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This study examines how Euripides features statues in his works and the visual, 

structural, and thematic implications of such statues.  While in some plays he places 

divine images on the stage sets (Hippolytus, Andromache, Phoenissae, Ion) or 

incorporates them as props (Iphigeneia at Tauris), in other plays Euripides uses the 

imagery of a statue in order to make a comparative comment on a particular character 

(Alcestis, Trojan Women, Hecuba, Heracles).  When including statues on stage that 

represent deities, the playwright creates reminders of the gods in control.  As deities in 

statue-form, the images stand as more than inanimate objects.  Because of their divine 

nature, they take on an animated presence that allows them to act as quasi-characters.  

As such, the ―statue-ized‖ gods can be addressed, garlanded, or clung to for protection.  

Furthermore, when the gods depicted as statues fail to intervene on a character‘s 

behalf, they underscore the lack of protection that certain characters may receive.  

Finally, the statues that appear on stage offer a center around which the dramatic action 

can unfold.  In this way, Euripides creates a visual representation of the centrality that 

the deity plays in the conflict and story. 
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 In the context of mortals, Euripides often employs comparisons to inanimate 

statues in order to portray a character as helpless, defeated and submissive.  However, 

statue imagery can also mark a character as triumphant and noble in times of 

desperation or death.  Because men tend to hold positions of power in the plays, most 

comparisons to statues refer to female characters.  This objectified presentation allows 

a woman to be eroticized and portrayed as a thing of beauty in her moment of 

submission or death.  While Euripides most often develops comparisons to statues in 

reference to female characters, on a few occasions he uses the technique to show a 

male character‘s state of complete submission (Orestes, Heracles).  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Overview of the Project 

Scholars have often noted that of the three tragedians, Euripides pays the most 

careful attention to the visual and artistic aspects of his plays.   The level of artistry that 

appears in both his staging and narrative has even led to the rise of a tradition that the 

playwright worked as a painter early in his life.   Discussions of Euripides‘ unique 

attention to the artistic potential of the stage generally focus on the Ion, set at the 

carefully described temple of Apollo at Delphi.  In this project, I show that Euripides‘ use 

of artistic detail plays an equally important role in the Hippolytus, Andromache, 

Iphigeneia at Tauris and Alcestis.  With a focus on these four plays, this study examines 

how Euripides features statues in his works and the visual and thematic implications of 

such statues. 

Euripides incorporates statues into his plays in two different manners, depending 

on whether the image refers to a divine or mortal subject.  In the divine context, he 

includes divine images as part of the stage set in order to comment on the role of the 

gods in the conflict and story.  With the statue of a god standing permanently fixed on 

stage, Euripides is able to present the audience with a constant reminder of that deity‘s 

supremacy and role in the action or origins of the play‘s particular myth.  Because divine 

images are divine objects, they take on an animated presence that ultimately leads 

them to be treated as quasi-characters in the plays.  As stage fixtures, moreover, the 

statues can offer an organizational tool around which the action of the play can visually 

unfold.  Finally, by putting a divine image on the stage, Euripides gives a means of 

protection and refuge to characters conquered by war or overcome by force.  Thus, 
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when a character seeks protection at a statue (Phaedra, Andromache) or holds a divine 

image in her arms (Iphigeneia), Euripides underscores an alliance between a mortal 

and a god. 

In the mortal context, Euripides compares female characters to statues as a 

means of portraying them as trapped, helpless or submissive.  In this way, he is able to 

evoke the objectified and dominated situation of the woman, while still depicting her in a 

noble, beautiful, and even erotic light.  While these comparisons to statues sometimes 

occur simply via the use of a simile within a narrative (Polyxena), at other times 

Euripides displays a woman as a statue in a more nuanced manner (Alcestis).  When 

depicting a woman as art, Euripides asks the other characters, as well as the audience, 

to step back and take a moment to consider that woman‘s situation.  In doing so, the 

playwright calls for pity on behalf of a noble character near death or submission.  Thus, 

in Hecuba, we even find the Trojan queen begging Agamemnon to view her as if she 

were the subject of an artistic piece: 

νἴθηηξνλ ἡκᾶο, ὡο γξαθεύο η‘ ἀπνζηαζεὶο 

ἰδνῦ κε θἀλάζξεζνλ νἷ‘ ἔρσ θαθά. 

(807-8) 

Take pity on me, and standing back as a painter, look at me and view 
closely the evils I have endured. 

Since a person in full costume and mask would appear similar to a work of art, 

Euripides readily creates situations in which his characters take on aspects of a statue.  

One of the most interesting aspects of Euripides‘ use of statues lies in his ability to 

depict them in both narrative and staging or a combination of the two.  In many ways, 

this presentation of ―living‖ statues reflects the first-person inscriptions on funerary and 
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votive monuments that were common even in the archaic period.1  Thus, the 

relationship between statues and performative poetry would have been a familiar trope 

to fifth-century Athenians. 

While Euripides outshines his counterparts in his focus on the visual and artistic 

potential of drama, many of the same techniques of incorporating art into tragedy were 

already widely in use by Euripides‘ time.  One of our earliest extant examples of such a 

presentation occurs in Aeschylus‘ Agamemnon when Iphigenia is referred to as a 

δόκσλ ἄγαικα (208), an ornament of the house.  Later in the same play, the chorus 

turns to statues to describe Menelaus‘ grief and anger at losing his wife: 

εὐκόξθσλ δὲ θνινζζλ 

ἔρζεηαη ράξηο ἀλδξί· 

(416-7) 

The grace of beautifully sculpted statues is a thing of hatred for the 
husband. 

Aschylus‘ attention to artistic elements in the Oresteia can also be found in his use of 

tapestries and cloth throughout the trilogy.  Thus, Euripides appears an innovator within 

an artistic tradition already extant in the tragic genre. 

The presentation of the female figure in statuary terms was not a device invented 

by the tragic poets of fifth-century Athens.  In the Works and Days Hesiod describes the 

creation of the first woman, Pandora, as a creature sculpted by the gods from the mud 

of the earth: 

Ἥθαηζηνλ δ' ἐθέιεπζε πεξηθιπηὸλ ὅηηη ηάρηζηα 

                                            
1
 Day (2010) 44 argues that ―whether a single person or a group was reading a dedicatory inscription, 

especially in the archaic period, reception typically involved sounding out the text and hearing it.  Reading 
epigrams, then, generated kleos, commemorative poetic speech uttered in performance before an 
audience.‖ 
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γαῖαλ ὕδεη θύξεηλ, ἐλ δ' ἀλζξώπνπ ζέκελ αὐδὴλ 

θαὶ ζζέλνο, ἀζαλάηῃο δὲ ζεῇο εἰο ὦπα ἐίζθεηλ 

παξζεληθῆο θαιὸλ εἶδνο ἐπήξαηνλ·  

(60-63) 

And he commanded famous Hephaistos that he quickly  

mix earth with water, and in it to put the voice and strength of mankind,  

and to liken the face to an immortal goddess  

giving her the beautiful and lovely form of a maiden. 

Even in this early text the verb ἐίζθεηλ appears - presenting the first woman as an 

artistic image.  This representation of a woman as an object and a commodity for men 

sets the stage for the later depictions of females as statues in tragedy.2    

 This project, as a whole, looks primarily at four plays of Euripides: Hippolytus, 

Andromache, Iphigeneia at Tauris and Alcestis.  In a final shorter chapter, I look at a 

few other plays that incorporate statues to a lesser degree.   

Chapter Summaries 

Chapter 2: Divine Statues in the Staging and Structure of Hippolytus  

 In Chapter 2, I show that Euripides places the statues of Aphrodite and Artemis 

on opposite sides of the stage, each statue equidistant from the palace door.  Such a 

staging creates a reflection of the structural and thematic symmetry that runs throughout 

all aspects of the work.  These goddesses, moreover, function as silent witnesses to the 

play‘s action and reminders of the power of divine vengeance.  I show that Phaedra 

chooses to hide behind Artemis‘ statue for concealment and protection while she 

                                            
2
 Wohl (1998) 65 argues that as a physical object ―created from raw material through divine labor, she is 

exchanged as a gift (δξνλ ἄγνληα, Hes. Erga 85) to mortals and is given her value through that 
exchange.‖ 
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overhears Hippolytus‘ tirade against women.  I also argue that Phaedra‘s body remains 

present on the ekkyklema throughout the entirety of the action, allowing Phaedra‘s 

corpse to function in a manner similar to the two statues standing on stage.  With her 

presence, moreover, the later arrival of Hippolytus‘ dying body complements the 

symmetry in the play‘s staging and helps to create a sense of closure with a final visual 

tableau. 

 

Chapter 3: The Statue of Thetis and Unity in Andromache 

In my third chapter, I argue that Thetis and her statue act as the unifying features 

of a play divided into three episodes.  Since the goddess remains present via her statue 

throughout the entirety of the play, Thetis and her image provide the setting and create 

the three distinct episodes of action that unfold according to her will.  The play first 

presents the struggles of the captive, yet noble, Andromache as she relives many of the 

same experiences from Troy in the microcosm of Thetis‘ shrine.  In Thetis‘ version, 

however, the goddess has the power to control Andromache‘s fate.  In the second part, 

Euripides contrasts the noble Andromache with the ignoble Hermione.  The play closes 

with a third, shorter section in which Thetis takes complete control of the action ex 

machina and immortalizes the aged and noble Peleus.   

Chapter 4: Artemis and Her Statue in Iphigeneia at Tauris 

In my fourth chapter, I discuss how Euripides, in Iphigeneia at Tauris, employs a 

small image of Artemis as a prop in the second half of the action.  Although the statue 

may not be on-stage for the entirety of the play, I argue that it still acts as a unifying 

feature of the story.  I also examine the pillar of Orestes from Iphigeneia‘s dream in the 

context of statue-imagery; and I explore the implications of Iphigeneia‘s description of 
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Artemis‘ statue turning away from the pollution of Orestes.  When Artemis‘ statue takes 

the stage at 1156, I show that Iphigeneia and Orestes operate under the protective care 

of Artemis via her image.  Finally, I argue that Athena‘s appearance at the end of the 

play is justified by the Athenian context of the story and the removal of Artemis‘ statue 

from the Tauric land. 

Chapter 5: Statues and Staging in Alcestis 

 In Chapter 5, I shift my focus from divine and staged statues and look to Alcestis.  

For while an actual statue never appears on stage, Euripides repeatedly presents 

Alcestis as a living statue or work of art.  Furthermore, I argue that the house of 

Admetus functions as a silent witness in the play and emerges as a quasi-temple that 

formerly housed Apollo.  As such, Euripides presents Alcestis in a manner that likens 

her to a votive object or statue within the house.  By objectifying the woman, moreover, 

the playwright expresses the liminal status of Alcestis‘ character, caught as she is 

between life and death throughout the entirety of the play.  In my examination of the 

play‘s staging, I pay careful attention to the visual elements of Alcestis‘ presence on 

stage and her portrayal as a beautiful artistic object.  Finally, I discuss the woman‘s 

silent and veiled return to the stage after her rescue by Heracles.  I argue that the 

woman‘s presentation as analogous to a funerary monument helps to reveal Admetus‘ 

obsessive focus on the visual aspects of the woman‘s presence throughout all facets of 

his life. 

Chapter 6:  Statues in Phoenissae, Ion, Trojan Women and Hecuba 

 Chapter 6 looks at the remainder of Euripides‘ extant corpus and shows that the 

playwright employs statues in a consistent manner throughout.  First, I examine 

Phoenissae and argue that the play would be best served if a statue of Apollo Agyieus 
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was present on stage.  Moreover, I show that Euripides uses the image of Athena in the 

frieze and Apollo Agyieus‘ statue at the temple door in Ion to create reminders of the 

play‘s Athenian origins.  I then survey the protective role of statues throughout 

Euripides, and show how a statue on stage can underscore a character‘s divine 

protection or lack thereof.  Finally, I illustrate how the playwright uses comparisons to 

statues to depict a noble woman as pitiable and submissive, yet triumphant and defiant, 

in the Trojan Women and Hecuba.  Just as with Alcestis, Euripides portrays Polyxena 

on the altar as a beautiful work of art in her final moments.
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CHAPTER 2 

DIVINE STATUES IN THE STAGING AND STRUCTURE OF THE HIPPOLYTUS  

In Hippolytus, Euripides includes two statues as permanent fixtures on the stage to 

help organize the play both visually and thematically.  By developing the action around 

the statues of two complementary deities, the playwright creates a masterpiece of 

intricate structure and symmetry1  Although scholars generally agree upon the 

importance of the statues for the play‘s structure and meaning, they have divergent 

ideas concerning the mechanics of the arrangement.  A key point of contention lies in a 

disputed utterance from an attendant of Hippolytus:2 

ηήλδ' ἣ πύιαηζη ζαῖο ἐθέζηεθελ Κύπξηο. 

(101) 

The one who stands near to your gates, Kypris. 

The phrase πύιαηζη ζαῖο ἐθέζηεθελ has led some scholars to place Aphrodite‘s statue 

near the main doors of the palace at the center of the stage.  Stage direction from the 

text is lacking in regards to the placement of Artemis‘ statue.  Thus, hypotheses have 

arisen that put her image off to one side of the stage in front of a forested scene 

painting or in the center axis of the orchestra in line with the central door and the statue 

of Aphrodite.  Others have maintained, moreover, that the evidence is too thin to make 

a sound argument one way or another.  However, given the size of the stage and the 

central location of the palace, it seems that almost any location could be referred to as 

―near the gates.‖  Because of this, I believe that the wording of the line has been taken 

                                            
1
 See Barrett (1964) 154; Halleran (1995) 38. 

2
 The Sorbonne papyrus attests πέιαο in place of Κύπξηο.  For a discussion of this textual issue see: 

Merkelbach (1967) 100-1; Halleran (1995) 159 n101. 
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far too literally, especially since placing a statue at the center of the stage would 

obstruct entrances and exits through the palace door. 

 The opposing argument for the placement of the statues relies primarily on the 

balanced symmetry of the framing goddesses throughout all other aspects of play.  

Placing the two statues on opposite sides of the stage, equidistant from the central door 

of the palace, would produce a visual reflection of the goddess‘ thematic role.   With 

such an arrangement, the garlanding of the Artemis statue by Hippolytus at line 73 

would leave a permanent visual reminder of Hippolytus‘ mistake.   The wreathed statue 

of Artemis on one side would make the stage appear asymmetrical and unbalanced in 

relation to the ungarlanded statue of Aphrodite on the other side.    

The symmetrical placement of the two statues around the central axis of the 

palace door, I argue, presents the best reflection of the play‘s overall structure.  The 

structure of Hippolytus develops in two mirroring halves, with Phaedra‘s final scene 

acting as a central pivot between the two.  In addition, the entrances and exits of the 

various characters occur in a symmetrical manner, with the timing and points of entry 

and departure creating mirrors of earlier scenes.  The play‘s symmetry, in addition, can 

also be found in a number of dialogues that echo one another.  The playwright, 

moreover, stages the bodies of dead characters in a complementary manner and 

includes two dei ex machina scenes that frame the play in the beginning and end.  

Similarly, the two statues can offer a symmetrical organizing principle around which the 

reflective action of the play can unfold in a unified and controlled manner. Through this 

arrangement, Euripides emphasizes the opposing, yet complementary, nature of the 

two goddesses.  Furthermore, the entrances of the ―live‖ deities at the beginning and 
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end of the play would the placement of the statues.  With the statues on opposite sides 

of the stage, the playwright can also show a character‘s divine allegiances through his 

or her entrances and exits and positioning near a particular deity. 

The Divine Statues and Staging the Central Scene 

As the primary organizational principle around which the action of Hippolytus 

unfolds, the two deity statues can offer clues for the intended staging of the heavily 

debated central scene (601-68).3  At 565, Phaedra interrupts the chorus and demands 

silence (ζηγήζαη΄, ὦ γπλαῖθεο) in order to eavesdrop on the conversation between the 

Nurse and Hippolytus, and ultimately learn her fate.  With the statues of the two 

goddesses placed equally on opposite sides of the palace door, the door becomes an 

obvious focal point in the staging of the action.  We know that Phaedra stationed herself 

at that very central location from the choral remark at 577-9: 

ζὺ παξὰ θιῆηζξα, ζνὶ κέιεη πνκπίκα  

θάηηο δσκάησλ· 

You‘re the one by the door, it‘s a duty for you  

to convey the fate within the house. 

From this position Phaedra‘s anxiety and suspense is played out visually as she stands 

at the center axis between the two statues awaiting her fate.  This staging emphasizes 

the equal power and importance of the two deities, while the ungarlanded Aphrodite 

serves as a reminder of Hippolytus‘ unbalanced treatment of the goddesses. 

                                            
3 For a detailed discussion of the scholarly debate surrounding the staging of the central scene, see 
Roisman (1999) 106 n54.  See also Smith (1960) 162-3. 
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 At 565-600, Phaedra‘s positioning at the central axis of the stage between the 

two statues visually expresses her helplessness before divine judgment.  Alone on the 

stage with only the goddess statues, Phaedra begs for the chorus to join her (575-6): 

ἀπσιόκεζζα· ηαῖζδ' ἐπηζηᾶζαη πύιαηο 

 ἀθνύζαζ' νἷνο θέιαδνο ἐλ δόκνηο πίηλεη. 

We are ruined.  Stand next to these gates 

and listen to what resounds in the house. 

Abandoned, fearful and helpless before the whims of the two goddesses who flank her 

on each side,4 Phaedra seeks company and support from the chorus below.  The 

chorus, however, knows that the judgment is not for them and they express this by 

redirecting and re-focalizing the attention on Phaedra: ζὺ παξὰ θιῆηζξα, ζοὶ μέλει 

πνκπίκα θάηηο δσκάησλ (577-9).  The members of the chorus have no desire to place 

themselves in the path of two vengeful deities5 and Phaedra‘s plea for them to break 

through the conventional boundaries that relegated their action to the orchestra reveals 

the extent of her fear and desperation.6   

 Once Phaedra acknowledges and proclaims her fate at 599-6007, the balance 

and suspense of the central judgment scene reaches its peak when Hippolytus and the 

Nurse burst through the palace door.  Phaedra is forced out of the central space of the 

                                            
4
 Wiles (1997) 200-1 notes that in masked theatre the difference between an immobile actor and a statue 

is difficult to distinguish, leaving a strong sense of divine presence in the statues of the Hippolytus.  This 
would add to the feelings of fear and anxiety over divine judgment with Phaedra outnumbered on the 
stage. 

5
 Roisman (1999) 97 remarks, ―The women place the burden on Phaedra because they do not want to get 

overly involved.‖ 

6
 On the pushing of generic boundaries in this scene, see Arnott (1973) 53. 

7
 νὐθ νἶδα πιὴλ ἕλ, θαηζαλεῖλ ὅζνλ ηάρνο / ηλ λῦλ παξόλησλ πεκάησλ ἄθνο κόλνλ (I know nothing 

except one fact, that I must die as soon as possible, the only remedy for the current ills). 
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stage just as the action turns toward the downfall and destruction of the main 

characters.  The scanty evidence for the staging of the scene that follows (601-68) has 

led to generous scholarly debate on the subject.  Some read Phaedra‘s words at 599-

600 as exit lines:8   

νὐθ νἶδα πιὴλ ἕλ, θαηζαλεῖλ ὅζνλ ηάρνο, 

 ηλ λῦλ παξόλησλ πεκάησλ ἄθνο κόλνλ 

I know nothing except one thing, to die as soon as possible,  

the only cure for my now present grief. 

