rules” of
riddle-solving, but when approaching oracles, he does not know that he needs to apply a specific
set of linguistic rules. By failing to do so, he misunderstands the oracle. He is, however, helped in
his misunderstanding by Tiresias, whose words frustrate and anger Oedipus until he is not in an
emotional or mental state to believe Tiresias when Tiresias tells him the truth about his identity.
When viewed in tandem with Apollo’s divine communication, this play provides two different ways
in which communication can fail. With Apollo’s words, we see how ambiguous language can be
misinterpreted—when ambiguity allows for multiple interpretations, a listener can easily choose the

wrong meaning, particularly when they have an emotional reason to prefer one meaning to

34 Using a relatively conservative estimate of 115 plays written by Sophocles, these seven plays constitute approximately
6% of Sophocles’ total output (though it would be a mistake to think that these seven represent a random sampling of
Sophocles’ plays).
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another. We also see, with Tiresias” words, how context and psychological elements can drive
miscommunication—if a listener imputes malice to a speaker, the listener is unlikely to think that
the speaker is making a good faith effort at communication and can instead interpret true words as
lies. Between these two plays, we see two different, complementary models of how language works.
The Trachiniae provides a simpler model of how pragmatic principles shape communication, and
the Oedipus Tyrannus examines more complex types of speech, and types of speech which are not
aimed at the straightforward communication of facts.

In Chapter 3, I detailed the ways in which Sophocles provides more instances of prophetic
language which highlight other ways language can function. These examples serve to complement
and expand upon the linguistic features on display in the 7rachiniae and the Oedipus Tyrannus.
Whereas the multiform oracle in the 7rachiniae was equally true in all its forms, rendering
questions of transmission moot, the Ajax raises these issues and does not properly resolve them (we
are never sure what exactly Calchas said and what the messenger or Teucer supplied). The
Philoctetes goes even further, as Odysseus is entrusted with Helenus’ prophecy. As the prophecy
shifts throughout the play, the audience is acutely aware of the ways in which Odysseus, the
consummate sophist, is manipulating language and the prophecy in order to corrupt Neoptolemus
and succeed in bringing Philoctetes and his bow back to Troy. Here, the transmission and use and
misuse of language are impossible to ignore, even though no harm actually comes from all this,
since Heracles arrives to set things right. For an audience anxious about sophistry, however,
Odysseus’ persuasive rhetoric would sound familiar and alarming.

The Electra, meanwhile, draws our attention to the importance of context. Without
knowing what Orestes asked Apollo, we cannot know that Apollo condones Orestes’ actions.
Orestes may well—either consciously or unconsciously—be transmitting Apollo’s words faithfully,
without transmitting his meaning. Without knowing the full context of the oracular inquiry, we
cannot know if Orestes is manipulating Apollo’s words, which raises the possibility that Orestes
might be using an oracle to advance his own political agenda. Though the play does not dwell on
this question, and the answer to the question is entirely irrelevant to the plot of the play, this
nonetheless taps into the motif, familiar from the historians, of politicians appropriating oracles for
their own gain.

Finally, these plays address a much broader range of language than we saw in either the

Trachiniae or the Oedipus Tyrannus. Even in a narrow examination of oracular and prophetic
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language, we see willful deception (Philoctetes), ambiguity of attribution and the problems inherent
in reporting speech (Ajax), the ambiguity introduced by imprecise wording (Electra), and speech
acts and curses (Antigone). Further, our attention is drawn at times to the different modes of
prophecy; in both the Antigone and the Oedipus at Colonus, we see a clear distinction between
divination from natural signs (birds and thunder, respectively) and the sort of purely linguistic
prophecy that oracles dispense. We see failed attempts at communication and a counter-example of
how communication can take place effectively (Oedipus at Colonus). Although we see verbal
ambiguity in the Ajax, the Electra, and the Philoctetes, the ambiguity is never resolved, and the plot
is entirely unconcerned with that ambiguity. In a sense, the ambiguity is there precisely to be
ambiguous, and the questions it raises are more important than the answers (which are never
provided).

We are still left, however, with the question of “why?” Why include ambiguity? Why make
oracles such a locus of linguistic exploration? Why provide language which can be understood in
multiple different ways if the actual meaning of that language does not actually matter? By raising
these questions and examining how language can generate both meaning and ambiguity, Sophocles
focuses our attention on language itself. When he was writing, there was a great deal of anxiety
about language, rhetoric, and the teachings of sophists and rhetoricians were widespread in Athens.
Language itself became an object of study, and as things like “making the weaker argument
stronger” were being taught, and there were deconstructionist currents which were gaining
strength. Though we have long recognized that Plato challenged these intellectual trends,
Sophocles is not often seen to be doing the same thing. However, when we look at these seven
plays, Sophocles has some surprisingly sophisticated ideas about how language works, even if he
does not present them in treatise form.

I began this examination with the 77achiniac because it offers the least complicated
presentation of Sophocles’ ideas about language. Though this play has been read as a
deconstructionist work, such a reading ignores the fact that Sophocles also reconstructs, so to
speak. Although he does point out how syntax can generate misunderstanding, Sophocles does not
suggest that there are norules to language, or that there can be no effective communication.
Rather, he points out that the rules that govern communication are more complex than we
immediately recognize. We hear a disjunctive oracle and we all intuitively understand it the same

way Deianeira does. When the “twist” is revealed, we also see how it cou/d mean something other
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than we first thought. Though Sophocles was obviously not aware of Grice’s conversational
maxims, they do provide a useful formal framework to discuss how and why this phenomenon
occurs. Context and other non-syntactic elements fill in the gaps that syntax leaves open. Language
is not a paradox, but instead a very complex system.

To conclude, Sophocles is primarily concerned with his dramatic craft, and I do not mean
to suggest that the “point” of his plays is to present a linguistic treatise. However, because oracles
are a place where gods convey information to mortals, meaning is particularly important in oracular
speech. Further, since it is a sort of liminal, non-human speech, Sophocles is afforded a great deal
more flexibility when crafting divine communication. Gods are not limited by human speech
conventions, so divine speech is an ideal place for Sophocles to create artificial scenarios in which
communication fails in some way. By creating scenarios in which communication fails, either
because an implicitly understood pragmatic principle is not observed by a god or because a mortal
deceptively exploits the pragmatic assumptions of their audience, Sophocles highlights the
pragmatic elements of communication. Taken together, these pragmatic principles constitute a
theory of language that underlies much of Sophocles” work. In the face of the sophistic challenges
to traditional ideas of language, Sophocles puts forth his own defense of language which rests on his
nuanced understanding of the non-syntactic facets of language.

A conception of Sophocles as an engaged intellectual is one of the major contributions of
this study, to my mind. Sophocles’ linguistic innovation has been explored before, but primarily in
a somewhat narrow sense. Long 1986, for instance, offers a brilliant study the neologisms found in
Sophocles, and he argues convincingly that Sophocles is particularly semantically innovative (and
more semantically innovative than Euripides). In a 2006 volume edited by de Jong and Rijksbaron
(Sophocles and the Greek Language: Aspects of Diction, Syntax and Pragmatics), an impressive
array of scholars further advance our understanding of Sophocles’ linguistic skill and practice.
Though this is hardly an exhaustive selection, it does represent a strain of scholarship which
acknowledges that Sophocles not only thought deeply about language, but that he contributed to
literary and intellectual history in ways which have not been fully appreciated in the past.

By revisiting the issue of prophecy in Sophocles in light of pragmatic theory, we can
understand that Sophocles uses divine communication as an opportunity to explore some of the
most nuanced and complex aspects of communication. Rather than acquiesce to sophistic claims

about language, Sophocles resists a deconstructionist understanding of language and uses oracular
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speech as a place to display his own ideas about language. The artificial linguistic exempla he
creates (using the flexibility afforded him by liminal and supernatural speech, which need not
conform to any human conventions) draw attention to the different ways that listeners make sense
of complex speech. By presenting audience members with linguistic puzzles that they are intuitively
able to understand, Sophocles directs the audience’s attention to their innate linguistic instincts.
These instincts go well beyond semantics, and Sophocles is in fact making a brilliant pragmatic
argument, though not in so many words. By using the tools provided by pragmatic linguistic theory,
though, we are able to approach a small but consistently present element of Sophocles’ plays—
oracles and prophecies—and use them to gain a better understanding of these plays as well as of

Sophocles” own interests and contributions to the intellectual debates of the 5" century.

Next Steps

In the future, this project would benefit from considering the specifics of Sophocles’
intellectual context. As I note above, Sophocles is writing in the midst of intense social and
intellectual upheaval. His own interventions in these debates can only be fully appreciated when
viewed against these contemporary linguistic and philosophical debates. The most useful places to
begin such additional study are, to my mind, the Sophists and Presocratics, Herodotus,
Thucydides, and Plato. Of the numerous of thinkers who are included under the “Sophists and
Presocratics” category, Heraclitus, Protagoras, and Democritus seem to be the most relevant to a
linguistic discussion, since our evidence suggests that all three were deeply interested in language.
Protagoras, of course, cannot be viewed without addressing Plato’s depiction of Protagoras—in
fact, Plato is also a useful, if problematic, source for the teachings of Heraclitus. In particular, his
Cratylus engages with philosophies of language as well as Heraclitean ideas concerning flux. In a
separate vein, Herodotus and Thucydides are both very concerned with the ways that language can
be used, misused, understood, and misunderstood. The themes which occur in both men’s works
are a reflection of deeper societal concerns which also manifest in Sophocles’ own work. Future
study will need to treat this complicated web of evidence carefully, but there are a great many
points of contact between these thinkers and Sophocles’ own linguistic ideas, and such a study
would lead to a much better understanding of intellectual debates (and intellectual exchange) in
the 5" century. It would also enhance our understanding of the extent to which Sophocles was an

active and innovative participant in these debates.
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Appendix A: Uses of fj . . .