This interpretation, however, would force a reading contrary to Euripidean convention.  

When a character announces a desire for suicide, the ultimate outcome in all other 

extant Euripidean tragedies unfolds in one of three ways: 1) the character remains on-

stage and dies;9 2) the character is dramatically talked out of suicide and escorted off-

stage by another consoling character;10 3) in the most common type of suicide scene, 

the character leaves the stage and the death is carried out.11  According to Euripidean 

convention, once Phaedra has left the stage the audience can assume that she has 

ended her own life.12  It seems unlikely that Euripides would have defied this practice 

just to create a surprise for the audience when Phaedra reappears at 680.  Sophocles 

creates a situation in at least two instances whereby he leaves the audience in a state 

                                            
8
 Scholars debate whether Phaedra would have exited the stage at 600.  For the view that Phaedra did 

not hear Hippolytus‘ oath at 612 and was absent from the stage from 601-68, see Dörpfeld and Reisch 
(1896) 204; Matthaei (1918) 96; Grene and Lattimore (1955) 188; Smith (1960) 163. 

9
 Alcestis in Alc. 252-392. 

10 
Heracles in H.F. 1240-1428; Hermione in And. 841-1008. 

11
 Polyxena in Hec. 432-7; Heracles‘ daughter in Her. 574-96; Iphigenia in I.A. 1505-9.  For the same 

convention in Sophocles, see: Jocasta in O.T. 1071-5; Antigone in Ant. 937-43. 

12
 For detailed discussions of suicide in Greek tragedy, see: Garrison 1995 and Pathmanathan 1965: 5-

10. 
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of suspense over the potential suicide of a character, only to have that character re-

enter later in the action.13  In both cases, however, the character does not announce a 

desire for suicide, but instead silently leaves the stage with ambiguous intentions.  

Thus, it appears conventional in tragedy that a proclamation of suicidal intention seals 

that character‘s fate once she leaves the stage. 

The opposing side, moreover, rightfully argues that, in addition to following 

convention, Phaedra‘s presence before the audience greatly enhances the drama and 

power of the scene.14  I argue, in addition, that the significance of the deity statues on 

the stage sheds light on the stage action during these lines.  Some scholars simply 

have concluded that Phaedra would have huddled off to the side of the stage 

shamefully in an unspecified location, sometimes behind a column or on a couch.15  

While we cannot know for certain, the idea of her lying at the side of the stage on a 

couch seems unlikely as Phaedra certainly was not in view of Hippolytus and the Nurse, 

as evidenced by their lines at 601-4:16 

 

                                            
13

 Eurydice in Ant. 1183-1256; Deianeira in Trach. 723-812. 

14
 For this view see Lattimore (1962) 8; Barrett (1964) 272; Sider (1977) 17-9; Luschnig (1983) 117 n3; 

Luschnig (1988) 83; Hartigan (1991) 54-5 n54; Segal (1993) 254 n11; Porter (1994) 67; Halleran (1995): 
200 n601-8; Bain (1997) 19; Morwood (1997) 185 n565; Roisman (1999) 98-9; Willink (1999) 414; Parker 
(2001) 47 argues, ―To suppose that Phaedra deliberately plans the destruction of an innocent man merely 
because of the initial cries she heard at 565-600 (and which the audience did not hear) means attributing 
to her a level of irresponsible malice wholly out of keeping with her character as so far revealed.‖ 

15
 Roisman (1999) 98-9 suggests, ―the pair may have burst through the palace door talking violently, while 

Phaedra returned to her litter and resumed her ‗disabled‘ pose or cowered somewhere on the side in 
shame.‖  Lawton (1889) 214 argues that ―Phaidra is not noticed by them during the scene, and she 
perhaps shrinks back to the right as they appear.  If the palace-door remained open, it may have 
screened her from Hippolytos‘ sight.  In any case the spectators still see her, and watch the effect upon 
her of the prince‘s words.‖ 

16
 For arguments supporting her placement out of view of Hippolytus and the Nurse, see: Sider (1977) 17; 

Roisman (1999) 99; Willink (1999) 414.  For the argument that Hippolytus is aware of Phaedra‘s presence 
but refuses to address her, see: Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1901) 145 at line 665; Meridier (1931) 124. 
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Ἱππόιπηνο: 

ὦ γαῖα κῆηεξ ἡιίνπ η‘ ἀλαπηπραί, 

νἵσλ ιόγσλ ἄξξεηνλ εἰζήθνπζ‘ ὄπα. 

Τξνθόο: 

ζίγεζνλ, ὦ παῖ, πξίλ ηηλ‘ αἰζζέζζαη βνῆο. 

Ἱππόιπηνο: 

νὐθ ἔζη‘ ἀθνύζαο δείλ‘ ὅπσο ζηγήζνκαη. 

Hippolytus: Oh earth and mother and the wide expanse of the sun, how  

unspeakable are the words I have heard. 

Nurse: Silence, child, before someone hears your shout. 

Hippolytus: I am not able to be silent, as I have heard terrible things. 

If Phaedra was in view of Hippolytus and the Nurse during this scene, these lines would 

be inappropriate for the situation.  While she may have hidden behind some scene or 

stage prop, like a column,17 in view of the audience while hidden from the Nurse and 

Hippolytus, we know that the statues were placed in front of the palace (101: ηήλδ' ἣ 

πύιαηζη ζαῖο ἐθέζηεθελ Κύπξηο) where Phaedra had been eavesdropping and would 

offer a quick refuge following the sudden appearance of new characters on the stage.  If 

she is to hide out behind a goddess statue, moreover, Phaedra‘s actions would also 

follow a convention that often occurs in Greek tragedy whereby a character uses a deity 

statue as a place of retreat and protection.  If this is the case, which statue seems most 

appropriate for Phaedra‘s refuge? 18 

                                            
17

 For this interpretation see Hourmouziades (1965) 28. 

18
 On her placement behind the Artemis statue, see Hartigan (1991) 54-5 n54.  For her placement at the 

Aphrodite statue, see Sider (1977) 19; Luschnig (1983) 117 n3; Luschnig (1988) 83.  Segal (1993) 254 
n11 suggests, ―Phaedra is onstage, perhaps against the skene or hiding behind one of the statues of the 
goddesses.‖ 
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Where Does Phaedra Hide? 

For Phaedra to hide behind a goddess‘ statue would draw attention to her 

relationship with that deity and carry significance during Hippolytus‘ tirade against 

women.  Those who support her placement behind the statue of Aphrodite note that 

Phaedra acts to give life and animation to the spurned deity while Hippolytus launches 

into his derogatory speech.19  Phaedra and Aphrodite are envisioned as a team listening 

to his hateful words.  Furthermore, Phaedra‘s vengeful actions following this scene 

mirror the actions of Aphrodite in the play.  Both, disrespected and slandered by 

Hippolytus, seek to destroy him.20 

While arguments for the placement of Phaedra behind the statue of Aphrodite 

cannot be completely refuted, her location at the statue of Artemis seems the most likely 

staging of the scene as it would offer the most meaningful and complex comment on the 

relationships of the various characters in the play.  Phaedra‘s silent and unmoving 

stance next to the statue would compel the audience to consider Hippolytus‘ hypocritical 

relationship with Artemis as well as her own standing with the two goddesses.21  

Furthermore, following the eavesdropping scene just prior to this, Phaedra now knows 

that Aphrodite will not offer her the protection she needs. 

                                            
19

 Luschnig (1983) 117 n3 supports that Phaedra‘s placement behind the statue of Aphrodite is best as it 
gives more ―life and personality to the statue which has been an abstraction since the departure of the 
goddess.‖ 

20
 Luschnig (1983) 117 n3. 

21
 Hartigan (1991) 55 n54 argues, ―this offers the queen the protection she thinks she deserves and 

shows the blindness of the prince who must look to his deity at this time of crisis but does not see or 
seem to see, the queen.‖ 
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 While Phaedra is huddled away from the Nurse and Hippolytus, yet in at least 

partial view of the audience, Hippolytus launches into his tirade against women at 615.22  

When discussing marriage, he makes the following statement about the pathetic plight 

of a husband at 630-33: 

ὁ δ' αὖ ιαβὼλ ἀηεξὸλ ἐο δόκνπο θπηὸλ 

 γέγεζε θόζκνλ πξνζηηζεὶο ἀγάικαηη 

 θαιὸλ θαθίζηση θαὶ πέπινηζηλ ἐθπνλεῖ 

 δύζηελνο, ὄιβνλ δσκάησλ ὑπεμειώλ. 

And, in turn, the one taking the destructive creature into his home  

rejoices while he decks her out, putting beautiful ornamentation on  

the most evil statue, and covering it in cloth, the baneful creature, wasting  

away the wealth of his home. 

This image focuses the audience‘s attention on Phaedra huddled behind Artemis‘ 

statue, as Hippolytus has even uttered the word ἆγαικα.  The audience now recalls his 

initial entrance onto the stage and his unbalanced garlanding of Artemis‘ statue, a 

garland that presumably still remains at this moment in the play.23   

If the tirade against women holds its greatest significance when attention is drawn 

to Artemis, it begs the question whether there is much difference between his own 

relationship to Artemis and the plight of the husband he describes.  This staging brings 

Hippolytus‘ ignorance of the proper relationship to the gods to the fore and casts doubt 

upon the legitimacy and depth of his relationship to Artemis.  Does Hippolytus favor 

                                            
22

 Porter (1994) 67 notes that this situation recalls Ion 808-56 (the tirade of the old servant) as well as the 
general treatment of Cassandra in the Agamemnon. 

23
 Zeitlin (1996) 264, ―If he scornfully speaks of the husband who is forced to adorn his vain agalma of a 

wife, we recall that Hippolytus first enters bearing garlands to adorn Artemis‘s image and later even 
names himself as the guardian of all her statues (1339).‖ 
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Artemis or an inanimate statue?  Does her statue stand as a substitute for both goddess 

and wife?  Hippolytus has used Artemis‘ statue to create a reality in which he seemingly 

maintains complete control – he surrounds himself with a band of like-minded followers 

and worships a lifeless statue as both religious devotee and husband.  As such, 

Hippolytus emerges as a Pygmalion character, yet he directs his self-absorbed desire 

not to a statue of a mortal woman, but of a rival goddess.24  His one-sided relationship 

to Artemis takes on a new color when, in his ignorance, Hippolytus bemoans a clever 

wife (638-44): 

ῥᾶηζηνλ δ' ὅηση ηὸ κεδέλ· ἀιι' ἀλσθειὴο 

 εὐεζίαη θαη' νἶθνλ ἵδξπηαη γπλή. 

ζνθὴλ δὲ κηζ· κὴ γὰξ ἔλ γ' ἐκνῖο δόκνηο 

 εἴε θξνλνῦζα πιείνλ' ἢ γπλαῖθα ρξή. 

 ηὸ γὰξ θαθνῦξγνλ κᾶιινλ ἐληίθηεη Κύπξηο 

 ἐλ ηαῖο ζνθαῖζηλ· ἡ δ' ἀκήραλνο γπλὴ 

 γλώκεη βξαρείαη κσξίαλ ἀθεηξέζε. 

But it is easy for the one who has a nobody, although she is useless,  

a simpleton wife who sits in the house.  On the other hand, I can‘t stand a  

clever woman.  Let there never be in my house a woman who is more  

clever than she needs.  For Kypris implants more wrongdoing in the clever  

ones.  The witless woman is kept away from folly because of her small  

mind. 

With attention drawn both to Phaedra and Artemis‘ statue, this brash statement 

becomes a folly in itself.  Does an ἄγαικα not represent his ideal of a wife, a ηὸ κεδέλ 

                                            
24

 This ―Pygmalion effect‖ was not lost on Ovid, who, in the Metamorphoses, chose to weave the events 
of the Hippolytus into a narrative about a descendant of Pygmalion (298-502). 
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and ἀλσθειἐο?  Yet to the audience this statement creates a bitter irony, as they know 

Artemis is no such goddess and his rejection of Aphrodite will not go unpunished.    

Through Hippolytus‘ speech, Euripides presents Phaedra, cowering behind the 

statue, as the exact opposite of what Hippolytus would ever want.  Moreover, the 

audience comes to pity her – helpless, alone, attacked without recourse and seeking 

protection from a goddess with whom she does not typically align herself.  Yet is 

Phaedra so unsuited to seek protection from Artemis?  Even when struck by a mad love 

via Aphrodite herself, Phaedra has acted on nothing and prefers death to infidelity.   In 

this light, Phaedra‘s placement behind the statue of Aphrodite seems doubtful.  While 

the statue would reinforce the split alignment that Phaedra and Hippolytus maintain to 

Aphrodite and Artemis respectively, the attention to the Artemis statue emphasizes 

these points as well, while also casting doubt upon the true nature of Hippolytus‘ zeal 

for the huntress, a key component of his ultimate demise.  Phaedra‘s choice of the 

Artemis statue would also underscore Aphrodite‘s abandonment of her as she realizes 

that Aphrodite either cannot or will not offer her the protection she desires. 

Phaedra’s Presence During the Tirade 

Scholars debate whether Phaedra remains concealed behind the statue for the 

entirety of Hippolytus‘ tirade.  The textually disputed lines 664-8 refer to women in the 

plural while Hippolytus is presumably speaking only to the nurse:25 

ὄλοιζθε. κηζλ δ' νὔπνη' ἐκπιεζζήζνκαη 

                                            
25

 For arguments against the authenticity of this line see Valckenaer (1768) 237 n664; Barrett (1964) 286 
n664-8.  Kovacs (1988) 125 adds that the awkwardness of lines 664-5 ―do not quite succeed at saying 
what they are intended to say, and though we must of course be prepared to be told that the illogicality of 
Hippolytus‘ words betokens his agitation, the excuse seems particularly feeble at the end of a long 
speech that has been as articulate as has this.‖  Halleran (1995) 206 n663-8 calls arguments against 
these lines ―inconclusive,‖ and notes that the focus on speech picks up the recurring theme of speech and 
silence. 



 

29 

γυναῖκας, νὐδ' εἴ θεζί ηίο κ' ἀεὶ ιέγεηλ· 

ἀεὶ γὰξ νὖλ πώο εἰζη κἀκεῖναι κακαί. 

ἤ λύλ ηηο αὐηὰς ζσθξνλεῖλ δηδαμάησ 

ἢ θἄκ' ἐάησ ηαῖζδ' ἐπεκβαίλεηλ ἀεί. 

May you (plural) perish.  I will never cease to hate women,  

not even if someone says that I am always talking about it.   

For always, somehow, those women are evil.   

Let someone now teach those women to be chaste,  

or always let me be the one to trample them. 

The primary question here concerns whether Hippolytus is using the plural in reference 

to womankind as a whole or whether he is specifically speaking to both Phaedra and 

the Nurse.26  If he is directly addressing Phaedra at this moment, the lines raise an 

argument for Phaedra‘s being in view of him and the Nurse during the tirade.  If this is 

true, Hippolytus overtly chooses to ignore her up to this point.27  Such a reading, 

however, does not take into account the frequent use of peroration in Euripides.  As a 

summary and conclusion to the lengthy tirade that began with an imperative, these lines 

fit well into Euripidean convention.28  Thus, the plural would signify that in Hippolytus‘ 

conclusion, he generalizes about the female gender as a whole. 

                                            
26

 Barrett (1965) 286 n664-8 argues that ―ὄινηζζε seems rather to be ―you and your mistress‖ than ―your 
sex.‖  

27
 For this view see Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1901) 145 ad 665, "Mit einem Blick auf Phaidra‖; Lawall 

and Lawall (1986) 49, 113 n662-64.  Roisman (1999) 99 argues that ―his reference at the end of his 
speech to ―your mistress‖ (662), thrown in as though an afterthought, makes it clear for whom his scathing 
remarks are intended , while being poignant insult as well.  They show that he ignores Phaedra no out of 
respect or shame, but because of his deep contempt for her.‖ 

28
 See also Hipp. 473.  Hartigan (1991) 55 n55 notes that ―the repeated emphasis on learning sophrosyne 

ties Hippolytos and Phaidra together in their deadly denunciations.‖  Willink (1999) 415 argues that the 
―trampling‖ mentioned at 668 ―adds the final motivation for her pre-emptive counter-action.‖ 
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The overall sense of the lines can be justified and does not warrant their deletion.  

Moreover, the plural does not prove that Hippolytus is speaking directly to Phaedra.  In 

contrast, the use of peroration adds to the hypocritical and ironic views of Hippolytus 

that the entire scene has brought to the fore.  As an exceedingly fierce misogynist, the 

young man who proclaims to be most happy hunting among nature appears wholly 

unnatural.29  Furthermore, interpreting these lines as directed at Phaedra diminishes the 

importance of this play as a dialogue against the previous Hippolytos Kalyptomenos.30  

In this version of the play, Hippolytus and Phaedra perish even though the two 

characters never meet face to face on stage.  This underscores the role of divine 

vengeance and justice in the characters‘ downfalls.  By including Hippolytus‘ direct 

address of Phaedra, Euripides would undermine this most important innovation.  In 

addition, as a broad, generalized statement, lines 664-8 create a conventional exit motif 

for Hippolytus.31  The nurse‘s response to the tirade, moreover, further supports the use 

of peroration in the conclusion of Hippolytus‘ speech.  When the Nurse picks up at line 

668, she laments the plight of womankind as a whole, commenting on Hippolytus‘ final 

statement in similar terms.32 

Following Hippolytus‘ exit, Phaedra emerges from behind the statue and returns to 

her previous location in the center of the stage, equidistant from both statues (669-
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 Roisman (1999) 176. 

30
 For a lengthy discussion of this point, see McDermott (2000) 243-44.  For more general discussion on 

the relationship between the two plays, see Séchan (1911) 105-51; Fauth (1959); Zintzen (1960); Barrett 
(1964) 1-45; Tschiedel (1969); Snell (1969); Herter (1975) 119-56; Zeitlin (1996) 219-24. 

31
 Smith (1960) 46-7; Barrett (1964) 286 n664-8. 

32
 Smith (1960) 170. 
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731).33  This staging intensifies Phaedra‘s desperation for escape and sense of futility, 

especially when she asks at 675-7: 

ηίο ἂλ ζελ ἀξσγὸο ἢ ηίο ἂλ βξνηλ 

πάξεδξνο ἢ μπλεξγὸο ἀδίθσλ ἔξγσλ 

θαλείε; 

Who of the gods could appear as a helper,  

or who of mortals sitting nearby or as an accomplice in unjust deeds? 

As Phaedra speaks these words locked between the silent deities, the terms πάξεδξνο 

and μπλεξγὸο seem to mock the irony and futility of her plight.  Although present, neither 

goddess does anything to aid the terrified woman.  Instead their statues silently watch 

as she announces her own death and exits the stage with a nod to Kypris (725-7): 

ἐγὼ δὲ Κύπξηλ, ἥπεξ ἐμόιιπζί κε, 

ςπρῆο ἀπαιιαρζεῖζα ηῆηδ' ἐλ ἡκέξαη 

ηέξςσ· 

And for me, Kypris, the one who ruins me,  

I will delight by destroying my soul on this very day. 

Shortly after this statement, the audience, per Euripidean convention, must assume that 

the absent Phaedra has acted upon her stated intentions. 