The vast majority of uses of 1j . . . 1] are exclusive uses, as one might expect when thinking
pragmatically about how oris used and the implicatures that are generally applicable. A great deal
of linguistic scholarship has examined the question of orand the inclusive and exclusive ways that it
can be used and how a speaker can implicate a certain meaning and how a hearer can infer certain
meanings.34' The theoretical linguistic underpinnings of this debate are outside the scope of my
project, but by taking an inductive approach, we can see a great deal about how this construction is

used in Greek literary sources.

Leaving aside many instances that defy simple classification, in a study of over 400 uses of
the disjunction, looking at examples from Homer up through Euripides and Sophocles, exclusive
uses represent approximately 80% of the examples that can be neatly classified.3#> Some of these
are particularly useful for a discussion of the 7rachiniae, and I will return to them later. First,
however, I will lay out some other uses of fj . . . 1} in Greek. For the purpose of this examination, I
am only looking at instances of 1j . . . 7} (and not uses of 1] in isolation or in combination with other

particles, such as fjtot. .. fjor fj. .. f) kai33) and I have attempted to remove instances where 1 . .

31 Hurford’s Constraint (Hurford 1974) is the starting point for a great deal of work on these topics. It notes that “the
joining of two sentences by or is unacceptable if one sentence entails the other; otherwise, the use of or is acceptable”
(Hurford 1974: 410). See Chierchia et al. 2001, Singh 2008, Chierchia et al. 2008, Yoon 2009, and Meyer 2014 for a
series of studies on Hurford’s Constraint and how negation and disjunction combine with one another to give rise to
different presumptive meanings.

3¢ In Seven against Thebes, for example, the messenger says Polynices and his allies swore an oath to erther take
Thebes by force ordie and cover the earth with their blood (copkcopdTnoav 1) TéAel katackapds / BévTes
Aamégew dotu Kadueicov Rig, / i yijv Bavdvtes Tivde pupdoeiv pbdve, Septem 46-8). In this case, the two
options are understood to be mutually exclusive—the men do not think that they will both die andtake Thebes. In this
instance, we have a truly exclusive or. A similar use occurs later in the same play, when Megareus is described as either
defeating Eteoclus or dying in the attempt—Dbut clearly not both (&AN’ fj Bavcov Tpogeia TAnpcdoet xBovi, / 1j kai
BU” &vdpe kai méAop e &oTidos / EAcov Aagupols déua Koour|oel TTaTpos, Septem 477-9). A thorough list of all
such examples would be far too long, since this usage represents the overwhelming majority of the occurrences of 7j . . .
1 in Greek.

3 Smyth does not seem to think that the difference between 1} . . . fjand fitot. .. fjor 1j . . . fj Kai has any bearing on
the inclusive or exclusive nature. The most relevant observation is that fjTot . . . 1} may be used instead of 1j . . . 1j when
the first item listed is more probable (§ 2858). Similarly, he notes that 1) kai “is often used where 1} would suffice” (§
2862). For 1] in isolation in alternative questions, or in combination with Tétepov, see § 2656-7, 2860. Smyth concludes
that the repeated fj . . . 1] serves “to connect the two members more closely” (§ 2856), but nothing about the nature of
the disjunction implied. As to indirect alternative formations involving fj, he does note that méTepov . . . f] “may denote
that the second alternative is more important than the first,” whereas €i . . . f} “indicates that the second alternative is
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. 7} is not functioning in the way that either/or does in English, but is instead joining three (or
more) discreet items with a simple “or” between each element. Often, as I will demonstrate, this is
not an easy determination to make and the semantic functions of 1) . . . 1} are somewhat ambiguous.
For simplicity, I will limit myself here to examples whose context allow us to determine the inclusive
or exclusive nature of the “or” in some fashion (based either on a discernable intent of the speaker
or a discernable interpretation by the hearer—in more formal terms, the implicatures or inferences
involved). I recognize that these examples are selectively chosen and not a representative sample of
all of the instances this construction is used in Greek. My intent here is not to provide an exhaustive
analysis of the uses of 7j . . . 7} in Greek but rather to illustrate the available semantic range that is
can have and to establish the difference between the semantic and pragmatic range that this

disjunction can exhibit in different contexts.

I have split up the uses of fj . . . 1} which are not clearly exclusive into broad categories, for
the purpose of analysis. These are not always neat and distinctly separate categories, but I think
they prove useful as a framework. I will attempt to lay out the relevant pragmatic framework that

governs some of these categories as I lay them out.

Inclusive (or Predominantly Inclusive) Uses of Or
I. Prayer Language

The first category that I will argue is truly inclusive are the fossilized uses that occur in
ritual language and prayers.3# This includes two slightly different uses of 1} . . . 7). The first set are
uses of “word or deed,” as in example 1.1 and 1.2 below. The second type are those that occur in

lists of pious or dedicatory acts (1.3 and 1.4). Examples of both types are provided:

preferable or more probable” (§ 2675a, ¢). These are not directly relevant to the examples I am looking at, however,
since these are specifically indirect formulations and I feel confident that excluding these instances does little to impact
my study of 7} . . . T}. Interesting, but also only tangentially relevant, is the rare substitution of 1 . . . Té instead of f} . . . 1j
that Smyth notes at § 2982. Overall, Smyth does not comment on the exclusive or inclusive nature of any variation on
these disjunctions, but the nuanced difference between 1 . . . 1) and other combinations does not seem to make a
substantive difference in the inclusivity or exclusivity.

34 For a more detailed look at ritual and prayer language, see Depew 1997 for a thorough overview. Miller 1986
provides a discussion of the Aypomnesis element of prayers, in which the suppliant reminds the god of past service(s)
rendered or piety shown. Graf 1991 and Festugi¢re 1976 also discuss the reciprocal exchange aspects of prayer.
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I.I

I.2

1.3

1.4

ZeU matep el moTe 31 o€ peT’ &BavdToiow dvnoa
A EreL ) Epy o, OS¢ pot kprinvov éA8cop
1. 1.503-5
néAC, aidecoal ue Beav ov Trep, €l ToTE 81 ogv
1 &met 1) Epy o kpadinw kai Bupodv inva
h.Cer. 64-5

ZeT métep el ToTé Tis Tol év Apyel ep ToAuTiUpe
1] Boos 1j oids kaTa Tiova unpia kaiwv
eUXETO VOOTIioqL, OU 8 UTTEOXEO KAl KATEVEVOQAS,
TSV pvijoal kal &uuvov ‘OAUuTTIE vnAets fiuap
1l 15.3725

KAU6I pev, atyidxolo Aids Tékos, ATpuTcovn,
el TToTé Tot ToAUuNTIS £Vl peydpoio 'O8ucoels
1 Poos 1) Sios katd Triova unpi’ ékne,
TV viv pot pvijoat, kai ot pidov ula cdwoov,
pvnoTiipas 8 amdAalke kakdds UTrepnvopéovTas
Od. 4.763-6

Father Zeus, if I have ever helped you among the
immortals, in word or deed, accomplish my desire
for me3ss

Helios, regard me as a goddess, if I have ever, in
word or deed, warmed your heart and spirit.

Father Zeus, if anyone in Argos, rich in wheat,
ever prayed to return home, burning the fat thigh-
bones of a cow or a sheep for you, and you nodded
and assented, remember them and ward off the
pitiless day, Olympian one

Hear me, unwearying child of aegis-bearing Zeus,
if the many-wiled Odysseus ever burned fat thigh-
bones of a cow or sheep for you in his halls,
remember them now and save my dear son and
ward off the terribly overbearing suitors

A close parallel to this, though it is not strictly a prayer (since Telemachus addresses Nestor

and Menelaus with these words) employs the same basic structure as part of the beseeching

request:

1.5

Aoocouat, € ToTé Tol Tt TaThp £uds, 0B8Ads ‘Oducoeus,
A Emmos né T1 Epyov UmooTdas éEeTéAecoe
Briue Evt Tpcocov, 801 TéoxeTe Ut Axaiof,
TGV viv ot pvijoal, kai pot vnuePTES EvioTres.
Od. 3.98-101 and 4.328-31

I pray, if ever my father, noble Odysseus,
accomplished anything that he promised to you,
either some word or deed, in the Trojan land,
where the Achaeans endured great woes,
remember that now, I beg you, and tell me the
truth.

These uses at least suggest an inclusive interpretation of 1) . . . fi—it would be a very strange

strategy to invoke two pious acts, of which only one had actually been completed by the suppliant.

The import of these prayers is certainly intended to be something to the effect of “Zeus (or Helios

or Athena), I have served you in both these ways, please grant my prayer.” The choice of words

couches these prayers in proper deference for the gods, but there would be no reason to call to

mind the thighs of animals that had never actually been sacrificed to Zeus (thereby calling to mind

sacrifices that Odysseus or the Achaeans had specifically not performed for Zeus) and we should

understand this as an inclusive use of 1] . . . 1§, though perhaps a fossilized and formulaic use that is

not entirely illustrative of more natural uses of 1j . . . 7).

3

345 This passage echoes Achilles’ initial request at 1.394-5 (EA8oUc” OUAuptov 8¢ Aia Aioa, €f ToTe 81 T1 / 1) Emel
covnoas kpadinv Aids 1i¢ kai Epyw), though his formulation fits less neatly into the category of prayers, since he is
specifying language to be used by Thetis when propitiating Zeus, but I am not comfortable calling his address to his
mother a prayer, even though she is a divinity.
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It is worth noting that the broad phrasing is fairly standard for prayers (i.e. “If ever I have
pleased you in any way . . .”), but that does not undermine the basic rhetorical strategies in play
here.34 It is useful to examine other ways that this formulaic language is used, including in other

prayer contexts:

1.6 ZuwBed el ToTé Tol xaplevT émi vnov Epeya, Sminthean, if ever I pleased you by placing a roof
1 i 81) ToTé Tol kaTa Tiova unpi’ Ekna on your temple or if I ever burned fat thigh-bones
Tavpwv 18 alydv, 1o 8¢ pot kprinvov &éASwp for you, of bulls and goats, accomplish my desire

1l 1.39-41 for me.