Phaedra’s Body on the Ekkyklema 

Following her exit, Phaedra does not return until Theseus appears for the first time 

and beckons the chorus to wheel her body out of the palace door at 806-810.  Now 

Phaedra again takes center stage, but just as the goddess statues to either side of her 

body, she remains unmoving and inanimate while Theseus laments his fortune.  This 
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 For her return to center stage, see Halleran (1995) 206 n669-731. 
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scene carefully mirrors the entrance of Hippolytus at line 58, comparing Theseus to his 

son and the corpse of Phaedra to the statue Artemis.  In the latter scene, however, the 

joyful prayers to Artemis are replaced with emotional laments for Phaedra.  The 

symmetry of these two episodes supports the notion that Hippolytus‘ band of attendants 

can be seen as a secondary chorus at 58-71 as their actions mirror the true choral dirge 

that occurs at 811-16.   

Both episodes follow an exact pattern.  In the first, the hero enters the stage under 

lively and joyous circumstances.  Hippolytus has returned from the hunt with his band of 

followers, as announced by Aphrodite (51-7): 

ἀιι‘ εἰζνξ γὰξ ηόλδε παῖδα Θεζέσο 

ζηείρνληα, ζήξαο κόρζνλ ἐθιεινηπόηα, 

Ἱππόιπηνλ, ἔμσ ηλδε βήζνκαη ηόπσλ. 

πνιὺο δ‘ ἅκ‘ αὐηῶ πξνζπόισλ ὀπηζζόπνπο 

θκνο ιέιαθελ, Ἄξηεκηλ ηηκλ ζεὰλ 

ὕκλνηζηλ· νὐ γὰξ νἶδ‘ ἀλεῳγκέλαο πύιαο 

Ἅηδνπ, θάνο δὲ ινίζζηνλ βιέπσλ ηόδε. 

But I see, indeed, that child of Theseus approaching, 

 having just left behind the labors of the hunt, Hippolytus,  

I will leave this place now.  A group of many attendants is following him  

and shouting out in revelry, honoring the goddess Artemis with hyms.   

For he does not know that the gates of Hades are open,  

and he looks upon the light for the last time. 

Hippolytus takes the stage in merriment, ignorant of the tragedy that will soon follow.  

Theseus similarly appears on the stage for the first time, wearing a garland and joyously 
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returning from the oracle, unaware of the devastation that awaits (790-96).  While 

Hippolytus exhorts his pseudo-chorus at lines 58-60, Theseus‘ dialogue with the true 

chorus breaks his joy as they reveal the suicide of Phaedra (797-805).   

At 810, the body of Phaedra is brought out on the ekkyklema and creates an 

inverted version of Hippolytus‘ entrance scene; here Phaedra‘s corpse takes on a role 

similar to that of Artemis‘ statue in the prior episode.34  Euripides signals this inversion 

when Theseus questions the propriety of his garlands in light of the tragedy that has 

occurred in his absence (806-7): 

αἰαῖ, ηί δῆηα ηνῖζδ' ἀλέζηεκκαη θάξα 

πιεθηνῖζη θύιινηο, δπζηπρὴο ζεσξὸο ὤλ; 

Ah, oh why is my head garlanded with plaited leaves  

if the oracle was unlucky? 

These lines recall Hippolytus‘ first entrance when he garlanded the statue of Artemis.  

Presumably, this wreath would still hang around the statue‘s neck even as Theseus now 

experiences the inverted turn of events.35 

 The episode continues with a short choral song at 811-16 that mirrors the song of 

the earlier pseudo-chorus at 61-9.  In the latter case, however, Euripides replaces the 

joyous prayer to the statue of Artemis with a bitter lament to the corpse of Phaedra.  

Both scenes culminate in a speech from their respective hero.  In the beginning of the 

play, Hippolytus offers a prayer to the statue of Artemis as he crowns her statue (84-6): 

                                            
34

 Wiles (2000) 118 in his description of the ekkyklema argues that ―a dummy dressed as Phaedra lay 
upon it, with an incriminating letter displayed in the hand, and the costume doubtless disposed to suggest 
the victim of a rape.‖  

35
 Halleran (1995) 218 n806-7 cites the parallels between these lines and the garlanding scene at 73ff.  

Halleran also notes that Theseus‘ casting away of his garlands recalls Cassandra at Ag. 1264ff and HF 
523ff. 
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κόλση γάξ ἐζηη ηνῦη' ἐκνὶ γέξαο βξνηλ· 

ζνὶ θαὶ μύλεηκη θαὶ ιόγνηο ἀκείβνκαη, 

 θιύσλ κὲλ αὐδῆο, ὄκκα δ' νὐρ ὁξλ ηὸ ζόλ. 

For this prize is for me alone of mortals,  

that I accompany you and I converse with you in words  

listening to your voice, although I do not see your eyes. 

By echoing this act when Theseus finds the body of his dead wife, Euripides highlights 

the hypocritical and shallow nature of Hippolytus‘ relationship to Artemis.  Theseus‘ 

heart-wrenching lament for his wife mocks the shortsighted nature of his son‘s point of 

view (836-9):36 

ηὸ θαηὰ γᾶο ζέισ, ηὸ θαηὰ γᾶο θλέθαο 

 κεηνηθεῖλ ζθόηση ζαλώλ, ὦ ηιάκσλ, 

 ηῆο ζῆο ζηεξεζεὶο θηιηάηεο ὁκηιίαο· 

 ἀπώιεζαο γὰξ κᾶιινλ ἢ θαηέθζηζν. 

Under the earth I want to go, under the darkness of the earth  

to dwell in the shadows of death, wretched me,  

deprived of your most dear companionship.  

For you have destroyed more than yourself in perishing. 

While Theseus laments a true and natural relationship, he inadvertently ridicules the 

―companionship‖ that Hippolytus claims to exist between himself and Artemis.  By 

inverting Hippolytus‘ own actions in an episode of authentic grief, Euripides underscores 

the unnatural components of Hippolytus‘ personality come to the forefront. 

                                            
36

 Mitchell (1991) 110 n39 observes that both ―initially address static female figures: Hippolytus the statue 
of Artemis, Theseus the corpse of Phaedra.‖ 
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 Sholars have heavily debated whether the ekkyklema was removed following the 

exits of Hippolytus and Thesesus at 1101. 37  Because the text itself never overtly calls 

for the withdrawal of the ekkyklema, Phaedra‘s lifeless body could potentially lie 

alongside the two goddess statues for the remainder of the play as a fellow silent 

witness to the action. As such, Phaedra‘s corpse would take on a role that is similar to 

the two statues already standing on stage.  Her lifeless body would become a silent 

witness and visual representation of the destructive force of miscommunication.  

Furthermore, by displaying Phaedra‘s corpse on one side of the stage, Euripides 

creates a sort of visual suspense that is only resolved after the body of Hippolytus joins 

her on the other side of the stage.  When Hippolytus‘ attendants carry him in at 1341 

and lay his body opposite Phaedra, the stage returns to its familiar symmetry.38  By 

placing each body near one of the divine images, Euripides creates a sense of visual 

closure that reflects the thematic closure of the scene.  Moreover, when the attendants 

carry in the dying man, Hippolytus‘ final moments create a shortened replay of 

Phaedra‘s earlier entrance on the sickbed and her subsequent death.  In this concluding 

scene, however, Phaedra‘s corpse acts as witness to the destruction of Hippolytus, just 
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 Halleran (1995)  243 n1101 closes the agon scene by positing that Hippolytus would leave first through 
the eisodos following his speech at 1090-1101.  Theseus would then exit through the palace door, and 
lastly, the ekkyklema would be returned through the palace door as well.  Halleran disputes the 
plausibility of the ekkyklema remaining on stage because her body, ―the powerful visual stage property of 
the entire scene, cannot be left on display while Th. enters the palace on his own.‖; Wiles (1997) 12 
concerning the treatment of Phaedra‘s corpse, argues a number of possibilities, that ―she may be carried 
off by the chorus, and so absorbed into a community of women; she may be carried off in the opposite 
direction from the chorus by male attendants, and so be isolated from both family and community; she 
may be left in a final tableau, as a silent image left to challenge the audience; the actor may have 
removed his mask immediately, disrupting the emotional responses of the audience.  We do not know 
which of these options was followed, but we do know that in performance ―visual meaning‖ must in some 
such way be created.‖ 

38
 Halleran (1995) 269 n1460-1 argues that attendants would have carried Hippolytus‘ body inside 

following Theseus, which would mirror his earlier staging of pulling in the ekkyklema with Phaedra‘s body 
through the palace door after Theseus. 



 

36 

as the statues of Aphrodite and Artemis oversaw the demise of Phaedra.  Furthermore, 

the entrances of both Phaedra (198ff.) and Hippolytus (1347-88) closely resemble each 

other.  Both are each undergoing great suffering and beg to be repositioned in a 

comfortable manner.  Both ask for their faces to be covered (243-46; 1457-58), and 

both are dramatically mourned by Theseus as their bodies remain on stage.39   

Silent Witnesses and Deadly Miscommunication 

In Hippolytus, Euripides develops a recurring motif in which a silent observer to the 

action stands by and chooses not to intervene.40  For example, Phaedra eavesdrops 

and hides out of sight during the pivotal scene between Hippolytus and the Nurse (565-

668), opting not to confront Hippolytus or offer a defense for her actions.  Hippolytus 

himself swears silence and chooses not to come forward regarding Phaedra‘s love for 

him, sealing his own fate (610-12).  The chorus refuses to get involved on a number of 

occasions, neglecting to share what they know and acting as a second audience to the 

action (713-14; 804-5; 891-92).  In all these instances the characters choose the path of 

non-action and non-intervention, highlighting the play‘s focus on the destructive nature 

of miscommunication.   

Euripides, moreover, mirrors these broken lines of communication in the play‘s 

staging.  Through the ever-present statues of Artemis and Aphrodite the playwright 

creates permanent fixtures on the stage that witness the action, yet never intervene.  

Although they are only statues, the playwright repeatedly gives the images a ―living‖ 

presence as the characters frequently interact with them on a conversational level.  

                                            
39

 For discussions on the relationship between the sickly entrances of both Hippolytus and Phaedra, see 
Frischer (1970) 92; Taplin (1978) 135-6; Halleran (1995) 261 n1342-6. 

40
 For the role of silent witnesses, see Taplin (1978) 115; Luschnig (1988) 3-15; Goff (1990) 25-6; Lloyd 

(1992) 46; Bushnell (2005) 208. 
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When characters speak to and garland the inanimate statues, Euripides offers 

examples of the unanswered lines of communication that recur throughout the 

Hippolytus.  Furthermore, when the statues are treated as living characters, the divine 

images take on an animated presence that highlights the inseparable nature of a divinity 

and its statue.  Thus, Aphrodite never truly leaves the stage.  Instead, she witnesses the 

dramatic action in its entirety, coldly allowing the destruction to escalate.  In view of this, 

the statue of Artemis had earlier stood as a silent spectator to her rival in the first deus 

ex machina scene, never intervening as Aphrodite laid out her plan of vengeance.41  

This exact image is revisited and reversed at the conclusion of the play, when Artemis 

takes the stage in a second deus ex machina, with Aphrodite standing as witness 

through her statue.  With these divine images, alongside the corpse and tablet of 

Phaedra, Euripides creates a pattern of absurdity whereby the live characters choose 

not to intervene or speak up at the most pivotal moments, while inanimate objects 

―speak‖ and purposely create harmful and misleading lines of communication. 

On many occasions the named characters call upon the statues in conservation, 

further vivifying the presence of the deities.  Hippolytus and his attendants address both 

divinities directly as fellow characters during their initial appearance at 58-120.  

Similarly, Phaedra, while in her sick bed, also calls out to the statue of Artemis.  Her 

hopeless wish echoes Hippolytus‘ prayers and seeks a means of escape and protection 

(228-31):   

δέζπνηλ' ἁιίαο Ἄξηεκη Λίκλαο 

θαὶ γπκλαζίσλ ηλ ἱππνθξόησλ, 

                                            
41

 See Zeitlin (1996) 229 n25. 
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εἴζε γελνίκαλ ἐλ ζνῖο δαπέδνηο 

πώινπο λεηὰο δακαιηδνκέλα. 

Mistress of the salt water lake, Artemis,  

and of the hippodrome that resounds with trampling horses,  

would that I could be on your plains taming Enetic foals. 

In a similar manner, the Nurse later appeals directly to the image of Aphrodite for aid 

(522-23):42 

κόλνλ ζύ κνη, δέζπνηλα πνληία Κύπξη, 

ζπλεξγὸο εἴεο· 

May only you, sea-mistress Kypris, be a helper to me. 

In these instances the two women directly call out to the statues for assistance in a 

manner that reminds the audience of the ―living‖ presence that the statues hold.  

Euripides again reminds his audience of the statues‘ vivified nature during Theseus‘ 

final words.  Before he exits the stage at the conclusion of the play, Theseus bemoans 

the statue of Aphrodite and simultaneously, the goddess herself: ὡο πνιιά, Κύπξη, ζλ 

θαθλ κεκλήζνκαη (1461).43  For the mortals on stage, the deities are not mere 

representations of the gods, but are the gods in ―statue-ized‖ form.  

Phaedra‘s corpse, moreover, takes on many of the same characteristics as the 

statues of Artemis and Aphrodite.  The scene before her death prepares the audience 

for her corpse to take on this role later in the play.  Just prior to her announcement of 

                                            
42

 Halleran (1995) 194 n522-4 supports Bain (1977) 28-9 and argues that the Nurse at this point would 
turn away from Phaedra and address the statue directly, with the result that ―the Nurse effectively breaks 
off contact and her words are, by convention, not heard by Ph.‖ 

43
 Halleran (1995) 269 n1460-1 notes that this action recalls the attendant‘s address of Aphrodite at 117 

and the Nurse‘s at 522.  Wiles (1997) 11 notes that if Phaedra‘s corpse remains in view until the end of 
the play, ―Phaedra has not been forgiven by Hippolytus or by Theseus, and Theseus‘ condemnation of 
Kypris contains no acknowledgement of the fact that Hippolytus offended the gods by ignoring her.‖ 
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suicidal intentions Phaedra had stood silently hidden behind Artemis‘ statue as a 

witness to the tirade against women.  She chose not to speak up during the argument 

between Hippolytus and the Nurse.  Later, when the second half of the play begins, the 

dead Phaedra is frozen in the same role she held at the closing of the first half.  As 

Theseus and Hippolytus wrangle over the cause and meaning of her death, she, as 

before, silently witnesses the action that unfolds around her.  Furthermore, the corpse of 

Phaedra ―speaks‖ through the tablet attached to her wrist, again creating an unnatural 

line of communication and giving a vivified presence to her corpse.44  The tablet 

attached to Phaedra‘s body also recalls the image of a funerary monument complete 

with a first-person inscription.  Theseus, moreover, calls Phaedra‘s corpse a κάξηπο 

ζαθεζηάηνο (972).  Hippolytus later echoes this language when he calls Artemis and 

her statue as a witness (1451): 

ηὴλ ηνμόδακλνλ Ἄξηεκηλ καξηύξνκαη. 

I call to witness Artemis, subduing with the bow. 

Furthermore, the discovery of Phaedra‘s corpse sets off a chain of events in the second 

half of the play that mirrors the destruction Aphrodite had initiated in the prologue.  

                                            
44

 Both of these instances fit into the motif of giving voice to inanimate objects that repeatedly occurs in 
the play.  Phaedra even calls out to both the statue of  Aphrodite and the house at (415-18): 

αἳ πο πνη', ὦ δέζπνηλα πνληία Κύπξη, 

βιέπνπζηλ ἐο πξόζσπα ηλ μπλεπλεηλ 

νὐδὲ ζθόηνλ θξίζζνπζη ηὸλ μπλεξγάηελ 

ηέξακλά η' νἴθσλ κή πνηε θζνγγὴλ ἀθῆη; 

How, sea-mistress Kypris, can they ever 

look at the faces of their spouses 

and not bristle at that thought that the darkness, their helper, 

and the rooms of the house might at some point gain the power of speech? 
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While Aphrodite sets off a spiral of destruction and leaves her statue behind to watch, 

Phaedra unleashes the destruction in the second half and then silently remains as a 

corpse.    

The Final Scene as a Visual Tableau 

When a group of attendants carry in the dying Hippolytus at 1341, the staging 

creates a visual tableau that reflects the play‘s thematic outcome.  With the two statues 

mirroring the corpses of Phaedra and Hippolytus, and Theseus standing amidst it all, 

the final scene visually projects the destruction that the goddesses have wrought.  Here 

the audience sees, all at once, the avenging and unsympathetic statues of Artemis and 

Aphrodite, the bodies of the two people destroyed, and Theseus, consumed in grief.  

This display offers a final visual reflection of the thematic action. 45  The visual tableau 

also recalls the anxieties expressed by both Phaedra and Hippolytus over how they are 

perceived by others.  When confiding in the Nurse and chorus and lamenting her plight, 

Phaedra had previously philosophized about the importance of perception and 

wrongdoing (428-30):46 

θαθνὺο δὲ ζλεηλ ἐμέθελ' ὅηαλ ηύρεη, 

πξνζεὶο θάηνπηξνλ ὥζηε παξζέλση λέαη, 

ρξόλνο· παξ' νἷζη κήπνη' ὀθζείελ ἐγώ. 

But time reveals the evils of mortals sooner or later,  

setting a mirror in front of them as before a young girl,  

                                            
45

 See Luschnig (1988) 3-15; Roisman (1999) 28-29 notes the relationship between sight and 
Aphroditean love. 

46
 Luschnig (1988) XII points out that ―Hippolytus, Phaedra, and Theseus see themselves and what they 

see is good.  When they must see themselves as others see them, what they see is evil.‖  For discussions 
of these lines see Barrett (1964) 238-39 n428-30; Avery (1968) 31 n26; Pigeaud (1976) 14-16; Zeitlin 
(1985) 95-100; Goff (1990) 23; Halleran (1995) 186 n428-30. 
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would that I never be seen among this crowd. 

Following her death, Phaedra‘s corpse remains on-stage throughout the rest of the 

action, recalling this wish as she lies in judgment before the characters and audience.   

In the end, Phaedra experiences the exact opposite of what she desired.  Here, 

her body lies on display for the characters and audience while the deceptive nature of 

the tablet comes to light.  Thus, Phaedra‘s own view of time as an inevitable revealer 

comes to mock the futility of all her desperate actions in the play.  A similar 

preoccupation with image also appears in Hippolytus‘ echo of her sentiment when he 

stands before the corpse of Phaedra (1078-79):47 

εἴζ' ἦλ ἐκαπηὸλ πξνζβιέπεηλ ἐλαληίνλ 

ζηάλζ', ὡο ἐδάθξπζ' νἷα πάζρνκελ θαθά. 

Would that I could stand opposite myself and watch,  

in order to weep over these great evils that I have endured. 

Carried back on stage in his dying moments, Hippolytus finally sees the fulfillment of 

this wish, but in a more wretched manner than he could have ever imagined.   

In the closing moments of the play, Theseus stands amidst the ruin unleashed by 

Aphrodite and finds himself to be the spectator that Phaedra and Hippolytus had 

previously feared.  Theseus, like Phaedra and Hippolytus before him, again mentions 

the θαθά of Aphrodite.  Now, however, in his final lines, he has become the onlooker 

and bitterly laments this newfound role, directly addressing the statue of the goddess 

(1460-61): 

 

                                            
47

 Barrett (1964) 363 n1078-9 remarks, ―he is on the verge of tears (1070), yet too proud to shed them for 
himself; hence this rather odd wish that he could become another person to weep for his own misfortune.‖ 
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ὦ ηιήκσλ ἐγώ,  

ὡο πνιιά, Κύπξη, ζλ θαθλ κεκλήζνκαη. 