1.7 kAUBI pev aiyidxolo Aids Tékos ATpuTdcovn, Hear me, unwearied child of aegis-bearing Zeus!
el ToTé pot kal Tatpl pila ppovéouoa TTapéoTns If ever you stood by my father in fierce battle,
Bnico &v ToAéuc, viv alT £ut piAal ABrjvn- with kindly thoughts toward him, now be kind to

Il 5.115-7 me as well, Athena!

as well as when requests are made between mortals (here, Hecuba to Hector and Hecuba to the

Trojan people):

1.8 "Ektop Tékvov Eudv Tade T aideo kai u’ EAénoov Hector, my child, heed these things and take

aUTrv, el ToTé Tol Aabikndéa paldv éméoxov: pity on me, if I ever offered my breast as a
1l 22.82-3  comfort to you

1.9 &yeobe Tpdoes kai Tpwddes “Extop’ idvTes, Come, Trojan men and woman, to see Hector, if
el ToTe Kai CadovTI HAXNS EKVOCTHOaVTL you ever rejoiced to see him coming back from
XalpeT’, emel péya xdpua ToéAel T Ay TavTi Te battle, while he was still alive, since he was a
drjuep. great source of joy for the city and all the

1l. 24.704-6  people.

Lang usefully schematizes the different sorts of prayers into several categories.3¥” She

identifies this sort of prayer language as a single category of da si dedi/da quia dedi, correctly

346 This is, I think, unlike the impulse behind prayers such as we see at Ag. 160-2 (Zeus, boTis TOT €0Tiv, €l TS av-
/16 pihov kekAnuéve, / ToUTS viv TTpooevvETI, “Zeus, whoever he is, if this is pleasing to him to be called, I
invoke him with this name”) or the general tendency to invoke a range of gods, to make sure the correct one is invoked
(cf. the Chorus’ address to a wide range of gods at OT 151{l.). In those sorts of moments, the person praying is
covering all their bases, so to speak, with the implicit assumption that there is no particular harm in invoking extra gods
or invoking a god by additional names, as compared to the potential risks of not effectively obtaining the god’s help
because the address was deficient in some way.

37 Lang 1975 provides an outline of the types of communication humans use in relation to the gods in Homer and splits
the non-conversational communication (i.e. prayers) into categories of do ut des, da et dabo, da si dedi/da quia ded,
and da quia dedisti. For purposes of comparison, only her da si dedi/da quia dedi category is directly relevant. In this
category, she places several of my examples above in addition to Chryses’ prayer to Apollo at /. 1.39-41, which has a
great deal in common with these other examples (as noted above), though it does not involve the use of 1 . . . 1j. In this
broader category of da si dedi/da quia ded, she also places things like Agamemnon’s prayer to Zeus at /. 8.236ff. and
10.432fT., though these are somewhat different rhetorically, since they do not invoke the “if ever I. . .” language,
though they do all call on past services rendered to the god as a rationale for why the god should heed their prayer
now.

Reminiscent of the examples above are the sort of “ei ToTe” uses that are oriented toward the divinity addressed, such
as cooel kuPepvriTas copds, Upuvodvao-/o’ elBuve KAeol / viv ppévas aueTépas, / &l 81) oTe kai Tdpos
(Bacchylides 12.1-4) and & ToTe kal poTépas &Tas Utep dpvupévas oAl / Avdoat ktomiav pASya THuaTos,
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recognizing that the practical effect of the language elides the difference between “if” and
“because.” While a literal interpretation of these passages does offer these justifications in terms of
ifsomething happened, they are surely meant to convey the sense that the person speaking did do
these things in the past. The force of ifseems either purely rhetorical (since one does not properly
make demands of gods) or else somewhat transferred. That is to say, the occurrences must have
happened (one would not likely have forgotten if any service or sacrifice had been performed—it
only strengthens a prayer to mention things that did happen, not conspicuous failures to act). The
judgment—if we are to imagine that any sort of a judgment is presupposed in this language—must

be more about the recipient’s actions and perceptions, and not the actions of the person praying.34

The examples above which invoke “word or deed” seem to be a special sub-group, in that
the boundary between word and deed is not a clearly delineated one. Thetis’ prayer to Zeus
(example 1.1) is a particularly illustrative example, since we know at least something about a
moment that she is invoking with this prayer, since Achilles makes a specific request of her that she
certainly seems to follow (1.386-412, with a particular resonance at lines 394-5). Achilles asks her to
remind Zeus of the time when she was the only god who warded off shameful destruction from him
(&eikéa Aorydv audvat, 398). Her actions here involve both releasing Zeus from the chains in
which he was bound (UmeAUocao Beoudov, 401) as well as summoning Briareus up to Olympus
(ExaTdyxepov kaAéoao &s pakpodv "OAuptrov, 402). We are not given a great deal of
information as to how she called Briareus to Olympus,34 but the language used to describe what
she did seems to map neatly onto both word (kaAécac’) and deed (UmeAUcao). I hesitate to give
too much weight to this scene as an example of a clearly “inclusive or,” however, because it is quite
easy to imagine a situation in which speaking leads to action or is indistinguishable from an active
intervention and a single event could be both a word and a deed (speech acts as a broad category

come readily to mind here). As such, I will do no more than suggest that this formulaic “word or

gNBeTe kai viv. (OT'165-6). These fall into Lang’s da quia dedisti category of appeals and are not directly relevant for
examining the theory of mind involved in these other prayers and appeals.

348 To look at the preceding examples again, I would argue that the real question in 1.1 does not concern the word or
deed, both of which we are to assume occurred; rather, it concerns évnoa. The question is not whether the acts
occurred, but whether Zeus thinks that he was benefited by Thetis’ actions (and if, by extension, he owes her anything
in exchange). Similarly, in 1.2, if there is a question, it concerns inva. Both a word and a deed occurred, but Helios
only owes Demeter any assistance if her words and deeds did actually accomplish their goal and warm Helios’ heart.
While this line of reasoning does not map onto all of these examples (for instance, it does not apply to I.4 at all), it does
open up the interesting question of what sort of theories of mind underlie Greek piety and prayer.

349 This scene is obviously far more complicated than I can adequately explore here. Willcock 1997 and Slatkin 1992
both discuss this fraught scene in far greater detail.
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deed” phrasing does complicate any interpretation that would like to take 1 . . . 7} as entirely

exclusive.

As a last note on prayer language, these examples all occur within the framing of €{ Toté (if
ever). Ifis, like negation, a downward entailing operator, which licenses certain constructions which
would not otherwise be licensed.3* We should keep this in mind when considering the use of 7j . . .
1} more broadly, since there are specific linguistic features which might explain this particular

inclusive use of or.

2. Quasi-Hendiadys, Plausible Coexistence, and “Ideally Both” Uses

Three other closely related categories that I have identified are instances in which 1j .. .
serves to create something very similar to hendiadys; examples of things that easily coexist (often
things whose coexistence can easily be supported with ready examples); and instances in which
either of two alternatives would be sufficient, but both would clearly be preferred. This often
occurs with weapons and similar things. For examples, Homer regularly joins things like an arrow
and a spear in this way (BArjuevos 1 icd 1) €yxel 6EudevTi, “struck either by an arrow or a sharp
spear,” 1. 8.514; autap émei K’ 1} Soupi TuTreis 1 PAriuevos 16 / eis Irmous GAetal, “but when,
either struck by a spear or hit by an arrow, he will leap onto his horses,” 7. 11.191-2). Similarly,
this can refer to means of injury (fj B&An 1) éA&on, “if someone should either throw or strike,” Od.
17.279) or slightly less concrete “weapons” (more precisely, means of effecting harm): 7é Tt
nUolov émos écoetal 1)é Ti Epyov (“if there will be either some idle word or some idle deed,”
h.Ap. 540). I start with these examples because many of these—particularly the examples in
Homer—are some of the least exclusive examples, though they do represent a significant use of or
in Greek. By this, I first mean that there is no reason why an injury by one of these types of
weapons (say, an arrow) necessarily excludes the other, since they are closely linked to one another
and multiple types of attacks can certainly afflict the same warrior. In Homer, at least, warriors are
rarely wounded or killed by two different weapons, though there is no obvious reason why they

could not be. Looking at the example from the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, however, we see a much

350 See Chierchia et al. 2001: 160 on this point: “Scalar implicatures do not arise in downward entailing linguistic
environments.” They conclude that the presence of a downward entailing operator blocks implicatures, which explains
why 1} . . . 1} functions differently in this linguistic environment than it does in normal environments. For a more
thorough discussion, see Appendix B.
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broader use that recalls the prayer language from before. Here, idle words and idle deeds are not
mutually exclusive and the poet immediately follows this line with UBpis 6, fj 6éuis éoTi
KaTaBvnTdv dvBpcdmwv (“and hubris, which is customary among mortals”), which seems to
equate hubris with idle words and deeds as things that are quite likely to happen and need to be
warned against. In this sense, given the broader context, the use of 7j . . . 7 seems to be inclusive,

and context is the determining factor.

Also in this category, as examples of quasi-hendiadys, I have placed things like the following

passages:

2.1 T Te Y&p TOAW koW TTapéxouey, kal ouk £0TIv For we hold out our city as a public thing and
81e EevnAacials ameipyopév Tva fi pabripatos 1 there is no time when we use alien acts to
BeauaTos prevent someone from either learning or seeing

Thuc. 2.39.1

22 Tis y&p kdpnv Epnuov fi B&uapT Exev For who will wish either to take a destitute girl as

i ToudoTrolelv € ¢uou BouArjoeTal; a wife or to father children with me?
Heracleidae 523-4

2.3 1 Tiva potoav éméAbeo What muse should I approach with either tears

Sdakpuow 1j Bprjvors 1) mévbeoiv; or dirges or mourning?

Helen 165-6

All of these combine elements that certainly go closely together (learning and observing, wife and
mother, tears and dirges) and cannot imply that one must occur at the exclusion of the other. The
two alternatives are certainly meant to evoke different connotations in the hearers, but they cannot
be understood as exclusive ors. For example, in 2.2, the maiden invokes the loss of her status as a
wife first, and then as a mother. The two need not go together, but she here uses these to
encompass and convey the hope of a good life (eU Tp&Eetv, 521) that she can no longer attain. In
this sense, the two are very much being used as an elaboration on the same idea and an exclusive

interpretation would render this lament nonsensical.

Closely connected with these example are those instances in which 1j . . . 1} joins two things
that have existed in the past and whose potential coexistence may be particularly relevant or
desirable in the context. These uses are common in Thucydides:

2.4 &l TOBEV Tva ) vauTikoU 1] XpUaTwv SUvauiy If, in some way, we will augment our strength,

TpooAnydueda cither nautical or monetary
Thuc. 1.82.1
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2.5 €l Tis T1 ETeEpOS ETEPOU TTPOPEPEL T] EMOTAUN T) eVPuUXia If someone surpasses another, either in skill or in
Thuc. 7.64.2  courage

2.6 €l un yap fj vauoi KpaTioopev 1 Tas Tpocddous For unless we defeat them with our ships or
APAIPTIOOHEY AP’ GOV TO vauTikd Tpépouot, BAaywdueba  remove the means with which they maintain their
T& Mgl navy, we will be hurt badly
Thuc. 1.81.4

In 2.4 and 2.5, we have two examples of a construction to which we could reasonably add “or,
ideally, both” to the sentence. In 2.4, Archidamus is counseling the Spartans not to be too quick to
enter into war with the Athenians before proper preparations can be made. In discussing the allies
that Sparta will need to obtain, he says that they will need allies—either Greek or barbarian—just
so long as they augment their strength, either nautical or monetary [or, ideally, both].” In 2.5,
Nicias is concluding a speech meant to rouse his men up before battle and he follows this line with
“he would not do better to display it [his skill or courage or, ideally, both], in any other time,
showing himself both to be a benefit to himself and a savior to everyone” (oUk &v v &AAc
H&AAov kalpdd ammodel§auevos autds Te aUTE WPEAILOS YEVOITO Kal TOTs EUNTTAct
owTPLos). In both of these scenarios, either of the two elements listed would be sufficient on their
own, but both would clearly be the preferred option. Similarly, in 2.6, at least one of the two
alternatives is necessary (to avoid being hurt badly), but the context surely suggests that both would

be the preferred outcome.

Finally, I would like to include the salient example from /fad 1.150-15T1 in this category,

since it presents a slightly different slant on this same question:

2.8 s Tis Tol MpdPpwv Emeotv meibnTon Axaidov How should any of the Achaeans willingly obey
i 686V EABEpeval 1) avBpdow Te1 udxeobal; your words, either to go on a journey or to fight
Il 1.150-151 with men?

In this case, not only have 686v eéABépevar and &vdpdow it paxeobai coexisted in the past, but
their coexistence is the backdrop against which the entire /liadis set. While the rhetorical force of
this line implies that neither will occur in the future, the two elements are not mutually exclusive
and went very closely together in the very recent past. Implicit in his speech here is the sense that
one of the two elements will be more salient at any given time. The two are not entirely exclusive,
but (in an inversion of the “minimal sufficiency” example from before) neither of these things will
happen. Here, we could supply something such as “much less both™ to flesh out the meaning more

tully: “How should any of the Achaeans willingly obey your words, either to go on a journey or to
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fight with men . . . much less hoth?” On this point, it is worth noting that a question—rhetorical or
otherwise—is a downward entailing operator, which affects how implicatures work. As with
conditionals (see the examples in section 1, and several of the examples in this section), a question

changes this into a different sort of linguistic context.

Moving from things that certainly Aave coexisted, the next type of inclusive use I have
identified is things that readily can coexist. There is a fine line between these two types of easy
coexistence and I would not suggest that this is a firm distinction at all, but there does seem to be a
different nuance to some of these examples. Because these examples are quite numerous, I will
provide a more cursory treatment here. This use includes lists of prizes that heroes might receive.
The hero will not necessarily receive all the items listed, and they will presumably not get all of the
items at the same time, but it also does not preclude multiple items. As an illustrative example, I
offer lliad 8.289,%" in which Agamemnon praises Teucer’s fighting and promises him prizes from

the sack of Troy:

2.9  TPWT Tol HET’ EUE TPECPTiiov év Xepi Brjow, I will place a prize in your hand first after me,
1 TpiTod’ 1)t dVco (TrTTous alToicv SXECPIV either a tripod or two horses with their own
N yuvaix’, 1] kév ot 6uov Aéxos eicavaPaivol chariot, or a woman who would go to bed with
11.8.289 you

For a point of comparison, the prizes that Agamemnon offers Achilles (ZZ 9.122ff = 9.264{}) include
seven tripods (ETT’ &mipous Tpimodas, 122 = 264), twelve horses (8cddeka &’ {TrTOUS / TNy 0US

3

abAhopdpous, 123-4 = 265-6), and seven women, including Briseis (8coow 8 émTd yuvaikas
Auvpova épya iduias / AeoBidas, &g &te AéoBov eukTipévnu EAev avtds / eEeAduny, al
KAAAeL gvikwv pUAA yuvaikév. / Tas pév oi 8cdow, ueTd 8 éooetal fiv TOT amnupcov /
koUpn Bpiofios, 128-32 = 270-4). These certainly could coincide in another situation, but they are
also unlikely to in the context given. To effectively explain why this is unlikely, we much draw upon
scalar implicature. If Agamemnon wanted to give him multiple prestigious prizes for his valiant
fighting, there would be no obstacle to him doing so. As such, he would be perfectly capable of
making the stronger claim (the scale in question here would be <and, or>, with andbeing the

stronger item) that he would award Teucer a tripod andhorses anda woman (as he does tell

Achilles). Because he does not make a stronger claim, he implicates that he will not do so. Both

31 Another example is Od. 15.84-5 ()¢ Twa TPIMddwV eUXdAKwY Nt AeBriTcov, / 11t BU’ nuidvous fE xpUoeiov
&Aetoov).
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Teucer and a hearer in the audience will—without additional extenuating contextual

information—infer that Teucer will not get all three items.

Closely related, we find a similar structure with lists of weather phenomena that can and do
occur together.3 Also in this category (and very closely connected to some of the previous
categories I outlined) are examples describing actions that go closely together, such as Euripides’
Heracles Furens 1025-7:

2.10 aial, Tiva oTevayuov Ah, what groan or wail or song of the dead or
N Yyoov 1} pBitdov deathly dance should I send forth?
dav, 1) TOV ‘Ada xopov axriow;
HF1025-7
This instance verges dangerously away from the strict either/or uses that I have focused on and
seems far more likely to simply be a string discreet items connected with 1j (as opposed to fj . . . 1j as
a unit), but this sort of use occurs commonly enough that it is worth mentioning and it does have
parallels that map more neatly onto the either/or type of usage.3® With these, I place instances
from Pindar which serve as either a priamel (in which all the items are equally available and could
coexist in one poem, but not this poem):
2.1T &l 8 APBov i xeipddv Blav fi odapitav émavijoal If it seems best to praise either wealth or strength

TéAepov SeddknTal of hands or iron war . . .
Pind. N. 5.19

or other lists that are presented as being a somewhat exhaustive list (in that the use of i . . . 1} is
meant to broaden the scope of “fortunate” that is introduced with edTuxrioais):
2.12 &l Tis QvBpdov eUTuxTioals 1) ouv eUdSEots &éBAois If some man is fortunate, either in glorious

1 0Bével TAoUToU KaTéXE ppasiv aiavi] képov contests or in the power of his wealth, and checks
Pind. I 3.1-2 unending arrogance in his mind

32 Examples include 7. 10.5-8 (cos 8" 81" &v doTtpdmtn mdois "Hpns niukduoto / teixwv 1) ToAuv SuBpov
abéopaTov Nt xdAalav / ) vipeTdv, 8Te Tép Te x1cov EmdAuvey dpovpas, / 1 Tobl TToAénolo péya oTdua
Teukedavoio) and Soph. OC 94-5 (onueta 8’ 1jgev TGVSE pot Tapnyyva, / fj oelopdv 1j Bpovtriv Tv' fj Aids
oéhas)

353 For a similarly problematic example, see Alcestis 86-8 (kAUel Tis 1) oTevayudv 1] / XeIpcdv KTUTTOV KaTa oTéyas /
fl Ydov cos Tempaypévaoy;). See also Helen 169-173 (18” éuols ydots / udhort’ Exovoat AiPuv / AwTov i
ovptyyas 1} / dpuryyas, ailivols kakois / Tols ¢uoiol ovvoxa dakpua). For a less complicated example, see
Phoenissac 1632-4 (65 &v vekpdv TEVY 1) KaTAoTEPWY GAGD / 1) YT KaAUTTTwY, BavaTov dvTtaAl&Eetal), which
provides only two alternatives that need not be mutually exclusive, since both indicate a means of giving honor to a
corpse.
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In all of these (2.10-3.12), 1j . . . 1} is used to join related items in a way that broadens the scope of a
discussion by identifying discreet members of a group that the speaker wants to call to mind. In
2.10, this is a genre of lament—presumably only one of these laments is most appropriate to the
situation and they cannot all be performed at the same time. However, the inclusion of all of these
different items proves to be more of a rhetorical technique than an actual question by the Chorus,
and it is meant to convey their deep anguish. By providing several alternatives, they ensure that
they express the full range of their grief—whichever of those options is appropriate to the situation,
thatis what they want to perform. This is very much in keeping with the common practice of
agonizing over the best term for something, but it also suggests that the exact underlying
phenomenon that they would like describe requires multiple descriptors to convey it fully. The
lamentation they want to perform can only really by understood by casting a wide semantic net, so
to speak, that includes all the essential aspects of the underlying phenomenon. In 2.11 and 2.12, I
would argue that we see a similar usage. These different alternatives are provided in order to cover
a broad conceptual range. Pindar wants to make it exceedingly clear what “fortunate” means, and
that requires some additional description that maps out the full concept. This does not necessitate
either an inclusive or exclusive understanding of the ors being used here. Rather, I think that this
represents something between the two—these are meant to produce something of a loose Venn
diagram that approximates a discreet underlying concept that is difficult to convey (with language
that cannot exactly express that precise meaning). Somewhere generally between the overlapping
ideas expressed by oTevayuov and yéov and @BITédV (dd&v and ‘Aida xopov is the actual
phenomenon the Chorus wants to describe. This use does not fall neatly into an inclusive or

exclusive reading, but allows for both, to some extent.