Oh I am wretched, how much, Kypris,  

will I remember these evils of yours. 

By creating an ending that lays out the play‘s destruction for the audience to see, 

Euripides offers closure in which the themes and staging reflect one another.  By 

visually confronting the audience with the play‘s outcome, Euripides compels those 

watching to fully recognize the power of the slighted Aphrodite.  Moreover, he allows 

them to take in the destructive effects of perception, inauthentic relationships and the 

ruinous potential of miscommunication.
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CHAPTER 3 
THE STATUE OF THETIS AND UNITY IN ANDROMACHE 

Euripides‘ Andromache has long presented problems to scholars as a work that 

lacks a definitive main character as well as structural and thematic unity.  Over time, 

scholars have considered Andromache, Hermione, Neoptolemus and even the House of 

Atreus1 in the search for a ―main‖ character or theme in the traditional sense, and their 

searches have met with varying degrees of success.2  But there is another figure on the 

stage.  Just as statues of Artemis and Aphrodite stand witness in Hippolytus, so the 

events of Andromache unfold around a divine statue that stands silently present during 

the entirety of the action.  In this statue of Thetis, I argue, lies the true cohesiveness of 

the play, for Andromache is first and foremost centered around Thetis and the effects of 

her marriage.  The play is set at the Thetideion in Phthia, a place named for the 

goddess and the locale where she formerly lived with her mortal husband, Peleus (16-

20).  Here, the story begins, and Thetis, through her statue, is the only character to 

stand present throughout the whole action.3  In addition, her mortal husband, Peleus, 

acts as an extension of the goddess‘ will and directs events on her behalf. Thetis can be 

viewed as a source of all events that occur in the play either directly on-stage or 

                                            
1
 Mossman (1996) 143 reads Neoptolemus as the central figure. For the House of Atreus as the play‘s 

unifying feature, see Hartung (1844) 108-125.  For the argument that we cannot understand the play 
because it only makes complete sense as a sequel, see Verrall (1905) 21-22.  Phillippo (1995) 355-371 
finds unity in the pattern of patronymic reference. 

2
 For a detailed discussion of the play‘s unity, see Allan (2000) Chapter 2, especially pages 40-42 for a 

concise and recent summary of pertinent scholarship. 

3
 Allan (2000) 60 comes closest to this understanding of Thetis but he quickly retracts his argument by 

stating:  ―this is not actually intended as a serious proposal.‖ 
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indirectly as a result of the Eris unleashed long ago at her wedding.  In the end, Thetis 

closes the play herself as a ―live‖ deity ex machina.4   

Thetis’ Statue in the Play’s Staging and Structure 

When considered with a focus on the unbroken presence of the goddess, 

Andromache emerges as a play in which Thetis provides the setting and creates three 

distinct episodes of action.  Much of the play‘s lamented lack of unity derives from this 

perceived tripartite structure. 5  When understood to unfold in three distinct movements, 

the play first presents the struggles of Andromache as a noble, yet captive, woman who 

relives many of the same experiences from Troy in the microcosm of Thetis‘ shrine.6  In 

this version, however, Thetis has the power to effect change and save Andromache and 

her only surviving child.  In the second part, Euripides contrasts the ignoble Hermione 

and her eventual downfall with the experiences of the noble Andromache.  In the end, 

the play closes with a third, shorter section in which Thetis takes complete control of the 

action ex machina and immortalizes the aged and noble Peleus.   

The first two episodes of the play function as exempla showcasing the effects of 

noble and ignoble behavior on personal relationships, especially in times of hardship.  

The first exemplum portrays the enslaved, yet noble, Andromache besieged by 

Hermione and Menelaus and her ultimate return to safety through the help of Peleus.  

The second episode presents a series of contrasting ignoble characters, Hermione, 

                                            
4
 For a similar effect see also the statues of Artemis and Aphrodite in the Hippolytus and their 

complementary dei ex machina scenes. 

5
 Norwood (1906) lvi laments, ―There are indeed practically two plays, the first concerning the woes and 

deliverance of Andromache, the second the distress and elopement of Hermione.‖ 

6
 For example, in both Troy and the Thetideion Andromache is besieged by Greeks; and in each, she 

losses an infant son. 
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Menelaus and Orestes who behave immorally and meet punishment.7  Through Thetis, 

a divine mother and wife who is married to a mortal, Euripides sets off the divergent 

relationships navigated by Andromache and Hermione and their subsequent downfall 

and redemption. 8  As the only truly noble and just main characters, the mutual respect 

for upright relationships with both men and the gods binds together Andromache and 

Peleus as allies, regardless of their conflicting backgrounds.9   

Throughout its three sections Thetis remains as the play‘s one true constant, as 

her statue stands by as a silent witness within the bounds of her shrine.10  For this 

reason, the staging of Thetis‘ statue and altar demands the most careful attention.  The 

shrine and statue of Thetis, I argue, must be placed at the thymele in the center of the 

orchestra in order to best express the true nature of the work.11  While many scholars 

have sought and failed to find true unity in a play divided into distinct parts both 

structurally and thematically, this division, I argue, is mirrored in the actual staging of the 

play‘s action.  This divided structure also mirrors the play‘s focus on the divergent 

origins of the characters and their repeated struggles to integrate themselves into 

relationships with those of foreign backgrounds.12  Euripides continually highlights the 

                                            
7
 Contrary to Norwood (1906) lvi who laments the seeming lack of connection between the characters of 

Orestes and Menelaus. 

8
 Boulter (1966) 51-58 comes closest to this understanding of the play and argues that true conflict in the 

play is ―between two opposing concepts of morality.‖ 

9
 Papadimitropoulos (2006) 149 argues that as an aristocratic couple that successfully bears children, 

―Andromache‘s marriage to Hector is exemplary and constitutes a foil to Hermione‘s wedding with 
Neoptolemus.‖ 

10
 See above for my discussion of the role of silent witnesses in Hippolytus. 

11
 For the view that the shrine of Thetis would be located in the orchestra, see Wiles (1999) 200-01.  

According to Wiles, the Andromache presents ―Euripides‘ most ambitious use of a statue.‖ 

12
 Ley (2007) 57 notes that a similar separation of palace and sanctuary occurs in Helen. 
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gulfs that exist between the characters – male vs. female, Greek vs. Spartan vs. Trojan, 

slave vs. master, parent vs. child, divine vs. mortal.13  The playwright creates visual 

echoes of all these divisions in the staging by creating two distinct acting areas.  The 

constant presence of the mourning mother Thetis who struggled to negotiate the 

obstacles of a divine/mortal marriage also creates a fixed reminder of the dis-unity that 

the play thematically navigates.14    

By staging the shrine of Thetis and her suppliant in the most powerful site in the 

Greek theatre, the center of the orchestra, while the other characters appropriate the 

stage space in front of the skene, two divided theatrical worlds emerge. 15  Scholars 

have generally disagreed over the placement of Thetis‘ statue and shrine, with most 

opting to locate her on-stage, off to the side from the palace.16  According to convention, 

however, the placement of a suppliant at an altar in the center of the orchestra is by no 

means unprecedented, and would make better use of the theatrical space.17  This 

divided staging would also reinforce the role of the Thetideion as a place of refuge for a 

goddess seeking privacy for her untraditional marriage with a mortal. Thetis had sought 

a home separated from traditional society, and Andromache‘s description of the place 

during her opening monologue highlights this fact (16-23): 

                                            
13

 See Wiles (1997) 200-1. 

14
 Wiles (1999) 201 remarks that ―in the play as a whole, the presence of the statue helps to focus a 

series of polar oppositions.‖ 

15
 For a discussion of the orchestra‘s center as the ―the strongest acting area,‖ see Rehm (1992) 36. 

16
 For the placement of the shrine on-stage, rather than in the orchestra, see: Norwood (1906) 45; 

Vellacott (1972) 145; Rutherford (1998) 8; Stewart and Smith (2001) 17. Poe (1989) 125 explores the 
different staging options for the shrine and remarks that ―If the skene had only one door, perhaps the 
temple was represented by a painted canvas or panel on the wall, or even by a free-standing screen. In 
that case the altar will not have stood centrally before the scene building but before the temple facade.‖ 

17
 For similar staging see Rehm (1992) 99 and 123 on Aeschylus‘ Eumenides and Euripides‘ Suppliant 

Women respectively. 
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Φζίαο δὲ ηῆζδε θαὶ πόιεσο Φαξζαιίαο 

ζύγρνξηα λαίσ πεδί', ἵλ' ἡ ζαιαζζία 

Πειεῖ μπλώηθεη ρσξὶο ἀλζξώπσλ Θέηηο 

θεύγνπζ' ὅκηινλ· Θεζζαιὸο δέ ληλ ιεὼο 

Θεηίδεηνλ αὐδᾶη ζεᾶο ράξηλ λπκθεπκάησλ. 

I am now living on that plain that borders this place  

Phthia and the city of Pharsalia, where the sea-goddess  

Thetis lived alongside Peleus, apart from men, fleeing 

the crowd, and the Thessalian men call it Thetideion  

in honor of the marriage of the goddess. 

In her account of the setting, Andromache points out the place‘s location as a separate 

sphere in which the goddess Thetis dwells.  Her emphasis on the goddess‘ isolation 

makes the most sense when Andromache herself speaks from within the temenos of 

the shrine, located down in the orchestra and separate from the palace of Neoptolemus.  

This staging also offers the first evidence for the somewhat ironic, yet close connection 

between Andromache and the goddess.  Even though Thetis‘ son, Achilles, had killed 

her husband, Hector, Andromache and Thetis become allies in the play.  Here, 

Andromache stands visually adjacent to Thetis‘ statue and within the confines of the 

goddess‘ protective zone. 

 We know from the text that the statue of Thetis stood within a larger shrine to the 

deity that contained an altar (βσκόο – 162, 260, 367, 411, 427, 565) and was 

surrounded by a temenos that was either real or imagined, but would work best if 

visually defined - as much of the action in the first third of the play involves the struggle 
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over removing Andromache from the shrine‘s protection.  Hermione herself summarizes 

this struggle at 253: ιείςεηο ηόδ' ἁγλὸλ ηέκελνο ἐλαιίαο ζενῦ;  

By limiting Andromache‘s action in the first part of the play to the boundaries of 

Thetis‘ shrine, Euripides creates an area within the temenos that can be imagined as a 

geographical ―other.‖  Used as a place of refuge by both Thetis and Andromache, the 

distinct nature and location of the shrine appears ―foreign,‖ and thus it creates an ideal 

location for the refuge of the foreign Andromache.  Specifically, Euripides presents the 

shrine as a microcosmic Troy in which Andromache relives the siege and fall of the city 

which she was forced to leave behind.  In this replay of Andromache‘s plight in Troy, 

however, the actions of the noble woman throughout her toils are finally rewarded when 

her son Molossus is returned to her.18  In Thetis‘ retelling of the story, Andromache is 

not forced to suffer as a grieving mother once more.  While at first it seemed that the 

Trojan mother faced a replay of Astyanax‘s murder at Troy, she finally triumphs through 

the aid of Thetis‘ husband (the father of Hector‘s murderer).  In offering refuge through 

her shrine and redemption through her husband‘s intervention, Thetis simultaneously 

redeems herself as she seeks to put an end to the tragedies and sufferings resulting 

from the Trojan War, and by implication, the destructive Eris that emerged from her own 

marriage.19 

 

                                            
18

 While unnamed in the play, the MSS refer to Andromache‘s child as Molossus and most scholars have 
followed suit.  See Lloyd (1994) 133 n504. 

19
 Papadimitropoulos( 2006) 149 concerning lines 1186-87 ( Peleus laments: ὦ γάκνο, ὦ γάκνο, ὃο ηάδε 

δώκαηαθαὶ πόιηλ ὤιεζαο ὤιεζαο ἁκάλ) asserts that ―It is at this point that the dramatist makes clear that 
the play is about a marriage which has destroyed a royal house.‖  This image of marriage, however, I 
believe reaches beyond the marriage of Hermione and Neoptolemus, recalling the original nuptials 
Peleus and Thetis and the outbreak of the Trojan War. 
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Thetis’ Statue and the Play’s Themes 

 Although a play ostensibly exploring the relationships between characters of 

diverse origins, the Andromache is just as much an exposition of the common threads 

that run through human relationships.  Euripides conveys this idea most succinctly 

through the statue and character of Thetis and her close relationship and similarity to 

Andromache, her suppliant.20  At first glance these two women should be far from allies 

– one a mortal, the other divine and indirectly responsible for the death of Hector, 

Andromache‘s husband.  Yet the commonalities between the women outweigh these 

differences as Andromache clings to Thetis‘ statue for protection.  Thematically, the 

closeness of these characters emerges in their shared role as grieving mothers and 

women mourning the heroic deaths of their loved ones while seeking to navigate 

relationships with men of divergent backgrounds.  Furthermore, Andromache has given 

the goddess‘ grandson, Neoptolemus, his only heir.  While Thetis may be divine, her 

mortal husband and fallen son give her mourning a human quality that draws her even 

closer to Andromache.21  Just as fate forced Andromache from Hector, so Thetis was 

turned away from Zeus and into her marriage with the mortal Peleus.   

 As a comment on the effects of just and unjust actions on personal relationships, 

especially in times of deep personal struggles, Euripides presents two women at odds 

with one another as a means of exploring their differing reactions to times of hardship.  

As the noble wife who never let go of her dead husband‘s memory even when reduced 

to the subject status of a concubine, Andromache emerges in the play as a paragon of 

                                            
20

 For similar relationships between central characters and statues see Hippolytus and Phaedra‘s 
relationships to the deities and statues of Artemis and Aphrodite, as discussed above. 

21
 Allan (2000) 259. 
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correct and just nobility.  Euripides takes pains to show that such nobility has earned 

her more than the simple protection of Thetis‘ shrine:  she has achieved a deeper 

connection to the goddess.  Thetis is revealed not only to be an ally, but during the time 

that Andromache clings to the statue within the temenos of the shrine the two women 

become physically and visually fused to one another.22   

Euripides accentuates this connection by portraying each woman with 

characteristics of the other and by giving the statue the sense of a ―live‖ woman while 

using words and images that serve to ―statue-ize‖ Andromache.  At 266-8, Hermione 

depicts Andromache as a statue when she promises: 

θαὶ γὰξ εἰ πέξημ ζ‘ ἔρνη 

ηεθηὸο κόιπβδνο, ἐμαλαζηήζσ ζ‘ ἐγὼ 

πξὶλ ᾧ πέπνηζαο παῖδ‘ Ἀρηιιέσο κνιεῖλ 

For even if on all sides molten lead holds you there,  

I will pick you up before the one you trust,  

the son of Achilles, comes. 

By employing language technical to a statue, Euripides toys with the complementary 

natures of Andromache and Thetis.23  Euripides further likens Andromache as she 

clings to Thetis in the shrine to a statue by comparing her to stone (115-6)24 and 

recalling the myth of Niobe (532-4).25 The playwright portrays Thetis as an ally of 

                                            
22

 Ferguson (1972) 320 argues that Andromache ―feels herself almost one with the statue.‖ 

23
 See Allan (2000) 61 n92 and Golder (1996) 9. 

24
 πξὸο ηόδ‘ ἄγαικα ζεᾶο ἱθέηηο πεξὶ ρεῖξε βαινῦζα 

ηάθνκαη ὡο πεηξίλα πηδαθόεζζα ιηβάο. 

25
 ιείβνκαη δάθξπζηλ θόξαο, 

ζηάδσ ιηζζάδνο ὡο πέηξαο 
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Andromache by giving Thetis, whose son died at Troy, the opportunity to take control of 

the spiraling devastation of the war and rewrite the story so that she cannot only save 

Andromache and her single living son from complete destruction but also redeem 

herself in the process.  In this way, Thetis‘ support of Andromache becomes an overall 

endorsement of the triumph of a just life.26 

 In the second movement of the play, Euripides employs the character of 

Hermione as a foil for exploring the outcomes of leading a life that is rash and unjust.  

When Hermione panics after Peleus intervenes on behalf of Andromache, the legitimate 

wife finds herself powerless before a slave-woman, and the choice of the ignoble road 

has left her floundering and alone.  Euripides illustrates the destructive nature of her 

unjust actions when she is deserted by both her father and husband and has no 

defense against the effects of her chronic immoral behavior.  Ultimately, Hermione must 

beg Orestes to offer her the same protection and refuge that Thetis offered 

Andromache.  Thus, Hermione must seek protection in the polluted house of Atreus and 

bind herself to a man guilty of matricide.   

Throughout the stage action it is significant that the statue of Thetis remains a 

silent witness to Hermione‘s panic and desertion and chooses not to intervene on behalf 

of the girl as she did for Andromache, via Peleus.27  Euripides makes a concerted effort 

                                                                                                                                             
ιηβὰο ἀλήιηνο, ἁ ηάιαηλα. 

26
 A similar ironic relationship between character and statue can be found in Phaedra‘s hiding behind the 

statue of Artemis during Hippolytus‘ tirade against women (616-668), as discussed above. 

27
 Wiles (1999) 21 rightly points out that the statue of Thetis acts as a visual focal point during the long 

description of Delphi and the murder of Neoptolemus.  Wiles also argues correctly that ―the immobility of 
the statue raises the question of whether gods are active in human affairs.‖ 
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to present Hermione as a figure in contrast to both Andromache and Thetis.28  While 

Andromache takes on the characteristics of the statue and divinity that protects her, 

Hermione‘s character acts in ways that visually distance her from Thetis and 

Andromache.  When Hermione first walks on stage, she comments on her own wealth 

and appearance (147-53): 

θόζκνλ κὲλ ἀκθὶ θξαηὶ ρξπζέαο ριηδῆο 

ζηνικόλ ηε ρξσηὸο ηόλδε πνηθίισλ πέπισλ 

νὐ ηλ Ἀρηιιέσο νὐδὲ Πειέσο ἀπὸ 

δόκσλ ἀπαξρὰο δεῦξ' ἔρνπζ' ἀθηθόκελ, 

ἀιι' ἐθ Λαθαίλεο Σπαξηηάηηδνο ρζνλὸο 

Μελέιανο ἡκῖλ ηαῦηα δσξεῖηαη παηὴξ 

πνιινῖο ζὺλ ἕδλνηο, ὥζη' ἐιεπζεξνζηνκεῖλ. 

The ornamentation of golden luxury around my head  

and this robe of embroidered cloth that covers my body  

are not from the home of Achilles or Peleus  

I have arrived here carrying them with me  

and they are instead from the Laconian land of Sparta  

and my father Menelaus gave these things to me with many dowry gifts,  

so I am freely speaking my mind. 

Bedecked in wealthy clothing and boasting of her dowry gifts, Hermione immediately 

presents a distinct contrast to the enslaved Andromache who sits huddled by the statue 

of Thetis in the attire of a servant.  The visual contrast between the two women is 

immediately striking. 

                                            
28

 Allen (2000) 19 remarks that Andromache‘s character ―focuses the themes of nobility and family 
affection, and acts as a foil for Hermione‘s jealous immaturity and Menelaus‘ brutal treachery.‖ 
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 While Andromache and Thetis had taken on characteristics of each other 

throughout the first part of the play, in the second section Euripides visually 

deconstructs the character of Hermione by presenting her reaction to the failure of her 

murder-plot as a crazed panic that results in her physically tearing away at the 

ornamentation and robes that had earlier been material for her boasting (829-31):29 

αἰαῖ αἰαῖ· 

ἔξξ' αἰζέξηνλ πινθακλ ἐ- 

κλ ἄπν, ιεπηόκηηνλ θάξνο. 

Ahh!  Ahh!  

To the air and off of my head,  

finely woven cloth. 

Andromache, when previously faced with her own death or the death of her child, had 

bravely sacrificed herself and left the protection of the shrine with resolve.  Now we see 

Hermione, faced with the failure of her plot against Andromache, act crazed both in her 

speech and the physical marring of her costume and body.  Nothing could be less 

statuesque or antithetical to the character of Andromache. 

 Euripides solidifies Hermione‘s complete divergence from Andromache by 

portraying her as so desperate and alarmed that she exposes her breast in a climactic 

scene of human emotions gone out of control (833-35):30 

ηί δὲ ζηέξλα δεῖ θαιύπηεηλ πέπινηο; 

 δῆια θαὶ ἀκθηθαλῆ θαὶ ἄθξππηα δε- 

                                            
29

 For a discussion of Hermione‘s costume, see Allen 2000: 69 and Burnett 1971: 146. 

30
 Allen 2000: 70 notes that as contrast against the suppliant actions of Andromache, Hermione‘s panic 

―points up the expressive contrast between the response of the two women to danger: Andromache‘s is 
courageous, even bullish, and in the face of pressing extinction; the danger facing Hermione, however, 
follows from her own wickedness and is exaggerated by her panic.‖ 
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  δξάθακελ πόζηλ.    

Why is it necessary to hide my breast with my robes?  

The things I have done to my husband are  

clear and visible and unhidden. 

Unlike Andromache‘s character, who had earlier been associated with statue-related 

imagery such as molten lead (266-68) or the myth of Niobe (532-4), Hermione‘s 

character appears beset by unbridled emotion through the shocking display of her 

breast.  While Andromache had maintained her nobility even in the rags of a slave, 

Hermione‘s lack of nobility shows through the ostentatious robes that adorn her in the 

shameless display of her breast.  Furthermore, the baring of her breast in a time of 

desperation recalls Clytemnestra‘s reaction to the murdering Orestes, Hermione‘s 

eventual savior. 

 Hermione emerges as an exemplum of a character of ignoble nature.  Euripides, 

however, does not depict the woman as acting alone, but instead as a member of a 

tainted bloodline who carries powerful support from her similarly corrupt father, 

Menelaus.31  As the Spartan daughter of a repulsive Menelaus and destructive Helen, 

Hermione appears as damaged goods tainted by a corrupt bloodline.  The issue of 

inherited nobility and morality dominates the familial representations in the play and 

creates two separate family lines which can never successfully intermingle, as the only 

attempt at a union between the two occurs in the relationship between Hermione and 

Neoptolemus, a union which ultimately cannot produce offspring and ends disastrously 

                                            
31

 For a discussion of inherited character in Andromache, see Allen (2000) 99-102. 
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for both parties.  In the end, Hermoine must take refuge in a character from similarly 

tainted stock, Orestes. 

 From the start, Hermione does not appear to act alone.  The dialogue, moreover, 

repeatedly depicts her as a close ally to her father, Menelaus: 

ἀιι' νὔ ζθε πείζσ, βνύιεηαη δέ κε θηαλεῖλ, 

 παηήξ ηε ζπγαηξὶ Μελέιεσο ζπλδξᾶη ηάδε. 

(39-40) 

But I am not persuading her, and instead she is plotting to kill me,  

and her father Menelaus is acting as an ally to his daughter in this. 

 

δεηλὰ γὰξ βνπιεύεηαη 

 Μελέιανο ἐο ζὲ παῖο ζ', ἅ ζνη θπιαθηέα. 

(62-3) 

For Menelaus and his daughter are planning terrible acts against you,  

for which things you must be prepared.  

As partners working against Andromache and her child, Menelaus and Hermione do not 

carry the support of the silent deity.  Thetis, who protects Andromache within the 

temenos of her shrine and supports the continuation of her bloodline through Molossus, 

remains a figure antithetical to the brash, self-serving nature of the Spartan father and 

daughter pair.  Furthermore, when Menelaus and Hermione besiege the shrine of Thetis 

in their attempt to remove Andromache from the protection of the goddess, they set 

themselves up as enemies to the goddess and ensure their own demise. 

 The negative characterization of the Spartan pair culminates in their removal of 

Andromache from Thetis‘ shrine, an act that defies religious laws and can be equated to 
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temple robbery.  This impious outrage acts as a final wedge which makes it abundantly 

clear that the Spartan bloodline maintains a nature wholly antithetical to that of Peleus, 

Thetis and Andromache.  In addition, by ―statue-izing‖ Andromache while she remains 

in the small temenos of the shrine, Euripides depicts the woman as equivalent to a 

votive offering that stands in the possession of the goddess.  When Menelaus forces 

Andromache from the temenos, he not only violates the rights afforded to suppliants, 

but he also literally appears to rob Thetis‘ shrine of her votive offering.  This shocking 

act of impiety presents definitive evidence for the corrupt nature of the Spartan. 

 When Hermione first enters the stage bedecked with a grandiose display of 

wealth and hurling accusations at an enslaved Andromache who is clinging to the statue 

of Thetis, it becomes immediately clear that Hermione lacks appropriate respect for the 

goddess and cannot expect divine aid herself.  As Hermione accuses Andromache of 

poisoning her womb, the audience is left to question whether the goddess‘ will may 

actually be behind Hermione‘s infertility (157-8): 

ζηπγνῦκαη δ' ἀλδξὶ θαξκάθνηζη ζνῖο, 

 λεδὺο δ' ἀθύκσλ δηὰ ζέ κνη δηόιιπηαη· 

I am hateful to my husband because of your poisons,  

and because of you, my womb is barren and destroyed. 

While Hermione repeatedly hurls similar accusations and insults at her rival, 

Andromache speaks with reason and nobility and eventually steers the conversation 

back to Thetis.  She emphasizes the importance of respect for the goddess, even 

asking Hermione at 246, ὁξᾶηο ἄγαικα Θέηηδνο ἐο ζ' ἀπνβιέπνλ; (Do you see the 

statue of Thetis looking at you?).  A few lines later, Andromache gives Hermione a 

warning (260): 
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ζθάδ', αἱκάηνπ ζεᾶο βσκόλ, ἣ κέηεηζί ζε. 

Slaughter me! Stain the altar with blood!  

She will pursue you with vengeance! 

The power of the goddess and the importance of showing her respect is not lost on the 

character of Andromache.  Hermione‘s failure to secure an heir in Thetis‘ bloodline 

seems to be divine justice at work.  After Menelaus impiously forces Andromache from 

the shrine, the dialogue again returns to the power of the gods when the besieged 

woman asks (439): 

ηὰ ζεῖα δ' νὐ ζεῖ' νὐδ' ἔρεηλ ἡγῆη δίθελ; 

Do you not recognize that the gods are gods and that they maintain justice? 

Again, Menelaus and Hermione emerge not only as characters antithetical to Peleus 

and Andromache, but also as enemies of the goddess from an impious bloodline who 

get what they deserve.  This gulf between families is again brought to the forefront when 

Orestes asks Hermione to explain how Menelaus was overcome by an old man such as 

Peleus and Hermione replies (918): αἰδνῖ γε· θαί κ' ἔξεκνλ νἴρεηαη ιηπώλ. (Indeed, it 

was from his sense of respect.  And he has left, leaving me behind deserted.)  In the 

world of the play, with Thetis in control, piety and respect have again prevailed over 

revenge and injustice. 

The Second Episode as Mirror to the First 

As the two halves of the Hippolytus can be seen as inverted mirrors of one 

another, similarly, the second section of the Andromache continues to offer exempla 

that react to the first section of the play with its depiction of Orestes and Hermione‘s 

reaction to his arrival.  While the baring of her breast for pity in a time of desperation 

had already likened Hermione to Clytemnestra, her eventual connection to the house of 
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Atreus is confirmed when Orestes enters and introduces himself as the child of 

Agamemnon and Clytemnestra (881-2).  As her savior, Orestes‘ character becomes a 

figure of contrast to the noble and aged Peleus who had earlier saved Andromache and 

Molossus. 

With the arrival of Orestes, the second section of the play sets up a scene in 

opposition to Peleus‘ earlier arrival and protection of Andromache (547-765).  Both 

entrances are announced by the chorus leader in surprise (545-6; 879-80), and both 

men arrive in times of dire desperation.  The justice, shame, and nobility that color 

Andromache‘s rescue are reversed in the arrival of Orestes, who had just plotted the 

murder of Neoptolemus on the steps of the Temple at Delphi.  This reversal can be 

seen in the women‘s mirroring supplications, with Hermione falling before Orestes and 

begging (891-5): 

ὦ λαπηίινηζη ρείκαηνο ιηκὴλ θαλεὶο 

Ἀγακέκλνλνο παῖ, πξόο ζε ηλδε γνπλάησλ 

νἴθηηξνλ ἡκᾶο ὧλ ἐπηζθνπεῖο ηύραο, 

πξάζζνληαο νὐθ εὖ. ζηεκκάησλ δ' νὐρ ἥζζνλαο 

ζνῖο πξνζηίζεκη γόλαζηλ ὠιέλαο ἐκάο. 

You have appeared as a harbor to sailors in a storm  

child of Agamemnon, by your knees  

pity me whose fortune you look upon, I who am not doing well.   

No less than the wreaths of a suppliant,  

I throw my arms around your knees. 

When contrasted with the parallel supplication of Andromache, this scene acts to reflect 

the gulf in morality and nobility that runs between the two families of characters in the 
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play.  In this second supplication the circumstances of both Hermione and Orestes 

present them as debased characters from polluted families.  Hermione is trapped by the 

failure of her murder plot against Andromache and Neoptolemus‘ child, while Orestes 

has deceived the Delphians and contrived the murder of Neoptolemus himself.  By 

portraying Orestes in this light, Euripides strips all justice from Orestes‘ revenge killing 

of Clytemnestra and instead portrays his character as debased by nature and doomed 

to repeat his corrupt actions. 

 When given a chance to speak on his own behalf, the tainted nature of Orestes‘ 

character and bloodline becomes shockingly clear when he describes the importance of 

returning Hermione to her proper family and marriage, as had been arranged before the 

intervention of Menelaus.  Orestes seems to portray Hermione‘s plight as a failed 

experiment in marriage outside of its proper boundaries (982-6): 

λῦλ νὖλ, ἐπεηδὴ πεξηπεηεῖο ἔρεηο ηύραο 

 θαὶ μπκθνξὰλ ηήλδ' ἐζπεζνῦζ' ἀκεραλεῖο, 

 ἄμσ ζ' ἐο νἴθνπο θαὶ παηξὸο δώζσ ρεξί. 

ηὸ ζπγγελὲο γὰξ δεηλόλ, ἔλ ηε ηνῖο θαθνῖο 

 νὐθ ἔζηηλ νὐδὲλ θξεῖζζνλ νἰθείνπ θίινπ. 

Now indeed, since you have had a sudden reversal of fortune,  

and since you are helpless and have fallen into misfortune, 

 I will take you home and I will bring you to the hand of your father.   

For kinship is a strange power, and in evils  

there is nothing more powerful than a friend of the family. 

Here Orestes makes it clear that Hermione and Menelaus do not belong in the realm of 

Thetis and Peleus and intermingled with a noble and just family.   By taking Hermione 
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away from the Thetideion, Orestes removes the girl from the sphere of the goddess, 

whose statue has been silently watching for the duration of the action.  The character of 

Orestes also mirrors Menelaus‘ character in the first section of the play, and would have 

been portrayed by the same actor.   

Thus, the second movement of the play shows the lot of the unjust and amoral life 

wherein personal relationships become weak and disposable and allies few, as the 

absence of Hermione‘s male protectors and the lack of divine aid make clear.  In a 

sense, the audience watches this movement of the play through the eyes of Thetis‘ 

statue, who stands back as a spectator while the unjust characters in the play flounder 

and face demise.   

Thetis and the Play’s Closing 

 In the final movement the action culminates in the actual appearance of Thetis 

herself, as a ―live‖ deity ex machina.  Just as in the dei ex machina scenes of the 

Hippolytus, now the goddess who stood previously as a silent witness and only 

indirectly effected the play‘s action as it unfolded around her statue has arrived in full 

form to take active control of the play.  Whether Andromache and Molossus would be 

present during the arrival of Thetis (1047-1288) is a subject of debate among scholars.32  

There are no lines attributed to Andromache following her exit at 765, making her a 

kophon prospon if she is present on-stage during the final 240 lines of the play.33  The 

evidence for her presence on-stage, I argue, is threefold.  First, the text refers to the 

presence of Andromache and Molossus.  Second, the mother and child must remain in 

                                            
32

 For a detailed discussion of this issue and a review of scholarship, see Golder (1983). 

33
 For a similar use of a kophon prospon, see the deus ex machina of Alcestis. 
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the protection of Peleus until granted safety by Thetis.  Finally, the silent presence of 

Andromache coupled with the entrance of the live deity acts as a mirror to the role 

reversals seen in the earlier presentation of Thetis and Andromache. 

 The first clue to the presence of Andromache and Molossus during the divinity‘s 

arrival occurs at line 1041, as the chorus addresses an unnamed woman just when 

Peleus, Molossus, and Andromache would presumably be entering the stage (1037-41): 

πνιιαὶ δ' ἀλ' ιιάλσλ ἀγόξνπο ζηνλαραὶ 

 κέιπνλην δπζηάλσλ ηεθέσλ, ἄινρνη δ' 

ἐμέιεηπνλ νἴθνπο   

 πξὸο ἄιινλ εὐλάηνξ'. νὐρὶ ζνὶ κόλαη 

 δύζθξνλεο ἐλέπεζνλ, νὐ θίινηζη, ιῦπαη· 

Many laments in assemblies of Greeks  

were sung for wretched children and wives  

who left their homes for a foreign bed.   

Not on you alone did grievous misfortunes fall,  

nor on your loved ones alone. 

This passage clearly refers to Andromache: she is a wife who left her home to share a 

foreign bed.  The use of the second person in ζνὶ κόλαη would best accompany an 

actor‘s gesture toward a present character.34   

 The presence of Andromache and Molossus is hinted at again at 1247 when 

Thetis proclaims (1243-49): 

γπλαῖθα δ' αἰρκάισηνλ, Ἀλδξνκάρελ ιέγσ, 

 Μνινζζίαλ γῆλ ρξὴ θαηνηθῆζαη, γέξνλ,   

                                            
34

 For this view, see Golder (1983) 124-27. 
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ιέλση ζπλαιιαρζεῖζαλ εὐλαίνηο γάκνηο, 

 θαὶ παῖδα ηόλδε, ηλ ἀπ' Αἰαθνῦ κόλνλ 

ιειεηκκέλνλ δή. βαζηιέα δ' ἐθ ηνῦδε ρξὴ 

 ἄιινλ δη' ἄιινπ δηαπεξᾶλ Μνινζζίαο 

 εὐδαηκνλνῦληαο· 

As for the enslaved woman, I say  

it is right for her to go and live in the land of Molossia, old man,  

married to Helenus joined in marriage,  

and this child, the only one left of the Aeaceans.   

It is right that from this child kings, one after another,  

will reign over the prosperous Molossia. 

While the lines could arguably refer to characters off-stage, the direct naming of 

Andromache in the third person and the use of the pronoun ηόλδε make a compelling 

argument for the presence of the mother and child.35   

 The entrance of Andromache and Molossus alongside Peleus at 1047 would also 

seem natural as they are technically under his protection following the events at the 

shrine.  By bringing them on-stage, Euripides creates a situation whereby Andromache 

is kept in Thetis‘ protection continuously throughout the play.  When the play opens, 

Andromache clings to Thetis‘ statue in refuge from the ill-will of Hermione and 

Menelaus.  As an extension of Thetis‘ power, Peleus intervenes on her behalf and 

shelters the mother and child once they are forced to abandon the shrine.  When Peleus 

                                            
35

 For a dissenting view, see Steidle (1968) 118-31.  Golder (1983) 128 points out that a kophon prospon 
is addressed by fellow mortal characters in the second person, and by divinities in epiphany in the third, 
often by name.  For example, at the end of the Orestes Orestes addresses the mute Pylades and Electra 
in the second person, as Menelaos uses the second person address for Pylades, and for the mute Helen; 
but Apollo addresses in the second person only the two speaking characters, and refers to the mutes, 
Pylades, Electra, and Helen, indirectly.‖ 
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re-enters, mother and child in-tow, he delivers Andromache into Thetis‘ direct protection 

(1243-1249).  This continuous safeguarding underscores that Andromache was always 

in the close care of Thetis throughout the events of the play. 

 By allowing for the re-entrance of Andromache as a kophon prospon at 1047, 

Euripides further emphasizes the close connection between the woman and the 

goddess.  As in the earlier reversed depictions in which Thetis‘ statue appeared 

animated and Andromache‘s character ―statue-ized,‖ here again the playwright employs 

the same device.  Now Andromache becomes the silent witness to the action and the 

goddess comes on the scene in live form.  This mirrors the ending of the Hippolytus 

when Phaedra‘s corpse is present on-stage during the arrival Artemis. 

 Furthermore, just as in the final scene of Hippolytus, by bringing the characters 

on-stage alongside the corpse of Neoptolemus, Euripides creates a visual tableau of the 

play as a whole and paints a picture of the final outcome for the audience.   
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CHAPTER 4 
ARTEMIS AND HER STATUE IN IPHIGENEIA AT TAURIS 

A play of role reversals, deception and escape, Iphigeneia at Tauris offers my final 

example of a statue on stage in Euripides‘ plays.  In Iphigeneia, Euripides presents a 

small statue of Artemis that only appears in the second half of the action.  Although 

Artemis‘ image does not stand as a permanent fixture like the statues I have previously 

discussed, her image still plays a role similar to that of the statues we find in Hippolytus 

and Andromache.  In all three plays the divine statues function as more than mere 

representative works of art: they not only stand in for divinities but they ―are‖ divinities.  

As divine objects, these statues hold the ability to grant protection to some characters, 

condemn others in silence, and create constant reminders of the divine origins of the 

play‘s conflicts.  More than props, they are quasi-characters in their own right.  In 

Hippolytus and Andromache, the statues are even joined on stage by the divinities they 

depict in dei ex machina scenes.  

Artemis’ Statue in Staging and Structure 

 In Iphigeneia at Tauris, Euripides develops his story around a small statue of 

Artemis that stands under the care of her priestess, Iphigeneia.  Here the playwright 

uses many of the same techniques as he employs in the plays previously discussed –

the blurring of lines between animate and inanimate, the execution and display of divine 

will through a statue, the presentation of a statue as a quasi-character, and the use of a 

statue as an organizing principle for the play.  In Iphigeneia, however, Artemis‘ statue 

creates a more thematic organization rather than the visual and physical organization of 

the statues that Hippolytus and Andromache offer.  Because the statue of Artemis is not 

a permanent stage fixture, but only appears in the second half, it does not allow the 
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same physical organization as an immovable prop.  Nevertheless, it still plays an 

integral role in the events of the play.  The statue, furthermore, creates the foundation 

around which Euripides can build the play‘s two-part structure: it is in search of Artemis‘ 

holy image that Orestes first journeys to Tauris and, after the recognition scene, the 

statue becomes the key instrument in safely executing the escape plot. 