Finally, there are a few assorted examples that suggest inclusive readings, such as Ajax 119-
120 (ToUTovu Tis &v ool Tavdpds fj TpovouoTepos / 1 dp&v aueiveov nUpédn Ta kaipia; “Who
could be found who is more prudent than this man, or more able to do what the situation calls
for?”), in which a more prudent man could easily be better at serving the needs of the moment and
an exclusive reading would be less plausible than an inclusive reading. The question that Athena
poses is rhetorical and essentially contrafactual in nature—there is, in fact, no one who was
TPOVOUCTEPOS or dpav apeiveov Ta kaipia, which is her whole point in asking Odysseus this.
Similarly, at Antigone 663-5 (6oTis 8" UtrepPas 1) vopous Pialetal / 1 ToumTdooew Tols

KpaTUvouowv Voel, / ouk E0T emaivou ToUTov £§ éuol Tuxelv, “But whoever transgresses and
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either violates the laws or thinks to command their rulers, he will not got praise from me”),
violating the laws and commanding the rulers are compatible and this passage too suggests and
inclusive reading. Finally, Bacchae 740-2 offers a gruesome scene that must certainly be understood
as an inclusive use of 1j . . . 1j: €(des & &v 1) wAeUp’ 1} SixnAov EuPacwv / prmrtduey’ v Te Kai
KATw:' KpepaoTa 8¢ / éotal’ Ut éAdTals avamepupuév’ alpaTt (You would see either a rib or
a cloven hoof; tossed all over. They were dripping, hanging from the trees, defiled with blood”). An
observer could easily see both ribs andhooves, if they were able to keep looking at the scattered
gore. They could potentially see one at any given moment, but a truly exclusive reading here is not

possible.

These are the most compelling examples of 1} . . . T} being used in a way that is inclusive or
potentially inclusive. Not all of these examples are definitively inclusive uses, but they do, to my
mind, invite an inclusive reading. More importantly, they do not prohibit such a reading. These are
also instances in which context does a great deal to determine the meaning of fj . . . 7}, which is the
crux of my argument in Chapter 1: the semantic range of 1] . . . 1} is not firmly established, and in
certain contexts it can be inclusive, whereas it is clearly exclusive in others. This is the semantic
ambiguity and context-determined meaning that Sophocles explores in the 7rachiniae.
Linguistically, these are all instances in which there is a downward entailing environment, which is
significant because certain words (negative polarity items) can only occur in a downward entailing
environment. There is not firm consensus about how downward entailing environments and
negative polarity items relate to one another, and scholarship on this topic has tended to focus on
living languages (see Appendix B for more on this), but there is reason to believe that the behavior

of 1} . . . 7} might be explained by looking at the inclusive or, in Greek, as a negative polarity item.

Neither Inclusive nor Exclusive
3. “Or at Least” Uses

The most interesting example of a use of or which cannot be classified neatly into an
inclusive or exclusive category is a discrete subset of these examples which I have called
“qualifying.” These include instances which are perhaps best rendered in English with “A . .. or at
least B,” in which one of the two items that is being compared is a small section from within a larger

group. The simplest instance of this is the type that we see in the following passages:
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3.1 el 8¢ Tpoxwprioee TaUTa f) TAvTa { kai T& TAelcw . . . If these things should go well, either all of them
Thuc. 6.90.3 or at least the majority of them . . .

3.2 1) 6 ye polvos écov fj Kai CUUTTavTes AXaI0i; Either he on his own, orall the Achaeans as well
Od. 3.217

In both of these examples, 1 . . . 1§ kai serves to join a smaller portion with a larger whole. The shift
from T to 1) kai is significant, and the kal does a great deal of the work in producing the “or at
least” reading. This is not the case with the following examples, which I have also classified as
“qualifying” (and not inclusive or exclusive):

3.3  Tols utv yap mpeoPuTépols s ) kataotpeyouévols €ép for the older men, [they thought] that they would

& EmAeov i oudtv &v opaAeicav peydAnv SUvapv crush the places against which they were sailing,
Thuc. 6.24.3  or at least their great force would suffer no defeat

3.4  kaifjv &pa 1) katepyacwpeba autous 1j dmpdkTous v and if we either overpower them or at least drive
EPlEVTAL ATTCOCWOHEY them away without having achieved what they
Thuc. 6.33.4 came for

3.5  6mws f) Luppaxiav olpeba nuiv 1 un SéxwvTat so we could make an alliance with them, or at
Abnvaious least they would not welcome the Athenians
Thuc. 6.34.1

N

In all of these instances, Tj . . . 1] serves to contrast one outcome with a lesser outcome that would be
included within or outdone by the other option. For example, in passage 3.5, refusing to aid the
Athenians is a subset of forming an alliance among all the Sicilians—for the rest of the Sicilians,
allying with Syracuse would also include not helping the Athenians, but it is presumed to go beyond

simply not aiding them.

Here, it is worth mentioning Hurford’s Constraint and the linguistic scholarship

surrounding this concept.3 Hurford’s Constraint was originally formulated as:

The joining of two sentences by oris unacceptable if one sentence entails the other;
otherwise the use of oris acceptable (Hurford 1974: 410).

Subsequent work on this topic has produced more nuanced approaches, since Hurford was using
sentences like_John was born in Paris or France and Sarah is an American or a Californian as his
examples of unacceptable constructions when he first formulated this concept. Since his initial work
in 1974, scholars have raised many objections and modifications to Hurford’s Constraint. One of

the most significant problems with this original formulation is that it does not account for sentences

354 See Appendix B for more detail on this point.
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involving some or all, a construction which seems to violate Hurford’s Constraint (since al/
necessarily entails some) but which nonetheless occurs frequently. A (neo)Gricean approach dictates
that a speaker will provide as much relevant information as they can, assuming that they are reasonably
certain of the accuracy of what they know. “Some” then implicates “some but not all,” since a speaker
would say “all” if they were able to. The complications inherent in this idea can best be seen though an

example, since the linguistic framework I have used does not effectively account for a statement of this sort:
Odysseus killed some of the suitors

which could conceivably mean
Odysseus killed some (but not all) of the suitors
Odysseus killed at least some of the suitors [and I do not know whether he killed all of them].

If an omniscient god or narrator speaks these words, we assume that the correct reading is that Odysseus
killed some but not all of the suitors. If the speaker is a mortal character (say, Eurycleia), either of these two
alternatives are viable. We can modify some to remove ambiguity, but we are then left with the constructions
some but not all (which is, on certain interpretations, redundant, but not unacceptably so) or some or all,
which seems to violate Hurford’s Constraint. Multiple proposals have been suggested to effectively modify
Hurford’s Constraint,3 which I mention primarily to show that this is a complicated and unresolved

linguistic phenomenon.

To return to the examples provided above, we have something which resembles an inversion of the
some or all construction: all or at least some. When explicitly stated, with at least added, this construction is
perfectly clear, but all or some is somewhat less clear, for essentially the same reasons listed above.3% For the
general complexity surrounding these types of constructions, I have refrained from classifying these

examples as inclusive or exclusive.

4. Ambiguous Uses

My final category of non-exclusive ors is a far less secure category. These last examples
suggest an exclusive reading (for a range of different contextual reasons), but they by no means

demand it. This will be a useful transition point into some particularly interesting examples of

355 For a non-exhaustive selection, see Spector 2003, Sauerland 2004, van Rooij and Schulz 2004, Spector 2006,
Chierchia et al. 2009.
350 Meyer 2014 is useful on this topic.
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exclusive ors. The first subset of these examples consists of passages in which both alternatives
could occur, but would often not be necessary. Many times, force is one of the two items presented,
and there is an underlying assumption that if force were used, other means would not be necessary.
However, in these sorts of instances, it would not be impossible for both to occur (one imagines an
instance in which words include the threat of violence—the proverbial “offer he can’t refuse ”—or

in which words fail and then violence is used): 357

4.1 S5 EEoTpuvel Taid éudv meloal AiTals He encourages me to persuade my child with
VEKPGOY KoploTnv f) Adyoiow fj Sopds prayers to tend to the corpses, either with words
pcoun yevéoHat kail Tapou HETAITIOV or with the strength of his spear, and be the cause

Supp. 24-6  of the burial

Similarly, there are a range of examples in which one of the two elements would be sufficient
motive or explanation for events. Both certainly could be true, but either of the two alternatives

would easily suffice. Examples of this usage include the following:

4.2 Tous Te Adyous doTis diapdxeTal un didaokdAous Ty Whoever contends that speech should not

TPy UETwWY Yiyveoal, fj &fuvetds éoTtw 1 1dig T1 instruct actions, either that man is either lacking
aUTE Sraéper sense or he has some sort of private interest
Thuc. 3.42.2
4.3  &AA& oeu ) KduaTos TOAV&IE yula 8éSukev But either some impetuous weariness has come
1} VU o¢ TTou Béos Toxel akrplov upon your limbs or perhaps a spiritless fear holds

1. 5.811-12  you

In passage 4.2, either stupidity or a personal interest in the matter would explain someone
employing the argument in question, but history is rife with examples of people displaying both
stupidity and greed while advancing flawed arguments. In passage 4.3, either fear or fatigue alone
might explain Diomedes’ withdrawal from battle (though, in the context of the poem, we know that
neither is the true explanation) but fear and fatigue are not mutually exclusive.3® As a final

example, I would point to the following:

357 For similar uses, see also Thuc. 1.33.3 (fva pr| 76 ko #x0et kaT autoUs peT’ dAAAwY oTdouey undt duoiv
pBdoal audpTwol, 1j kakdoal Nuds fj opas avtous BePaidoacbar) and Soph. Phil 593-4 (BicopoTtol TAéovov
A Ui i Adyw / meloavTes &Eew 1) pds ioxvos kpdTos). I would also include Eur. Phoen. 1259-61 (&AN’, el Tiv’
&AkN f) copoUs Exels Adyous / i pidTtp’ Emeadddv, oTeix’, épriTucov Tékva / Bewijs auiAAns), in which wise words
could combine with a spell—in this case, the spell functions almost in the same way as force, in the previous examples,
since magic can be seen as a form of compulsion.

338 To these examples, I would add the Homeric Hymn to Hermes 518-20 (&AN’ €l pot TAains ye Bedov péyav dpkov
dudooal, / 1 kepalij vevoas 1 € ZTuyds EPpipov Udwp, / TAvT &v Eudd Bund kexapiouéva kai giha €pdots),
in which Hermes’ oath would presumably be strong and binding if he swore by nodding his head or if he swore on the
Styx, but oaths are often sworn on multiple things (the Hippocratic Oath, for example, is sworn on ATéAAcova
inTpodv kail AokAnmodv kai Yyelav kai TTavdkelav kai Beovs TdvTas Te kai Tdoas. Similarly, Medea makes
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4.4  Buolv ya&p éxBpolv eis Ev éABSVTOW oTéYOS, For, with two enemies coming together under one
1 8&Tepov Bel SuoTuxeiv 1} B&Tepov roof, either the one must fare badly, or the other
lon 848-9

In passage 4.4, the gnomic nature of the line (if the line is not spurious) suggests that only one of
the two enemies will suffer (and so the other would be victorious), but Eteocles and Polynices offer
a counter-example in which both men can die, even if that is not the most natural reading of the

line.

Exclusive Ors
Although there are many instances which allow for (or demand) and inclusive reading of 1 .

.. 1}, the overwhelming majority of the instances I examined were clearly exclusive. My purpose
here is to show that fj . . . fj can be used inclusively, but it would be disingenuous not to briefly
discuss some noteworthy examples of exclusive uses. A large portion of these uses offer a basic
choice between life and death, which are fundamentally irreconcilable. The most common

instances take the form of fliad 12.171-2:3%9

5.1 & ol ¥y ouk E8éhouot TTulGwv kal 8 ¢dvte These men will not willingly fall back from the
x&ooacbal piv ¥y’ fiE kaTakTduey i dAdval gates, though they are just two men, before they
1l 12.171-2 either kill or are killed

Other similar instances involve alternatives that are mutually exclusive for other reasons:

5.2 B0 elol TO Tpbdobev 68oi por: There are two roads before me. I am thinking
PpovTiCw TouTwV HvTIv’ Ted TpoTépnv: about which one I should take—either spending
1 UNd&v damavddv Tpuxew Biov év kakdTnT, nothing and wearing out my life in wickedness or
1l {deo TepTVEdS Epya TEAGV SAiya living pleasantly and accomplishing only a few

Theognis 1.911-14  things

5.3  KA&v TGOS &ycov UEY10TOoS, 1) Kakdy AaPeiv And the greatest struggle consists of this: either

7| XpnoTov taking a good husband or a bad one.
Medea 235-6

Aegeus swear an oath on Natav ‘HAiou 8’ ayvov céhas / Beovs Te mavtas, Med. 752-3) and this is not a strongly
exclusive use of or. Similarly, at Thuc. 2.13.1 (Tt Apxidanos aitcd Eévos cov eTUyxave, ur ToAAAKIs 1) alTds iSia
RouAdpuevos xapiCeobal Tous &ypols attol TapaAiny kai un dncon, fi kal Aakedainovicov keAeuodvTeov Emi
BlaPoAf Tij tauTol yévnTal ToUTo), we see two different motivations which could easily work in tandem to explain
Archidamus’ actions, though either would also be sufficient motive on its own. As well as Eur. /7'380-4 (T& Tfjs 8eoU
3t péugopal copiopaTa, / fTis BpoTdv Uiv fjv Tis dyntal pévou, / 1j kai Aoxeias 1j vekpoU Biyn xepoiv, /
Boopdov ameipyel, puoapodv s fiyoupévn, / auTh) 8¢ Buciais idetai BpoTokTdvols), in which any single source of
pollution would suffice to make someone impure, but there is no reason to rule out multiple sources of pollution (and,
in fact, engaging in murder pairs easily with touching a corpse).

359 This is a very common type of construction and occurs
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All of these examples involve alternatives that are necessarily mutually exclusive. Other extremely

common uses of 1] . . . 1} include alternatives of the “this or that?” variety:
5.4  Toiav fj TauTtav f keivav Which way should I go, this or that?
OTelixw;
Hec. 162-3

and of the “X or something else” form:3%

5.5  KOMIOQVTES EOKOTTOUV OTTO§ HETPILOTATA 1] OUTPLOV They contemplated and considered the most
Arjyel 1§ &AA e T TPSTIE KaTamaloouaot Ty reasonable way—either by taking hostages or by
¢mPoulAriv some other method—for them to put a stop to

Thuc. 8.24.6  the plot
Finally, there are a large number of instances (predictably, mostly in tragedy) that offer two

different means of suicide, such as the following:

5.6 10U 8T EANebns T Ppdxous dpTwpévn When, in fact, were you found hanging a noose or
i p&oyavov Briyouc’; sharpening a sword?
Troiades 1012-13

as well as time alternatives

5.7 Tl Taita poxbels; oupgpopai BerfAatol Why are you so distressed? God-sent misfortunes
Taow PpoToiow i 6T AABov fj TOTE come to all mortals, either at one time or at
Andr. 851-2  another time

These common categories either demand or very strongly suggest an exclusive reading.

The instances I would like to examine more closely are the ones with more direct parallels

to the cryptic oracle in the 7rachiniae.

5.8  Bidcou’ EAol ydp, 1) Tévwv T& Aoimd oot I make this offer: choose what I will tell you—either
PPAC CAPNVES, T} TOV EKAUCOVT Eué your future sufferings or the one who will set me free
PV780-1
5.9  Op&Te d cos TPels uia TUXN ToUs PIATAGTOUS, You see how one fate holds the three of us, most dear,
N YTis Tatpoas véoTov 1) Baveiv Exel. to either return to our homeland or die.
1T 1065-6
5.I10 G €y HovN Since, on my own, I would not have failed at two
oUK &v Buoiv HuapTtov: i} y&p &v kaAdds things: for either I would have honorably saved myself
€000’ EpauTnv f KaAdds &reoAduny. or perished honorably.

Soph. Elec. 1319-21

360 Aristotle discusses this type of disjunctive at some length at De Interpretatione IX (the so-called “tomorrow’s sea
battle” argument).
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5.11 ouUk éoTl. kal TTpds ¥ ¢EeAcd oge Tiiode yTis, Tt isn’t possible. And in addition, I will drive him out of

Suoiv 8¢ polpatv Batépa memAnEeTar this land, and he will be struck by one of two fates:
N yap TTooedéov auTov eis ‘Adou duous either Poseidon will send him, dead, into the halls of
Bavdvta méppEl TAS Enas Apas oéBeov, Hades, paying heed to my curses, or else, driven out of
H Thode Xcopas EKTTeccov AACOUEVOS this land and wandering over a foreign land, he will
Eévny ¢’ alav Auttpodv &vtAroel Biov. drink deeply of a miserable life.
Hipp. 893-8

5.12  Toivd £Aou duoiv TdTHOoW Chose one of these two fates: either save your child or

TV ETepov: T y&p Taida 6¢acov 1) AW, the city.

Phoen. 951-2

5.13 HEyas y&p &ycdv, kai PAémeo dlo pomds: For the contest is great, and I see two ways the scale
A y&ap Baveiv el W, fiv &G Texvwuévn, can incline: either I must die, if I am caught scheming,
A TaTpida T ¢ABeiv kail odv Ekodoat déuas. or I must come home to my fatherland and save your

Hel. 1090-2  skin too.

In all six of these instances, the structure and import is similar to the oracles that Deianeira
describes in the Trachiniae. All of these passages invite a straightforward, exclusive reading, just as
Deianeira’s words do, and all of these allow for a riddling inclusive reading, if they were placed in a
different context. In passage 5.8, Prometheus offers Io two alternatives, to which the Chorus
responds “ToUTwv oU Thv Yv Tiide, TNV & €nol xd&pv / 6éobar 6éAncov, und’ aTtipdorns
Abyou,” (782-3) at which point he relents. The “answer” to that disjunct is in fact “both,” but the
response of the Chorus makes clear that this is not the natural or intuitive understanding of
Prometheus’ offer. In passage 5.9, Iphigenia and Pylades and Orestes could—in a very differently-
structured play—die upon reaching their homeland. Similarly, in passage 5.10, one can imagine an
interpretation in which death is revealed to be synonymous with salvation (in the same way that
death is a respite from toils) and Electra’s two alternatives collapse into one meaning. In much the
same way, Poseidon could destroy Hippolytus while he miserably wanders in a foreign land.
Passage 5.12 presents slightly more difficulties, but Creon is a pure descendent of Cadmus and
there is no explicit reason why he could not be sacrificed to save the city, thereby saving both his
city and his son. All of these refer to a choice between two fates—and in passage 5.12, Tiresias is
the speaker, lending a more prophetic authority to the words—but none of them prove to be

deceptive. The most natural reading, with an exclusive use of or, turns out to be accurate.