As the central instrument in the escape plans of the main characters, the image of 

Artemis fits into a larger tradition in Greek literature in which artistic objects, closely 

related to a divinity, become tools of protection and deception.  The most obvious 

example of artistic deception in Greek literature occurs in the story of the Trojan horse, 

a tale that stands ominously in the background of Iphigeneia, as the play narrates 

aspects of the war‘s aftermath.1  Overall, however, Iphigeneia most closely echoes the 

myth of the Palladium of Athena and its theft from the Trojan citadel.   

Euripides‘ use of the Palladium myth in his construction of Iphigeneia can be 

demonstrated by examining the cyclic epic, the Little Iliad.  The Little Iliad tells of the 

siege and fall of Troy and includes the stories of the Trojan horse and the theft of the 

Palladium.  The tale relates how two men, Odysseus and Diomedes, sneak into the 

citadel of Troy to steal the statue with the aid of Helen.2  In Euripides‘ retelling of the 

Palladium myth, he replaces Odysseus and Diomedes with Orestes and Pylades and 

                                            
1
 Bennett (1917), 9-10 has demonstrated how Euripides‘ use of the term μόαλνλ when referring to 

Artemis‘ image recalls Troades 523-5: 

Ἴη‘, ὦ πεπαπκέλνη πόλσλ, 

ηόδ‘ ἱεξὸλ ἀλάγεηε μόαλνλ 

Ἰιηάδη Δηνγελεῖ θόξᾳ. 

Here, Euripides uses the same term, μόαλνλ, but in reference to the Trojan horse. 

2
 Helen refers to this story in Od. 4.242-64 
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they seek a statue of Artemis rather than one of Athena.  Furthermore, now it is 

Iphigeneia aiding in the theft instead of Helen.  Furthermore, in his substitution of 

Orestes for Odysseus, Euripides attaches some of the cunning aspects of the Ithacan 

warrior to Orestes.  Finally, by switching the divinity represented in the stolen statue 

from Athena to Artemis, Euripides creates a tension between the two goddesses, the 

two female deities of the Iphigeneia, at least one of whom the audience expects to 

appear ex machina. 

In a larger sense, Iphigeneia illustrates the relationship between artistic objects 

and scenes of recognition, trickery and escape that appears in many Euripidean plays.  

We can find examples of this in many of Euripides‘ recognition scenes.  In the Ion, for 

example, the recognition tokens consist of golden serpent necklaces and a weaving of a 

gorgon‘s head (1395-1436).   In the same play, the messenger describes how the 

deception and attempted murder had taken place in an elaborate tent of tapestries with 

the poison conveyed in finely wrought cups (1122-1228).   In Iphigeneia, Euripides 

stages three key events in the play, all dependent on the statue.  First, Orestes sets out 

to the Tauric land in search of Artemis‘ statue, at Apollo‘s command.  Once there, we 

have an anagnorisis as he stumbles upon Iphigeneia and the siblings are reunited.  

Next, Iphigeneia uses the statue as a means of deceiving king Thoas in the turning 

point of the action.  And finally, under the protection of the goddess‘ statue, Orestes, 

Iphigeneia and Pylades proceed to the sea for the purification of the statue and 

ultimately make their escape.3 

                                            
3
 Wolff (1992) 317, notes that ―though represented in the play's fictional world as a  human means of 

deception thought up  by Iphigenia to effect an escape, the ritual washing by the sea corresponds to 
actual cult practice familiar to the Athenian  audience: the washing of the Palladium and perhaps the 
washing of Athena's statue during the Plynteria.‖  
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The structure of Iphigeneia falls into two halves.  In the first half of the play, 

Orestes arrives in Tauris where he accidently discovers his sister.  The episode 

concludes with a dramatic recognition scene that recalls earlier plays such as the 

Electras of both Sophocles and Euripides or the Oresteia.  Once the two siblings have 

come to know one another, the focus of the play shifts from a recognition tale to a story 

of deception and escape.  In the execution of the escape plan, Artemis‘ statue becomes 

an object of divine protection, allowing the priestess not only to deceive king Thoas 

easily, but also to make an escape on Orestes‘ ship.  Only at line 1157, after the brother 

and sister have been reunited, and the first half of the play has ended, does the statue 

appear in view of the audience. 

In his construction of Iphigeneia, Euripides appears to have relied heavily on not 

only the Palladium myth, but also in the story of Pelops and Hippodamia.  By echoing 

an earlier Atreid myth, Euripides develops a framework for a series of comparisons 

between generations, while also recalling the cyclic nature of the events in the myth of 

Atreus.  In fact, we see the importance of recurring generations even in the opening 

lines of the prologue, as Iphigeneia gives a genealogy that selectively mentions the 

myth of Pelops: 

Πέινς ὁ Ταληάιεηνο ἐο Πῖζαλ κνιὼλ 

ζναῖζηλ ἵππνηο Οἰλνκάνπ γακεῖ θόξελ, 

ἐμ ἧο Ἀηξεὺο ἔβιαζηελ· Ἀηξέσο δὲ παῖο 

Μελέιανο Ἀγακέκλσλ ηε· ηνῦ δ‘ ἔθπλ ἐγώ 

ηῆο Τπλδαξείαο ζπγαηξὸο Ἰθηγέλεηα παῖο, 

(1-5) 

Pelops, son of Tantalus, coming to Pisa 
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with swift horses, wed the daughter of Oenomaus, 

from whom Atreus was born.  The children of Atreus 

were Menelaus and Agamemnon.  From this one I was 

born, Iphigeneia, child of the daughter of Tyndareus. 

Iphigeneia only specifically mentions two generations in the account of her lineage, the 

marriage of Pelops and her own relationship to Menelaus and Agamemnon. 4  In fact, by 

choosing the very first word of the play to be Πέινς, Euripides tells his audience to take 

the myth of Pelops and his marriage into consideration when formulating their 

expectations of the present work.5  Through these five lines of selective lineage 

Euripides lays out the basic outline of the play: just as in the story of Pelops there will be 

a hero who is faced with death at the hands of a barbaric and foreign king.  The hero 

will employ a beguiling trick through the aid of a divinity and he will ultimately escape 

with his female companion.  However, the current generation will replay the events with 

Iphigeneia at the epicenter. 

The staging of Iphigeneia follows other plays set before temples, such as 

Heracleidae, Suppliants, or Ion.  The dramatic space is divided into two distinct areas, 

one directly before Artemis‘ temple and the other in the orchestra around the central 

focal point of the sacrificial altar.  The staging in the opening scenes of the play further 

creates a visual reflection of the overall situation that the characters navigate.  

Iphigeneia and Orestes each maintain their own separate acting spaces – Iphigeneia on 

                                            
4
 For discussions on the importance of the Pelops myth to this play, see Sansone (1975) 288-90; O'Brien 

(1988) 98-115; Hartigan (1991) 90. 

5
 For a review of the Pelops myth and its sources, see Gantz (1993), 540-45. 
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stage before the temple and Orestes in the orchestra – until the two come face to face 

and the recognition scene begins.   

When the play opens, Iphigeneia delivers her monologue and describes the 

sacrifice she underwent at Aulis: 

θαί κ‘ δπζζέσο ηέρλαηο 

κεηξὸο παξείινλη‘ ἐπὶ γάκνηο Ἀρηιιέσο. 

ἐιζνῦζα δ‘ Αὐιίδ‘ ἡ ηάιαηλ‘ ὑπὲξ ππξᾶο 

κεηαξζία ιεθζεῖζ‘ ἐθαηλόκελ μίθεη·  

(24-27) 

And through the wiles of Odysseus,  

they took me away from my mother for a marriage to Achilles.   

After coming to Aulis, I, wretched one, raised up high over the altar  

was sacrificed by the sword. 

As Iphigeneia narrates the story of her sacrifice at Aulis, she is standing on-stage before 

the audience with a blood stained altar in the orchestra below her.  Here, Euripides‘ 

staging visually reflects the experiences that the priestess recalls.  After her speech, 

Iphigeneia withdraws into the temple and Pylades and Orestes enter the orchestra to 

examine the altar and discuss their plans.  By placing Orestes in the orchestra rather 

than the stage, Euripides underscores the distance and separation that has defined the 

relationship between brother and sister. 

We can infer from the texts of Iphigeneia and Ion that both plays unfold before 

highly decorative temple façades.  In both instances, the actors take time to point out 

features of the settings and draw attention to the artistic elements of the stage.  In Ion, 

the words of the chorus in the first parados describe in detail the sculpture and 



 

70 

architecture of the temple of Apollo at Delphi (184-218).  In a similar, albeit less detailed 

manner, Pylades and Orestes, when they first come on stage, discuss the temple of 

Artemis and its decoration. 

ξέζηεο: 

ὅξα, θπιάζζνπ κή ηηο ἐλ ζηίβῳ βξνηλ. 

Ππιάδεο: 

ὁξ, ζθνπνῦκαη δ‘ ὄκκα παληαρῆ ζηξέθσλ. 

ξέζηεο: 

Ππιάδε, δνθεῖ ζνη κέιαζξα ηαῦη‘ εἶλαη ζεᾶο 

ἔλζ‘ Ἀξγόζελ λαῦλ πνληίαλ ἐζηείιακελ; 

Ππιάδεο: 

ἔκνηγ‘, ξέζηα· ζνὶ δὲ ζπλδνθεῖλ ρξεώλ. 

ξέζηεο: 

θαὶ βσκόο, Ἕιιελ νὗ θαηαζηάδεη θόλνο; 

Ππιάδεο: 

ἐμ αἱκάησλ γνῦλ μάλζ‘ ἔρεη ηξηρώκαηα. 

ξέζηεο: 

ζξηγθνῖο δ‘ ὑπ‘ αὐηνῖο ζθῦι‘ ὁξᾷο ἠξηεκέλα; 

Ππιάδεο: 

ηλ θαηζαλόλησλ γ‘ ἀθξνζίληα μέλσλ. 

ἀιι‘ ἐγθπθινῦλη‘ ὀθζαικὸλ εὖ ζθνπεῖλ ρξεώλ. 

(67-76) 

Orestes: Look out, be on guard lest anyone is on the path. 

Pylades: I am looking, bearing my eyes everywhere, looking around. 

Orestes: Pylades, does it seem to you that this hall is of the goddess  
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for whom we sailed our ship from Argos? 

Pylades: I think so, Orestes.  You must think the same. 

Orestes:  And the altar, does it drip with Greek blood? 

Pylades: It has dedications of hair covered in blood, at any rate. 

Orestes: Do you see the armor fastened to the topmost course of stones? 

Pylades: Trophies of the sacrificed foreigners.   

But I must keep my eyes moving and hold a good watch. 

In this passage Pylades and Orestes engage in a discussion of the physical elements of 

the play‘s staging.  By filling their conversation with verbs of seeing and references to 

sight, Euripides draws the audience‘s attention to the macabre nature of the Tauric cult.  

Later, when plotting their escape route, Pylades points out a specific triglyph through 

which the two men could potentially lower themselves in order to break into the temple 

to fetch the statue (113).6   

The close relationship between artistic objects, theme, and structure in Iphigeneia 

and Ion is evident in the overall role of tapestry and art works in the two plays.  In each 

story the recognition scene hinges on tangible mementos.  Orestes convinces 

Iphigeneia that they are siblings by mentioning the spear of Pelops that hung in her 

room and recalling a weaving the girl had made of the quarrel between Atreus and 

Thyestes (798-826).  In Ion, Creusa recalls to Ion the weaving she made of a gorgon‘s 

head and two gold serpent necklaces that she had left with the child when she 

                                            
6
 Beyond the similarities in the staging of the two plays, the Iphigeneia and the Ion also mirror each other 

in their stories of recognition, deception and escape.  Both plays, moreover, mutually emphasize the 
visual aspects of the performance and artistic objects.  Even the temples in both of the plays are related, 
as the Ion unfolds in front of the temple of Apollo at Delphi and the Iphigeneia before a temple of Apollo‘ 
sister, Artemis.  In each case the main character is in the service of a deity and has been translocated to 
the temple by a god, Ion transported to Delphi from the cave in which his mother had abandoned him and 
Iphigeneia to Tauris from the altar upon which her father had sent her to die.   
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abandoned him (1395-1436).  The story of deception in each play, too, hinges on an 

artistic artifact.  Iphigeneia manipulates King Thoas by attesting to the pollution of the 

statue and sacrificial victim and the need for purification at the sea.  In Ion, Creusa 

plans to secretly murder the boy by poisoning him with gorgon‘s blood contained in a 

golden bracelet from Athena (1029-38); the attendant later announces that the poison 

was conveyed in a gilded cup within a tent of elaborate tapestries (1132-1200). 

Images of Statues in the Play 

At line 42 Iphigeneia‘s monologue changes tone when she relates a prophetic 

dream that she believes to indicate the death of Orestes.7  This creates an ominous 

echo as Iphigeneia takes on a role similar to the hated Calchas, the prophet who 

announced the necessity of her own death.8  In the dream, Iphigeneia is still in Argos 

and awakened by an earthquake.  After escaping from the house, she watches the 

palace fall in complete ruin except for a single pillar topped with blond hair and 

possessing the power of speech: 

κόλνο ιειεῖθζαη ζηῦινο εἷο ἔδνμέ κνη 

δόκσλ παηξῴσλ, ἐθ δ‘ ἐπηθξάλσλ θόκαο 

μαλζὰο θαζεῖλαη, θζέγκα δ‘ ἀλζξώπνπ ιαβεῖλ 

(50-53) 

Only one pillar remained, it seemed to me, 

Of my paternal home, and from its capital blond hair hung down,  

and it took on the voice of a human.   

                                            
7
 For a detailed discussion of Iphigeneia‘s dream, see Trieschnigg (2008) 461-78.  Kyriakou disagrees 

with the importance placed on the Pelops myth, 12. 

8
 Later Iphigeneia even celebrates the news of Calchas‘ death (530-3). 
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While the statue of Artemis stands inside the temple and out of the view of the 

audience, we find Iphigeneia narrating a dream in which Orestes appears as a quasi-

statue.  In the dream Iphigeneia sprinkles sacrificial water onto a humanized stone 

pillar.  The priestess concludes that the sacrificial act indicates that the last pillar of her 

house, Orestes, is dead.9  However, Euripides contradicts Iphigeneia‘s interpretation 

that life has been taken away from her brother by taking a lifeless object, a pillar, and 

vivifying it with human qualities.  The animation of an inanimate stone pillar with hair 

and voice in turn points the audience toward the myth of Pelops and that myth‘s display 

of slaughtered suitors on pillars around the palace in Elis.  Thus, Euripides creates a 

connection between the present play and the earlier myth by indicating that Orestes, 

like Pelops, will soon be placed in a life or death situation that will require divine aid and 

deception for a successful rescue and escape.  By offering a misinterpretation of her 

own dream, Iphigeneia also calls into question the credibility of seers.10   

Furthermore, just as Euripides had done in Hippolytus and the Andromache, in 

Iphigeneia as well the playwright presents the main characters in a manner that recalls 

a statue.  This depiction of Orestes as a stone pillar with hair allows Orestes to take on 

many of the same characteristics as the object he is seeking in Tauris.  The 

identification of Orestes with the pillar is further verified when Iphigeneia finishes her 

description of the dream and returns to the temple.  At that very moment, Orestes takes 

the stage.   

                                            
9
 Cropp (2000), 177 n50-2 asserts that ―both pillars and human statues would have been known to 

Euripides as markers on tombs of the archaic period (cf.McGowan (1995) 616-7), which adds emotive 
depth to Iphigeneia‘s impression that Orestes is dead.‖ 

10
 Kyriakou (2006) 63 notes that, ―unlike virtually all other dreamers of symbolic dreams, Iphigeneia 

interprets her dream all by herself and never doubts the correctness of her interpretation.  The dream is 
not reinterpreted when she learns that Orestes is alive (568).‖ 
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The likening of Orestes to a statue may also indicate Artemis‘ protection over the 

hero as he navigates the deadly Tauric land.  Previously, we have seen how Euripides 

uses a similar device with Phaedra and Artemis in Hippolytus when Phaedra takes 

refuge behind Artemis‘ statue and later the woman‘s corpse becomes a silent witness to 

the second half of the play alongside the stone goddesses.  Similarly, in Andromache, 

Andromache takes on characteristics of Thetis‘ image when she is associated with 

molten lead (266-68) and the myth of Niobe‘s transformation into stone (532-4).  

Likewise, just prior to the recognition scene, and after Iphigeneia reads her tablet to the 

two fugitives, Iphigeneia is treated in much the same way as the statue that she serves 

(798-802): 

Χνξόο:  

μέλ‘, νὐ δηθαίσο ηῆο ζενῦ ηὴλ πξόζπνινλ 

ρξαίλεηο ἀζίθηνηο πεξηβαιὼλ πέπινηο ρέξα. 

ξέζηεο:  

ὦ ζπγθαζηγλήηε ηε θἀθ ηαὐηνῦ παηξὸο 

Ἀγακέκλνλνο γεγζα, κή κ‘ ἀπνζηξέθνπ, 

ἔρνπζ‘ ἀδειθόλ, νὐ δνθνῦζ‘ ἕμεηλ πνηέ. 

Chorus:  Stranger, unjustly you touch the attendant of the goddess, 

throwing your hands upon her robes that are not to be touched. 

Orestes: My own sister born of my father, Agamemnon,  

don‘t turn away from me, the brother you are embracing,  

whom you never thought you would embrace again. 
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Here, Euripides presents Iphigeneia as isolated and untouchable, just as the image of 

Artemis.  The language employed even creates a parallel to the treatment of the statue 

when it first appears on stage: 

Θόαο: 

ἔα· 

ηί ηόδε κεηαίξεηο ἐμ ἀθηλήησλ βάζξσλ, 

Ἀγακέκλνλνο παῖ, ζεᾶο ἄγαικ‘ ἐλ ὠιέλαηο; (1153-55) 

Thoas: Look!   

Why have you picked up this up from the pedestal that must not be moved,  

child of Agamemnon, why is this statue of the goddess in your arms? 

 

Ἰθηγέλεηα: 

νὐ θαζαξά κνη ηὰ ζύκαη‘ ἠγξεύζαζζ‘, ἄλαμ. 

Θόαο: 

ηί ηνὐθδηδάμαλ ηνῦηό ζ‘; ἢ δόμαλ ιέγεηο; 

Ἰθηγέλεηα: 

βξέηαο ηὸ ηῆο ζενῦ πάιηλ ἕδξαο ἀπεζηξάθε.  

(1163-65) 

Iphigeneia:  The sacrificial victims you have captured for me are not pure, 
lord. 

Thoas:  Who told you this?  Or are you just speaking a thought? 

Iphigeneia:  The image of the goddess turned back from its place. 

In both scenes Euripides portrays Iphigeneia and the statue as separate from the rest of 

the Taurians.  The language of the two scenes echo each other as well.  While Orestes 

begs his sister, κή κ‘ ἀπνζηξέθνπ (801), Iphigeneia similarly tells Thoas: βξέηαο ηὸ ηῆο 
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ζενῦ πάιηλ ἕδξαο ἀπεζηξάθε (1165).  Euripides takes this parallel a step further in the 

procession scene, when Iphigeneia leads Orestes to the sea in shared pollution with 

Artemis‘ image (1153-1202). 

Returning to the play‘s first episode, when Orestes and Pylades first enter the 

stage and discuss the temple and altar, their words recall the ones that Iphigeneia had 

previously used in the description of her dream: 

ξέζηεο: Ππιάδε, δνθεῖ ζνη κέιαζξα ηαῦη‘ εἶλαη ζεᾶο 

ἔλζ‘ Ἀξγόζελ λαῦλ πνληίαλ ἐζηείιακελ; 

Ππιάδεο: ἔκνηγ‘, ξέζηα· ζνὶ δὲ ζπλδνθεῖλ ρξεώλ. 

ξέζηεο: θαὶ βσκόο, Ἕιιελ νὗ θαηαζηάδεη θόλνο; 

Ππιάδεο: ἐμ αἱκάησλ γνῦλ μάλζ‘ ἔρεη ηξηρώκαηα. 

ξέζηεο: ζξηγθνῖο δ‘ ὑπ‘ αὐηνῖο ζθῦι‘ ὁξᾷο ἠξηεκέλα; 

Ππιάδεο: ηλ θαηζαλόλησλ γ‘ ἀθξνζίληα μέλσλ. 

(69-75) 

Orestes: Pylades, does it seem to you that these halls are of the goddess  

for whom we readied our ships to sail? 

Pylades: Definitely, Orestes; and it must be that you agree. 

Orestes: And the altar, does it not drip with Hellene blood? 

Pylades: The hair, at any rate, is colored by blood. 

Orestes: Do you see the spoils fastened from the tops of the walls? 

Pylades: Trophies of murdered foreigners. 

Here the altar is described in language similar to that which Iphigeneia had used to 

describe the vivified pillar from her dream.  Both are raised stone objects covered on top 

with blond hair.  Taken together, the two objects can offer a glimpse into the before and 
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after of a Tauric sacrifice.11  Iphigeneia describes the first image, the pillar, as a 

sacrificial victim that is just being sprinkled by water on his blond hair, θόκαο μαλζὰο 

(52-3), while on the second structure, the altar, the blond hair appears again, but now 

covered in blood after the actual sacrifice: ἐμ αἱκάησλ γνῦλ μάλζ‘ ἔρεη ηξηρώκαηα (73).  

Moreover, the armor and weapons of dead foreigners that hang on the walls are 

anthropomorphic reminders of the potential fate of Orestes if he fails in his task.  This 

morbid décor stands ominously in the background of the stage for the entirety of the 

action, never allowing the audience to forget the bloody nature of the Tauric cult.  When 

compared with the Ion’s descriptive narration of the sculptural frieze at the temple of 

Apollo in Delphi, Artemis‘ temple appears as a similarly ornate monument to the 

goddess.  In addition, the hanging armor also allows Euripides to play with the 

distinctions between humans and their artistic representations as the audience can 

visualize the foreigners who once wore the spoils of arms. 

                                            
11

 The two images are connected again later by the chorus at 399-406: 

ηίλεο πνη‘ ἄξα ηὸλ εὔπδξνλ δνλαθόρινα 

ιηπόληεο Εὐξώηαλ ἢ 

ῥεύκαηα ζεκλὰ Δίξθαο 

ἔβαζαλ ἔβαζαλ ἄκεηθηνλ αἶαλ, ἔλζα θνύξᾳ 

δίᾳ ηέγγεη 

βσκνὺο θαὶ πεξηθίνλαο 

λανὺο αἷκα βξόηεηνλ; 

Whoever are these men who left behind  

the Eurotas, abounding in water and green with reeds,  

or the revered waters of Dirce, and came here, came here  

to this inhospitable land, where, on account of the girl,  

mortal blood stains the altars and columned temples? 
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As a whole, this episode with Orestes and Pylades creates a visual tableau of the 

slaughters that have previously occurred in Tauris.  Euripides signals this fact by 

including language of sight and seeing repeatedly throughout the scene: 

ξέζηεο: ὅξα, θπιάζζνπ κή ηηο ἐλ ζηίβῳ βξνηλ. 

Ππιάδεο: ὁξ, ζθνπνῦκαη δ‘ ὄκκα παληαρῆ ζηξέθσλ. 

(67-68) 

Orestes:  Look out, be on guard lest anyone should come into the path. 

Pylades: I am looking out, turning around and casting my eyes in every 

 direction. 

The imperative ὅξα instructs Pylades, but also the audience, to look around and overtly 

take in the scene on the stage.  During this intense focus on the visual aspects of the 

stage, Orestes comes upon the hair-covered, bloody altar and addresses the armor 

hanging from the walls of the temple.  The visual focus on the stage set continues when 

the two point out this armor: 

ξέζηεο: ζξηγθνῖο δ‘ ὑπ‘ αὐηνῖο ζθῦι‘ ὁξᾷο ἠξηεκέλα; 

Ππιάδεο: ηλ θαηζαλόλησλ γ‘ ἀθξνζίληα μέλσλ. 

ἀιι‘ ἐγθπθινῦλη‘ ὀθζαικὸλ εὖ ζθνπεῖλ ρξεώλ. 

(74-76) 

Orestes: Do you see the spoils hanging from this very wall? 

Pylades: The trophies of sacrificed foreigners. 

But I must look all around me and hold a careful watch. 

After taking in the sights outside the temple of Artemis, Orestes reveals for the first time 

that he has entered Tauris to steal the statue of the goddess and transport it to Athens 

in order to rid himself of pursuit by the Furies.  The statue, however, is no typical divine 
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image and Orestes, when he calls out to Apollo, is sure to mention that it has fallen 

directly from heaven into the temple: 

ζὺ δ‘ εἶπαο ἐιζεῖλ Ταπξηθῆο κ‘ ὅξνπο ρζνλόο, 

ἔλζ‘ Ἄξηεκίο ζνη ζύγγνλνο βσκνὺο ἔρνη, 

ιαβεῖλ η‘ ἄγαικα ζεᾶο, ὅ θαζηλ ἐλζάδε 

ἐο ηνύζδε λανὺο νὐξαλνῦ πεζεῖλ ἄπν· 

(85-88) 

You told me to come here to the boundaries of the Tauric land,  

where Artemis, your sister, has an altar,  

in order to take the statue of the goddess, which they say fell  

in to the temple at this location from heaven. 

This description of the statue as sent from heaven follows a tradition in Greek literature 

whereby a statue is marked as extraordinary and closely connected to the gods 

because it has fallen directly from the sky.  Orestes repeats this detail again at 977, 

when he refers to the statue as δηνπεηὲο. Because of the statue‘s close relationship to 

the divine, it often takes on powers and animation that can blur the lines between a 

stage prop and a character in the play. We can find examples of this motif as far back 

as Hesiod‘s telling of Pandora‘s creation and the xoanon of Athena housed in the 

Erechtheum in Athens.  Most similarly, Artemis‘ statue recalls the story of Troy‘s 

Palladium, an image of Athena that also fell from the sky, was stolen, and transported to 

a new location.  According to the legend, the loss of the Palladium and its protective 

qualities led to the final fall of Troy.  By likening the Artemis statue to Troy‘s Palladium 

of Athena, Euripides creates a tension between the two goddesses that comes to a 

head when Athena appears in the final deus ex machina scene, rather than the 
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expected Artemis.  It also signals that the Tauric cult will end once Orestes removes the 

statue, just as the loss of Athena‘s image signaled the fall of Troy. 

In the final lines of his speech at 77-92, Orestes brings the audience back to the 

myths of Pelops, the Trojan horse and the Palladium when he openly admits that he will 

need luck and tricks in order to steal the statue and transport it to Athens successfully: 

ιαβόληα δ‘ ἢ ηέρλαηζηλ ἢ ηύρῃ ηηλί, 

θίλδπλνλ ἐθπιήζαλη‘, Ἀζελαίσλ ρζνλὶ 

δνῦλαη — ηὸ δ‘ ἐλζέλδ‘ νὐδὲλ ἐξξήζε πέξα —  

θαὶ ηαῦηα δξάζαλη‘ ἀκπλνὰο ἕμεηλ πόλσλ. 

(89-92) 

And taking it either by devices or some luck,  

completing the endeavor, to give it to the land of the  

Athenians – whatever happens after that was not spoken about –  

and doing these things I would have freedom from my punishments. 

In many versions of the myth of Pelops and Hippodamia, divine aid allows the hero to 

best king Oenomaus, escape death, and rescue the girl.12  In Iphigeneia divine aid 

comes through the statue of Artemis.  As with all divine statues, Artemis‘ image has a 

protective nature that helps Orestes to complete his task safely.  Artemis plays the role 

of the protective, aid-giving divinity as Athena had acted in the stories of the Trojan 

horse and Palladium, and Hermes had acted (in some cases via Myrtilus) in the Pelops 

myth.  Now, rather than a suitor, Pelops, carrying off his future wife, here, a brother, 

Orestes, carries off his sister.   

                                            
12

 For an overview of the myth, see Grimal (1996) 214-15. 
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The transport of the statue to Athens further echoes the myth of the Palladium, 

which was brought to Greece after its removal from the citadel at the end of the Trojan 

War.  In this parallel, Orestes and Pylades appear as foreign Greeks besieging the 

Tauric land as if it were Troy.  In Iphigeneia, again the Greeks are on a mission of 

rescue.  This comparison of Orestes and Pylades with the Greeks invading Troy recurs 

when the shepherds describe their reaction to first stumbling upon the pair at the shore; 

the messenger describes their reaction upon seeing the two men in epic language and 

imagery: 

ὡο δ‘ εἴδνκελ δίπαιηα πνιεκίσλ μίθε, 

θπγῇ ιεπαίαο ἐμεπίκπιακελ λάπαο. 

ἀιι‘, εἰ θύγνη ηηο, ἅηεξνη πξνζθείκελνη 

ἔβαιινλ αὐηνύο· εἰ δὲ ηνύζδ‘ ὠζαίαην, 

αὖζηο ηὸ λῦλ ὑπεῖθνλ ἤξαζζελ πέηξνηο. 

 (323-27) 

But when we saw the double swords being brandished by our enemies,  

we took flight and filled up the rugged glens.   

But, while some of us would take flight, others stuck around  

and attacked them.  If they forced them to retreat,  

the ones who had just withdrawn came back and pelted them with stones.   

In these lines, Euripides heightens suspense as to the true purpose for the statue‘s 

transport to Athens.  When Orestes states ηὸ δ‘ ἐλζέλδ‘ νὐδὲλ ἐξξήζε πέξα he 

emphasizes that his only concern is to take the statue in order to clear himself of blood 

guilt and the Furies.  All other results of the play‘s action occur at the will of the gods, 

and in the execution of this one task, Orestes unintentionally creates order in a world of 
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chaos and reversals.  Overall, Euripides‘ tale of the image‘s theft in Tauris appears to 

be primarily a fusion of the Pelops and Palladium myths, reworked for Iphigeneia and 

the stage and capped off with an aetiology of the cults at Brauron and Halae. 

At line 93 Orestes puts the audience on the lookout once again in language that 

emphasizes the visual as well as the conceptual ideas of entrapment and escape: 

ἀκθίβιεζηξα γὰξ ηνίρσλ ὁξᾷο 

ὑςειά· πόηεξα δσκάησλ πξνζακβάζεηο 

ἐθβεζόκεζζα; πο ἂλ νὖλ ιάζνηκελ ἄλ; 

(96-8) 

For you see that the walls around us are raised high.   

Should we go up the steps that lead to the house?   

How are we to escape notice? 

By pointing out possible escape routes, Orestes reminds the audience that he and 

Pylades are trapped foreigners while also drawing attention to what they can see on 

stage.  Here, Pylades directs the eyes of the audience to the temple façade in much the 

same way as did Ion and the chorus in that play‘s opening.  Thus, the audience 

themselves begin to understand themselves as foreigners in the dramatic world and 

take part in the fears that Orestes and Pylades experience. 

The focus on the visual elements of the performance continues when Pylades, 

laying out their plan and aims, mentions artistic objects: 

ὅηαλ δὲ λπθηὸο ὄκκα ιπγαίαο κόιῃ, 

ηνικεηένλ ηνη μεζηὸλ ἐθ λανῦ ιαβεῖλ 

ἄγαικα πάζαο πξνζθέξνληε κεραλάο. 

ὅξα δέ γ‘ εἴζσ ηξηγιύθσλ ὅπνη θελὸλ 
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δέκαο θαζεῖλαη· (110-14) 

But whenever the eye of dark night arrives, 

It must be dared that we take the polished statue  

from the temple through every device. 

Do you see right there where there is an empty spot between the  

triglyphs to be let down? 

Here Pylades fills his speech with descriptive details such as calling the statue of 

Artemis μεζηὸλ (111).  While the statue has not yet been brought out of the temple and 

into the view of the audience, Pylades describes it as an artistic piece and the main 

objective for which the two men have undertaken so much danger.  Pylades also directs 

the audience‘s sights to the physical elements of the stage and the temple, even 

mentioning, and most likely pointing to, the architectural detail of a particular triglyph.   

In this way, Euripides again mixes language descriptive of art with that of deception and 

escape.  Both detailed references act as a means of illustrating the purpose of their 

journey, their plan of escape, and their need for deceit.13   

                                            
13

 A similar emphasis on the architectural aspects of the temple occurs when the chorus addresses 
Iphigeneia in the ode that follows this scene: 

πξὸο ζὰλ αὐιάλ, εὐζηύισλ 

λαλ ρξπζήξεηο ζξηγθνύο, 

πόδα παξζέληνλ ὅζηνλ ὁζίαο 

θιῃδνύρνπ δνύια πέκπσ 

(128-131)  

To your court, the golden walls  

of your well-pillared temple,  

as a servant of the divine key-holder, I 

send forth my virgin foot 
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Throughout Iphigeneia, moreover, the concepts of translocation and transfer of 

power recur repeatedly in the story.  With respect to Artemis‘ statue, the image is 

passed from one place to the next as an object of power that holds its origins in the 

divine.  From its beginnings in the heavens among the gods, the statue fell to Tauris 

and later would carry its power to Halae.  Furthermore, Iphigeneia herself acts as a 

transferable power when she first acts as the scapegoat that will allow the ships to sail 

from Aulis, then she is moved to Tauris where she oversees the sacrifices of foreigners, 

and later she will become priestess and honoree at Brauron.  This idea of transference 

of power that colors the statue and its priestess in Iphigeneia recalls the earlier myth of 

the scepter that is traditionally passed through the generations of house of Atreus. The 

scepter was first created by Hephaistos, then passed to Zeus, Hermes, Pelops and 

through the generations of the Atreids.   

In an episode overseen closely by Athena, the scepter story appears in Il. 2.100-

108 as part of an introduction to Agamemnon.  This passage from the Iliad shows the 

house of Atreus bestowing rule in a peaceful manner, even leading Aristarchos to 

believe Homer was ignorant of the curse of Atreus.14  The same scepter is mentioned in 

the Iphigeneia both by the chorus and Iphigeneia.  In lamenting the house of Atreus‘ fall, 

the chorus proclaims: ἔξξεη θο ζθήπηξσλ (187).  Furthermore, in the scene that 

follows, Iphigeneia describes Orestes as the Ἄξγεη ζθεπηνῦρνλ (235).  Much like the 

cyclical murders that plague the Atreids, the scepter story reinforces the cyclical basis of 

the Atreus myth.  In Iphigeneia Euripides plays with the traditional image of the Atreid 

                                            
14

 Gantz (1993) 540. 
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scepter and gives the true transfer of power over to the statue, as it stands ready to be 

taken up and passed on by Orestes.   

The ability of Artemis‘ statue to translocate from one place to another also gives 

an animated presence as the image, as it is able to move and change location either 

sua sponte or by willing humans to perform the task on its behalf.  In order to arrive at 

the temple, the statue simply fell directly from heaven on its own accord.  Now, the 

statue will move a second time after Apollo has instructed Orestes to bring the image to 

Athens.  This ability to move on its own is reemphasized much later in the play when 

Iphigeneia is able to deceive the king by purporting that the statue physically turned 

away from Orestes‘ pollution and closed its eyes (1165-67).  The scene recalls 

Euripides‘ earlier use of the Thetis image in the Andromache when Andromache asks 

Hermione: ὁξᾷο ἄγαικα Θέηηδνο εἰο ζ‘ ἀπνβιέπνλ;15 

Artemis’ Statue Takes the Stage 

 Once the recognition scene has ended, the focus of the play shifts to Thoas‘ 

deception and the ultimate escape with the statue.  In this final episode of the play the 

goddess‘ image seems to take on the role of a quasi-character.  While the statue has 

already acted to drive the events of the play throughout, once the characters agree to 

their plan, the centrality of Artemis‘ image becomes even more apparent.  Here the 

image becomes not only the object of their theft, but also the protective tool with which 

they are able to carry it out and stands in view of the audience as the siblings make 

their escape. 

                                            
15 In both Hippolytus and the Iphigeneia Euripides uses a tablet or letter to reveal an important secret that 

forces a reaction and moves forward the dramatic action of the play.  In both cases these letters, read 
aloud, are given the power to speak out to the other characters and the audience.  Often, in the plays that 
center around divinity statues, such as Hippolytus, Andromache, and Iphigeneia, similar instances of 
vivification of the inanimate appear.   
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Once Iphigeneia and the two fugitives agree upon their means of deception, 

Euripides takes a number of steps to build suspense in anticipation of the confrontation 

with Thoas.  After convincing the chorus of women to be silent and assist in the escape 

plans (1056-74), Iphigeneia warns Orestes and Pylades that Thoas will soon arrive on 

stage to inquire about the sacrifice of the strangers.  With a prayer to Artemis, 

Iphigeneia also reminds all present of the ultimate goal of the deception: to free Orestes 

of blood guilt by transferring the statue to Athens (1082-8).  When all three main 

characters withdraw into Artemis‘ temple, Euripides offers the audience a choral ode of 

escape that emphasizes the dire circumstances of the three main characters.  It also 

delays the moment when Thoas will take the stage and go up against the clever 

Iphigeneia (1089-1152). 

When the chorus finally finishes their song, Thoas enters just as Iphigeneia bursts 

from the temple with the statue in her arms – Artemis, at last, has arrived.  The chorus 

underscores the importance of this event in their introduction of the priestess: ἥδ‘ ἐζηίλ 

(1156).  While the statement surely introduces Iphigeneia, it also ambiguously can refer 

to the first appearance of the goddess onstage.  The king, in search of details 

concerning the foreigners and their obligatory sacrifice, is dumbfounded at the sight of 

Iphigeneia with the statue.  At this moment, Iphigeneia, under the protection of Artemis‘ 

image, takes authoritative control of the play and confronts the king in a battle of wits in 

which he is obviously the inferior party.   

When the priestess exits the temple carrying the image in her arms, Euripides 

highlights the close and protective relationship between Iphigeneia and the goddess.  

The statue will visually declare Iphigeneia‘s safety while also acting as a tool in the 
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deception of the king.  By clinging to the statue as she undertakes a great risk, 

Iphigeneia recalls other tragic heroines who take refuge at a divinity‘s altar or statue.  

Earlier, we saw how Andromache gained protection from the attacks of Hermione and 

Menelaus by staying within the temenos of Thetis‘ shrine and physically clinging to the 

image of the goddess.  Likewise, the statue of Artemis plays a similar role in the 

Hippolytus when Phaedra hides behind the statue while the nurse reveals the truth 

behind her ―sickness‖ to the enraged Hippolytus.  In the Iphigeneia, Euripides uses a 

small statue which Iphigeneia can carry with her as she undertakes the escape.  