Passage 5.13 I include for slightly different reasons. This parallels a different element of
Deianeira’s words. Here, Helen invokes the imagery of a scale (pomm), which is the same word that

Deianeira uses to describe Heracles” two potential fates ( 7rach. 81). This passage is a useful
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comparandum for what Deianeira thinks she is describing. Here, the two alternatives really are
mutually exclusive and map neatly onto the scale imagery—only one side of a scale can incline and

only one of the two fates will occur.

These passages cast the strange oracles in the 7rachiniae into much sharper focus—while 1
... 7} certainly can be used both inclusively and exclusively in a range of different ways in Greek
literature, Deianeira’s words have much more in common with exclusive uses of or than with the
inclusive uses. The natural interpretation of her words would align with the comparanda listed
above and the actual meaning of her words, only revealed later in the play, stretches the logical
meaning of ij . . . 1]. It does not represent an unparalleled use of this construction, as I have shown,
but it does require an unconventional and unnatural reading of the oracle—and one that Deianeira

very clearly does not anticipate.
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Appendix B: Linguistic Terms and Concepts

Conventional Implicatures
Horn defines conventional implicatures as “detachable but non-cancelable aspects of meaning that

are neither part of, nor calculable from, what is said” (Horn 2006: 4). Potts 2007 offers a slightly
modified version which is not significantly different. A few examples will make conventional

implicatures clearer.

The “classic” examples of conventional implicatures involve but, therefore, even, still, again, and

possibly t00.3%" Potts adds words such as manage, fail to, and still.

Even Odysseus finds that immoral.
Entails: Odysseus finds that immoral.
Conventionally implicates: Odysseus is the least likely to find something immoral.

Achilles is saddened, but he won’t rejoin the fighting.

Entails: Achilles is saddened. Achilles won’t rejoin the fighting.

Conventionally implicates: We would expect that if Achilles is saddened, he will rejoin the
fighting.

Heracles managed to kill the hydra.

Entails: Heracles killed the hydra.

Conventionally implicates: It was difficult to kill the hydra, and Heracles exerted some
effort to do so.

Deeper Analysis of Implicature

The following analysis depends on these sentences, which will be analyzed in greater detail than

they were in the introduction.

Subtypes of Implicatures (after Grice 1961: §3)

Ia  Even KEN knows it’s unethical
1b  Ken is the least likely [of a contextually invoked set] to know it’s unethical

361 See Kripke 1977 on the question of too. As he notes, in many examples of too, the conventional implicature is so
common as to be trivial.
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2a  [in a recommendation letter for a philosophy position] Jones dresses well
and writes grammatical English

2b  Jones is no good at philosophy

3a  The cat is in the hamper or under the bed

3b I don’t know for a fact that the cat is under the beds3®

Several key terms will be useful for a deeper analysis of these types of implicatures and inferences
(and distinguishing the difference between the two categories). To begin with, the inference (1b) is
only true if Ken does in fact know that it is unethical, but the same truth-conditional content
expressed in a can be expressed in a way that does not generate 1b: “Ken knows it’s unethical
(t00).” This makes the inference detachable (since the inference can be detached from the

utterance) but non-cancelable (because the inference cannot be canceled without contradiction).

Looking at 2a and 2b then, we see a different sort of inference at work. This inference is
non-conventional, in that it does not derive from the conventional lexical meaning of the words, but
rather from the utterance of those words in a particular context. This inference is also cancelable,
in that the inference can be canceled, either by explicitly correcting the inference (by adding, for
example, “but I don’t mean to suggest that . . .”) or by changing the context in which the words are
uttered. However, it is non-detachable, in that any other way of expressing the same content in the

same context would yield the same inference.

Looking now at 3a and 3b, we see a very similar situation. These inferences are also non-
conventional, cancelable, and non-detachable, but there is an important distinction: the context in
which 2b is a valid inference is much more specific than the context of 3b. In fact, only a very
specific context licenses 2b, which makes 2b an example of a particularized conversational

Implicature, whereas 3b is an example of a generalized conversational implicature.

Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Maxims of Conversation
| Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Maxims of Conversation (Grice 1989: 26-7)
Cooperative Principle: “Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at
the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange.”
Maxims of Conversations:
QUALITY: Try to make your contribution one that is true.

302 An equally valid implicature here would be “I don’t know for a fact that the cat is in the hamper.”
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I. Do not say what you believe to be false.
2. Do not say that for which you lack evidence.
QUANTITY:
1. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current purposes of
the exchange).
2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required.
RELATION: Be relevant.
MANNER: Be perspicuous.
I. Avoid obscurity of expression.
2. Avoid ambiguity.
3. Be brief. (Avoid unnecessary prolixity.)
4. Be orderly.

Here, I have excerpted several additional principles, from both Davis 2014 and Grice 1989. These
were not directly relevant in much of my study of Sophocles, but they are important for broader

pragmatic analyses of literary (and non-literary) texts.

Principle of Style: Be stylish, so be beautiful, distinctive, entertaining, and interesting.

Clear and simple prose—"just the facts, please "—can be boring, tedious and dull. We liven
up our writing with figures of speech and other devices. In the process, we sacrifice
perspicuity (violating Manner). We sometimes “embellish” a narration to make it more
interesting (violating Quality) and delete boring or ugly details even when they are
important (violating Quantity).*

Principle of Politeness: Be polite, so be tactful, respectful, generous, praising, modest,
deferential, and sympathetic.

Speakers frequently withhold information that would be offensive or disappointing to the
hearer, violating Quantity. Speakers often exaggerate in order to please or flatter, and utter
“white lies” in order to spare the hearer's feelings, violating Quality. People pick “safe
topics” (e.g., the weather) to stress agreement and communicate an interest in maintaining
good relations—but violating Relation. Euphemisms avoid mentioning the unmentionable,
but in the process violate Manner and Quantity.*

Grice on False Information

The maxim of Quality, enjoining the provision of contributions which are genuine rather

than spurious (truthful rather than mendacious), does not seem to be just one among a

24 Davis 2014

25 Davis 2014, drawing on Leech 1983 as well as directing readers toward Lakoff 1977; Brown & Levinson 1978; 1987;
Horn 1989: 360; Matsumoto 1995: §2.4. Contrast Huang 2007: 37, fn. 12; Pinker 2007. Grice 1975:28, he notes,
“acknowledges the Principle of Politeness, and suggests that it generates implicatures that are both nonsemantic and
nonconversational.”
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number of recipes for producing contributions; it seems rather to spell out the difference
between something’s being, and (strictly speaking) failing to be, any kind of contribution at

all. False information is not an inferior kind of information; it just is not information.*®

Q- and R-based Implicature

The final theoretical concept that I would like to introduce is that of Q-based and R-based
implicature. These are slight modifications to the concepts of implicature laid out thus far and stem
from an attempt to combine the Gricean maxims into more succinct principles. These are based off
of Zipf’s “speaker and auditor economies”*® and there are two fundamental principles involved”

(drawing on Grice’s maxims, where Q refers to Quantity and R refers to Relation):
Q Principle: Say as much as you can [given R].

R Principle: Say no more than you must [given Q].

Horn then follows this formulation with some elaboration:

Q-based implicature is typically negative in that its calculation refers crucially to what could
have been said but wasn’t: H infers from S’s failure to use a more informative and/or
briefer form that S was not in a position to do so. R-based implicature involves social rather

than purely linguistic motivation and is exemplified by indirect speech acts and negative

16 Grice 1989: 371, emphasis my own.

26 Zipf 1949: 20ff.

27 These principles are the result of a great deal of linguistic scholarship, but I am essentially taking Horn’s formulation
of them, which was—as far as I know—the first attempt to systematize this (Horn 2006: 13). His chapter on
implicature has the full synopsis of relevant scholarship and the history of debates about these topics. The versions I
provide here are slightly modified from Horn’s original formulations by Meibauer 2006: 563 and Huang 2006, 2007:
379 to exclude Quality from the Q principle. Horn’s formulation has the consequence that people violate the
principle when they lie or use figures of speech and the stripped down version is often used more simply (Davis 2014).
For the justification of these two principles from Grice’s basic maxims: “The Q principle is a lower-bounding hearer-
based guarantee of the sufficiency of informative content ("Say as much as you can, modulo Quality and R); it collects
the first Quantity maxim along with the first two ‘clarity’ submaxims of manner and is systematically exploited (as in the
scalar cases discussed above) to generate upper-bounding implicata. The R principle, by contrast, is an upper-
bounding correlate of the Law of Least Effort dictating minimization of form (*Say no more than you must, modulo
Q); it collects the Relation maxim, the second Quantity maxim, and the last two submaxims of Manner, and is
exploited to induce strengthening implicata” (Horn 2006: 13).

234



strengthening (including so-called neg-raising, i.e. the tendency for I dont think that ¢ to

implicate / think that not-@).?®

Downward Entailment
Gazdar® noted that scalar implicatures seem to be suspended under negation, which led

linguists to look more closely at how scalar implicatures are modified in different linguistic contexts.
Horn suggested that it is not simply under negation that scalar implicatures are suspended, but in
all downward entailing contexts, an idea developed at much greater length by Chierchia and

others.s?

Downward entailment (opposed directly to upward entailment, unsurprisingly, though
upward entailment is not particularly relevant to my arguments and I will not be looking at it in any
great detail) is significant for a variety of linguistic reasons and is a very useful concept in my
exploration of language and oracular communication in Sophocles. From a linguistic theory
standpoint, however, it is a concept that is inextricably linked with polarity items and I will return to

the broader concept of downward entailment once I have explored polarity briefly.

Polarity items are words that can only appear in certain linguistic environments. These
environments are characterized by their “polarity,” which can either be positive or negative.
Positive polarity items (PPIs) are less directly relevant for my discussion, so I will focus instead on
negative polarity items (INPIs). As one might imagine, a negative polarity item is one that only
appears in a negative context. A negative context is known as the licensing context for an NPI. A
licensing context is simply the linguistic context in which these types of words can occur. This

distinction is made much simpler by some illustrative examples.

Any(where/thing/body/one) and at all are common NPIs. The most common negative

contexts (i.e. contexts which license NPIs) include basic negation as well as words that imply some

28 Horn 2006: 13

3t Gazdar 1979

32 Horn 1989: 23-4 introduces this idea without much elaboration. Chierchia 2004 provides a much more detailed look
at this phenomenon. He modifies this conclusion slightly, to think about contexts that license any, as opposed to
downward entailing environments more generally, on the grounds that downward entailment is a theoretical
characterization of contexts, whereas any-licensing is an empirical criterion. While his argument is quite compelling, it
also introduces a level of specificity and terminology that is unnecessary for this project and Horn'’s original suggestion
(as explored and generally supported by Chierchia) will suffice for my purposes.
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degree of negation (verbs like doubt, dislike, prevent; adverbs like barely, seldom), questions (direct

and indirect), and a range of other clause types (conditionals in particular) and many comparisons.
For an example of this, consider the following exchange from 7he Bjg Lebowski (1998):
The Dude: I don't see any connection to Vietnam, Walter.
Walter Sobchak: Well, there isn't a literal connection, Dude.
The Dude: Walter, face it, there isn't any connection.

Here, the negations (don't see, isn't) license the NPI (any). It would be nonsensical to say “I see any

connection to Vietnam” without the negations there. However, as we see in another exchange

about Walter’s persistent references to Vietnam, a question can also license the use of an NPIL.
The Dude: What . . . has anything got to do with Vietnam?

For a more colorful example, consider the NPI give a damn®®. Joan Jett famously claimed:
"I don’t give a damn about my bad reputation,”(”Bad Reputation,” 1980) but it would have been
very strange indeed, for both semantic and contextual reasons, for her to sing “I give a damn about
my bad reputation.” However, as noted above, a question generally licenses the use of an NPI, and

“Ms. Jett, do you give a damn about your bad reputation?” is a perfectly plausible question.

To return, then, to downward entailment, there is no firm linguistic consensus about
whether downward entailment is enough to explain NPIs. In broad terms,3> downward entailment
exists in contexts where there is a licensed inference from a set to a subset. In logical form, this

means that a function (f) is DE if and only if:

f(A) entails f(B) whenever B € A

36 While not relevant to a discussion of Greek tragedy, where we will not find any Greek equivalents to colloquial,
emphatic language, some of the most amusing (to my mind) NPIs to examine are idiomatic and colloquial phrases such
as lift a finger, in the world, the hell (and its R-rated variant, the fuck), give/be worth a damn/a shit, etc. We can see
how these phrases function similarly and require a negative context to license their (linguistically) appropriate use.

33 This definition comes from Chierchia’s summary of Ladusaw’s seminal work on downward entailment in 1979, as
does the subsequent logical form.
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So to return to the examples above, contexts which license NPIs are essentially the same as
downward entailing contexts (or similar enough that, for my purposes, the distinction can be

overlooked without a problem). So, to take the easiest example, consider negation:
A: Achilles does not like liars

B: Achilles does not like Odysseus

We know that Odysseus is a habitual liar, so Odysseus is a member of the larger set of liars.
Negation is a downward entailing environment because A entails B. Any downward entailing
environment will license inferences from the largest set to any smaller subset.3 Any environment
that operates this way is called a downward entailing environment and, as I noted above,? these are
largely the same as environments that license the use of any, which is a simple test for downward

entailment.

Hurford's Constraint

Hurford’s Constraint is the last discreet bit of linguistic theory that I will introduce here. In

its original formulation, Hurford 1974 noted:

Hurford’s Constraint: A sentence that contains a disjunctive phrase of the form °S or T" is

infelicitous if'S entails T or T entails S.

Put more simply, it does not make sense to say either of the following
I want to see a play or a tragedy

I want to see a tragedy or a play

3¢ The “downward” element refers to the smaller set in play in sentence B. This environment licenses inferences to a
subset of the original claim. If we were to accept the Greek proverb, A/l Cretans are liars, then we could see how this
would also operate—rather than a sub-set of 1 (Odysseus), we would have a subset of Cretans. We could then easily
replace Achilles does not like Odysseus with Achilles does not like Cretans and it would still be entailed by sentence A.
35 FIN ####
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In this case, play is S and tragedy is T. Because want to see a tragedy entails I want to see a play, the
two sentences above are not felicitous (that is, they are not semantically and pragmatically

appropriate, though they are grammatically acceptable).

However, this observation has since been complicated quite a bit.* For example, if we

tweak the examples above slightly, we have a seemingly acceptable sentence:
I want to see the first play or the second play or both.

Strictly speaking, / want to see both plays entails I want to see the first play or the second play.

Further complicating things, when we think about examples of the following sort:
I want to see some or all of the plays

we have a perfectly natural, intelligible sentence, but it seems to violate Hurford’s Constraint.

Gazdar3® suggested a generalization to address this:

A sentence containing a disjunctive phrase S or 1" is infelicitous if S entails T or if T entails

S, unless T contradicts the conjunction of S and the implicatures of S.

To expand this a bit more, when I say / want to see some of the plays, I implicate that I do
not want to see all of the plays, since I would simply say a//if that were the better options. As such,

scalar implicatures allow us to modify the original sentence to mean:

I want to see some but not all of the plays or I want to see all of the plays.

29 Chierchia, Fox and Spector 2009 on the complications and an elegant solution to these complications, by integrating
work on implicatures, including embedded implicatures, and where and when implicatures occur (Chierchia 2004).
Much of this presentation of Hurford’s Constraint is informed by this article.
30 Gazdar 1979. In response to this, Chierchia, Fox and Spector 2009: 3 argue the following:
1) Hurford’s Constraint is correct as originally stated.
2) All the apparent violations of Hurford’s Constraint involve the presence of an implicature computing
operator within the first disjunct, ensuring that Hurford’s Constraint is met - hence the presence of a ‘local
implicature’.
They apply an exhaustivity operator that can be inserted and computed locally and argue convincingly that this
provides a better solution to the apparent issues with Hurford’s Constraint as originally formulated and they reject
Gazdar’s generalization as unnecessary and — in some situations — inadequate. I find their arguments quite
compelling, but they introduce a great deal of detailed linguistic nuance that is not necessary for this project, since the
few situations in which these distinctions matter do not come up in the course of any of my examples. As such, I will
adopt Gazdar’s generalization as a simpler option.
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At this point, there is no issue with these overlapping categories and formulations of the “some or

all” sort do not present a problem, from a pragmatic perspective.

Glossary of Linguistic Terms

The following terms were discussed in the Introduction but have been replicated here for ease of

reference. Many of the examples here are the same
Block: the process of overriding a pragmatic process that would otherwise occur.

Entailment. Entailments can occasionally have the same basic content as implicatures, but they are
generally distinct. A sentence can entail something, whereas a speakerimplicates something.
Entailment is the relationship between two sentences when one demands the truth of the other. For

example:
A) That urn contains the ashes of Orestes
B) Orestes is dead

Sentence A entails sentence B. If sentence A is true, sentence B must be true. This relationship has
nothing to do with the utterance of the sentences or the speaker’s intentions or the context.

Sentence A simply requires the truth of sentence B.

Inference: Inferences are distinct from implicatures, though they are often conflated with them.
The critical distinction here is that an inference is something that a hearer makes and an
implicature is something that a speaker intends. A speaker can implicate something without the
hearer making the intended inference and a hearer can infer something that the speaker did not
implicate. In a world of perfect and complete communication, these ought to line up with one

another, but the two terms describe opposite sides of unspoken communication.
Detachable an inference is detachable if the inference can be detached from the utterance

Cancelable: an inference is cancelable if the inference can be canceled without
contradiction, either by explicitly correcting the inference or by changing the context in

which the words are uttered

Non-cancelable: an inference which cannot be canceled without contradiction
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Implication: (what is implied) depends on semantic content (what actually is said). If a sentence is

true, then what it implies is necessarily true.

Implicature: an aspect of what is meant by a speaker that is not a part of what is said by that speaker
Implicature (what is implicated) involves what is not said and depends on pragmatic elements

instead.

Conventional Implicatures: per Horn, these are “detachable but non-cancelable aspects of
meaning that are neither part of, nor calculable from, what is said are conventional
implicatures.” Potts 2007 offers a slightly modified version, but for my purposes, there are
not significant differences between the two. These are implicatures which are not connected
to or derived from the Grice’s Maxims or the cooperative principle. Conventional

implicatures are part of the literal meaning of the words uttered.

Conversational implicatures: These implicatures are derived in some sense from the context
in which something is said. A conversational implicature can be either generalized (present
in all contexts) or particularized (generated only in a specific context). A conversational
implicature can also be a conventional implicature, in which case it is often referred to as a

generalized conversational implicature.

Scalar implicature: An implicature which is generated from Gricean maxims and which
suggests that the speaker made as strong a claim as they felt they were able to make. As a
result, the speaker implicates that, to the best of the speaker’s knowledge, they could not

truthfully make a stronger claim.

Presupposition: Presuppositions are also a feature of a sentence, but they work slightly differently
from entailments. A presupposition involves a presupposed truth that is taken for granted. For

example, That urn contains the ashes of Electra’s brother presupposes that Electra has a brother.

Truth-conditional content. the conditions (of the world) under which the utterance is true. If the

truth conditions obtain, the utterance is true.
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