Through the use of a small and mobile statue, Euripides illustrates that the goddess‘ 

divine protection of her priestess will carry on throughout both the escape from the 

Taurians and the subsequent journey to Athens. 

The image of Artemis, carried in Iphigeneia‘s arms, appears here in its most 

overtly animated state.  Her purported animation prompts Iphigeneia and Thoas to 

deliberate over the possibility of and meaning behind the statue‘s ability to shut it eyes 

and turn itself away sua sponte.  By arguing that the statue‘s movements were a 

reaction to Orestes‘ pollution, Iphigeneia convinces Thoas to allow a procession to the 

sea for purification rituals.  Here the image appears connected to Iphigeneia, who is her 

priestess and the one physically holding the statue before the audience.  Euripides also 

subtly brings the audience back around to Orestes and the initial aim of his journey, to 

free himself of blood pollution by removing the statue.  When deliberating the potential 

movement of the statue, Thoas echoes Iphigeneia‘s dream about Orestes from the 

beginning of the play (1165-67):16 

                                            
16

 Trieschnigg (2008) 471 n32 notes, ―Thoas‘ question on the turning of the Artemis‘ statue in 1166, (‗Of 
its own accord, or did an earth-tremor turn it?‘), recalls the earthquake in the dream (46).‖ 
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Ἰθηγέλεηα: 

βξέηαο ηὸ ηῆο ζενῦ πάιηλ ἕδξαο ἀπεζηξάθε. 

Θόαο: 

αὐηόκαηνλ, ἤ ληλ ζεηζκὸο ἔζηξεςε ρζνλόο; 

Ἰθηγέλεηα: 

αὐηόκαηνλ· ὄςηλ δ‘ ὀκκάησλ μπλήξκνζελ. 

Iphigeneia: The image of the goddess turned back from where it sits. 

Thoas:  On its own accord, or did the shaking of the earth turn it? 

Iphigeneia:  On its own accord.  It closed shut its eyes. 

In this exchange, Iphigeneia reiterates her speech at the prologue when she describes 

the house of Atreus as shaking and falling, leaving only a single pillar (46-52): 

ρζνλὸο δὲ ληα ζεηζζῆλαη ζάιῳ, 

θεύγεηλ δὲ θἄμσ ζηᾶζα ζξηγθὸλ εἰζηδεῖλ 

δόκσλ πίηλνληα, πᾶλ δ‘ ἐξείςηκνλ ζηέγνο 

βεβιεκέλνλ πξὸο νὖδαο ἐμ ἄθξσλ ζηαζκλ. 

κόλνο ιειεῖθζαη ζηῦινο εἷο ἔδνμέ κνη 

δόκσλ παηξῴσλ, ἐθ δ‘ ἐπηθξάλσλ θόκαο 

μαλζὰο θαζεῖλαη, θζέγκα δ‘ ἀλζξώπνπ ιαβεῖλ. 

But the back of the earth was shaken by a quake, and having fled outside  

I watched the top course of stones on the house fall down,  

and the entire roof thrown down and crash to the ground from its heights.   

Only one pillar remained, it seemed to me,  

of my paternal home, and from its capital blond hair hung down,  

and it took on the voice of a human.   
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In the exchange between Iphigeneia and Thoas (1165-67), the statue is reported to be 

animated and have the ability to move on its own.  Similarly, Iphigeneia had described 

the pillar of Orestes as possessing the ability of human speech.  Furthermore, Thoas, 

when questioning Iphigeneia, inquires whether she mistook a ζεηζκὸο for the statue‘s 

movement.  In her description of the pillar, Iphigeneia explains that the remainder of the 

house fell down around the pillar due to an earthquake.  Finally, both Orestes and the 

statue will be brought to the sea for purification, also echoing Iphigeneia‘s dream in 

which she sprinkles water upon the ―statue-ized‖ Orestes.  By creating echoes of the 

dream in this pivotal exchange between Iphigeneia and Thoas, Euripides reminds the 

audience of the importance of the statue to Orestes‘ freedom from the blood pollution of 

matricide. 

 When Iphigeneia comes through the doors of the temple with the statue in her 

arms, the priestess takes control of the play‘s action by intellectually dominating the king 

and delegating instructions to the Taurian people.  The priestess does this, moreover, 

while Artemis‘ statue rests in her arms, a sure ally to Iphigeneia.  The success of her 

deception is made clear when Thoas acquiesces to her ritual demands (1199-1202): 

Ἰθηγέλεηα: 

ἁγληζηένλ κνη θαὶ ηὸ ηῆο ζενῦ βξέηαο. 

Θόαο: 

εἴπεξ γε θειὶο ἔβαιέ ληλ κεηξνθηόλνο. 

Ἰθηγέλεηα: 

νὐ γάξ πνη‘ ἄλ ληλ ἠξάκελ βάζξσλ ἄπν. 

Θόαο: 

δίθαηνο εὑζέβεηα θαὶ πξνκεζία. 
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Iphigeneia: The divine image of the goddess must also be washed by me. 

Thoas: Indeed, as long as the pollution of matricide has touched it. 

Iphigeneia: For no other reason would I have taken it from the pedestal. 

Thoas: Your reverence is just and upright. 

Once she has convinced the king, Iphigeneia controls the behavior of not only Thoas, 

but also, of all the Taurian people.  Here, Euripides inverts the traditional relationship 

between Artemis‘ statue and the Taurians when Iphigeneia commands all to go indoors 

once the statue has left the temple.  With this command, the priestess compels the 

other characters in the play to go through the isolated experience of a divine image.  At 

the very moment that statue makes its appearance in broad daylight outside the temple, 

she commands the Taurian people to leave and go indoors.  Furthermore, when the 

statue comes out into the view of the audience carried by Iphigeneia, it purportedly 

boasts the amazing and unusual ability to take on human characteristics.  Euripides 

creates a contrast that highlights the unique nature of the statue when he juxtaposes its 

human abilities with the locking away, blinding, veiling, and silencing of the mortal 

characters on the stage throughout the rest of the episode (1203-33). 

 When Iphigeneia begins the procession down to the sea, the human characters 

in the play, excluding Iphigeneia, are all variously ―statue-ized.‖  Immediately, Iphigeneia 

commands that chains be put around Orestes and Pylades (1203), even though Thoas 

sees no need for this as they have nowhere to run (1204).  Beyond the chains, 

Iphigeneia also asks that the two men be veiled with their robes (1207).17  Throughout 

this episode, Orestes and Pylades have been inside the temple, while the goddess is in 

                                            
17

 Sansone (1975) 283 notes that this scene mirrors Iphigeneia‘s own experience as a veiled and 
deceived bride.  
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the open air for the first time.  When they finally exit the temple at 1222, the two men 

enter the procession veiled, silent, and unable to move freely.  In a manner parallel to 

the statue, the two men are led down to the water alongside Artemis‘ image.  

Iphigeneia‘s careful instructions in the execution of the procession lead to the creation 

of a visual tableau that recalls the familiar genre of processional art.  The image would 

become even more striking if the processional tableau mirrored a frieze depicted on the 

temple of Artemis, standing in the background of the stage.  As the characters, 

costumed and masked, stand according to the careful instructions of Iphigeneia, 

Euripides brings a familiar art form to life and commands the visual attention of his 

audience. 

 As the procession passes, moreover, Iphigeneia orders Thoas to cover his eyes 

and then enter the temple in order to purify it of pollution (1215-1221).18  As Iphigeneia 

announces the entrance of Orestes and Pylades, Thoas now stands silent and with his 

eyes averted, waiting to enter the temple from which the image has just been removed.  

Iphigeneia, furthermore, commands that the entire community stay indoors as well.  At 

this point in the play, the statue, now in view for the first and only time, holds the stage.  

At the very moment that Artemis‘ image can finally leave the temple and begin her 

journey to Athens, every other member of the community, including the king, are asked 

to turn away before her power and shut themselves indoors.  Thoas will not be seen on 

stage again until the messenger bangs on the doors of the temple to tell the king of 

Iphigeneia‘s deception (1302-1310).  By removing all witnesses from the ritual 

                                            
18

 Mastronarde (2010) argues that ―the repeated motif of males inside a closed space recalls the 
traditional image of the woman as womb, as a hollow vessel for bearing offspring to the male‖ (254). 
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procession, Euripides eliminates all community involvement from the ritual act and 

allows only the play‘s audience to observe the procession and its tableau. 

 Thoas remains locked up and fooled until the messenger arrives and convinces 

him to leave Artemis‘ temple at 1307.  After the messenger explains to Thoas that he 

has been tricked and Orestes‘ ship is attempting to leave the harbor, the king 

immediately exhorts the Taurians to overtake the ship and capture the fugitives.  

Moreover, he specifically promises the chorus punishment for their involvement in the 

deception.  His plans are abruptly halted, however, when a goddess appears on stage 

ex machina.  Euripides, however, foils expectations and chooses not to bring Artemis 

onstage as a ―live‖ deity and instead chooses Athena to close the play (1435-6): 

πνῖ πνῖ δησγκὸλ ηόλδε πνξζκεύεηο, ἄλαμ 

Θόαο; ἄθνπζνλ ηῆζδ‘ Ἀζελαίαο ιόγνπο 

Where, where are you taking this chase,  

Lord Thoas?    Listen to the words of the one here, Athena. 

In her speech, Athena speaks for all the gods involved in the play, delegating duties and 

actions to the characters.  She even addresses the three absent fugitives, calling upon 

Orestes in particular: θιύεηο γὰξ αὐδὴλ θαίπεξ νὐ παξὼλ ζεᾶο (1447).  Here, Athena 

appears as an authoritative yet impartial messenger who ensures the expected 

outcomes of the play.  In the opening of her speech, Athena recalls Orestes‘ initial task 

sanctioned by Apollo and the quest to free himself of bloodguilt by bringing the statue of 

Artemis to Athens, which she calls ἐκὴλ ρζόλα (1441).  She notes that Poseidon has 

aided the sea swell that was holding back Orestes‘ ship and has helped it out of the 

gulf.  The goddess then gives the aiteology of the cults of Artemis at Brauron and Halae.  

Finally, she notes that it is her who is once again facilitating Orestes‘ freedom from 
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bloodguilt, as she had previously done on Ares‘ hill in Athens, even noting that she 

counted out the vote determining Orestes‘ release.  Thus, in her speech, Athena speaks 

for the other gods and concludes the events of the play with a reminder of the initial 

mission of Orestes and the effects that the statue‘s transfer will have on the Athenians. 

 Is this appearance of Athena, rather than Artemis or Apollo, at the end of 

Iphigeneia a justifiable choice?  First off, the arrival of Athena follows Euripides‘ choices 

in other plays when unexpected deities arrive ex machina.  Euripides employs a similar 

device in Hippolytus when an unusual deus ex machina by Aphrodite opens the play, 

and rather than having the slighted goddess return to close the action, he brings 

Aphrodite‘s rival, Artemis, onstage instead.  Euripides‘ choice of Athena in the 

Iphigeneia also closely mirrors the events of the similarly structured Ion, in which it is 

once again Athena who appears rather than that play‘s central deity, Apollo.  Her 

unexpected arrival in the Ion can shed light on the events of the Iphigeneia since 

Athena justifies her appearance over the temple of Apollo at Delphi in the Ion (1555-

58):19 

ἐπώλπκνο δὲ ζῆο ἀθηθόκελ ρζνλὸο 

Παιιάο, δξόκῳ ζπεύζαζ‘ Ἀπόιισλνο πάξα, 

ὃο ἐο κὲλ ὄςηλ ζθῶλ κνιεῖλ νὐθ ἠμίνπ, 

κὴ ηλ πάξνηζε κέκςηο ἐο κέζνλ κόιῃ, 

I have come from your land which is named after me,  

Pallas, hastened on my journey by Apollo  

who does not think it right to come before your eyes, 
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 For a discussion of Athena‘s appearance in both Ion and Iphigeneia in place of a guilty divinity, see 
Kyriakou (2006) 451. 
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 lest blame for the things that have happened comes up in his presence. 

Here the goddess speaks for Apollo and explains his decision to avoid confrontation 

with the characters in the play.  Apollo, not wishing to answer for his morally ambiguous 

actions, sends Athena to speak on his behalf.  Her speech even echoes her 

appearance in Iphigeneia when she refers to Athens as ἐκὴλ ρζόλα (1441).  Apollo, in 

the Ion, has only to answer for a potentially deadly false prophecy.  In comparison to the 

bloody sacrifices undertaken in the name of Artemis at Tauris, Apollo‘s misdeeds 

appear fairly innocuous.  Thus, in Iphigeneia, Athena‘s appearance ex machina allows 

both Artemis and the playwright to avoid giving explanations for the morally ambiguous 

behavior of the divinity.   

Moreover, although Iphigeneia is a play that takes place in Tauris, is truly for and 

about Athenians and the ultimate establishment of Athenian cults.  Athena, furthermore, 

is the goddess traditionally in charge of eliminating Orestes‘ bloodguilt, which is the 

overall aim of the play.  As the action of the play shifts to the escape and flight of the 

fugitives, Euripides reminds the audience repeatedly of this goal.  Iphigeneia even 

makes reference to Orestes‘ bloodguilt in her speech to the chorus and prayer to 

Artemis just before the deception scene takes place.  Moreover, as a basis for the plot 

of the Iphigeneia, Euripides follows the myth of the Palladium, a story about a statue of 

Athena, allowing that goddess to stand in the background of a play nominally concerned 

with Artemis.  Finally, by choosing Athena as the closing deity of the play, Euripides 

emphasizes Artemis‘ evacuation of Tauris and her wholehearted rejection of the Tauric 

cult and its human sacrifice.  Thus, Artemis‘ absence reflects her translocation from a 

morally questionable role in a foreign land to her civilized and proper home of Athens, a 

translocation physically represented by her stolen statue.



 

95 

CHAPTER 5 
STATUES AND STAGING IN ALCESTIS 

Thus far, I have discussed how the statues of Hippolytus, Andromache and 

Iphigeneia at Tauris help to organize the dramatic action of those plays in both a visual 

and thematic manner.  These divine statues also create visual reminders of the 

controlling deities and their silent presence in on-stage affairs.  Moreover, they serve as 

quasi-characters in the plays, embodying the deities that they depict and can even be 

joined by the gods they represent in dei ex machina scenes.  Euripidean characters 

often speak to these statues as if they were animate beings, paying their respects (or 

not) and clinging to them for protection.  Here, I shift my focus from divine and staged 

statues and look to the title character, whom Euripides repeatedly presents as a living 

statue or work of art.  Although no statues of mortals were ever part of the staging of an 

extant Euripidean play, the similarity between a statue and a silent and unmoving, fully 

masked and costumed character was not lost on the playwright.  In Alcestis, Euripides 

cleverly and eagerly exploits the statue-like presence of his characters on the stage.  

 Scholars have long recognized and discussed the relationship between the 

character of Alcestis and statues.  Much of this scholarship examines Admetus‘ desire 

for a statue substitute of his wife, and its relationship (if any) to the unique ending of the 

play when Alcestis returns veiled and silent.  The ending has even led some scholars to 

conclude that Euripides staged the play with two actors and that a statue of Alcestis 

literally stood on stage during the closing scene. 1   Other scholars have sought to 

explore the relationship between statues and death in the play, concluding that 

Euripides likens the silent Alcestis to a traditional funerary statue.  While many of these 

                                            
1
 For a discussion of the scholarly debate over Alcestis‘ silence see: Stieber (1998) 92 n3. 
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arguments are convincing, in this chapter I demonstrate that the statue-like 

presentations of Alcestis are all individual pieces of a larger focus on visual aesthetics 

and descriptive narratives in the play.  I also show that Euripides‘ portrayal of the 

woman as an artistic object pervades the play from beginning to end as a means of 

reflecting her thematic role as objectified wife and death substitute.  Moreover, 

Euripides frames the work with artistic presentations of Alcestis.  The servant‘s 

description of the dying woman at the beginning of the play creates an image that 

mirrors her statue-like return at the end.  By portraying the woman in this way, the 

playwright underscores the liminal state that the woman inhabits throughout the play, 

halfway between life and death.   

The House of Admetus in Staging the Alcestis 

 While no true statue appears on-stage in Alcestis, the setting still holds many 

elements in common with the staging of the other plays I have discussed.  In 

Hippolytus, for example, Euripides organizes the dramatic action around two permanent 

divine statues.  This allows the characters to reveal visually their divine allegiances in a 

manner that reflects the play‘s themes.  The statues also function as silent witnesses to 

the action and stand as reminders to the audience of the deities who are in control.  

Andromache similarly unfolds around a statue of Thetis that stands in the center of the 

orchestra, the most powerful point in the theatre.  As the presiding deity of Thetideon, 

her image not only visually organizes the play‘s action, but also reminds the spectators 

who truly controls the events of the story.   Likewise, Iphigeneia takes place before a 

temple of Artemis, and a sacrificial altar, stained with the blood of human victims stands 

as an omnipresent reminder of Artemis‘ bloody cult.  In the first half of the play, 

Euripides allocates the orchestra and area around the altar to Orestes and the space 
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before the temple to Iphigeneia.  In doing so, the playwright‘s staging reflects the 

distance that has existed between the siblings prior to the play‘s start.  In the second 

half of the story, Iphigeneia leads to the sea a procession that is thematically and 

visually organized around Artemis‘ statue. 

In all of these instances Euripides includes permanent, divinely sanctioned fixtures 

in the settings.  This divine presence frames the performance of each play and is 

integral to a full understanding of the thematic points. Alcestis similarly includes statue-

based imagery and a permanent divine fixture. 2  In Alcestis, however, Euripides 

uniquely gives the role of divine witness to the palace of Admetus, a house that, as the 

play progresses, comes to resemble a quasi-temple. 3  Just like the statues of Artemis, 

Aphrodite and Thetis, Admetus‘ house appears a vivified and divine object to which the 

characters offer words and prayers.  The palace even receives the first address in 

Apollo‘s opening monologue:4 

Ὦ δώκαη‘ Ἀδκήηεη‘, ἐλ νἷο ἔηιελ ἐγὼ 

ζῆζζαλ ηξάπεδαλ αἰλέζαη ζεόο πεξ ὤλ. 

(1-2) 

House of Admetus, into which I came to endure  

the servant‘s table, although being a god. 

                                            
22

 For a discussion of the Alcestis‘ classification as a pro-satyric play with a review of literature, see 
Thorburn (2002) xvi-xxx. 

3
 Conacher (1988) 47 notes that two features of the play ―lend themselves to visual illustration: the 

ambiguous play on life and death and the emphasis on hospitality.  It is the latter which makes the palace 
of Admetus (which provides the total scenic background), and going sand comings which revolve around 
the palace, so important to the stage action of the piece.‖ 

4
 Thorburn (2002) 51 comments that the ―play‘s first noun reveals one of the drama‘s thematic focal 

points.‖ 
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With these first words the god makes it clear that the palace is no ordinary home.  It has 

housed a god as a servant and stands as a constant reminder of the divine origins of 

the play‘s conflict.5  Later, in the central scene of the play, the chorus even sings an ode 

to the house, praising its virtue and connections to the gods: 

ὦ πνιπμείλνπ θαὶ ἐιεπζέξνπ ἀλδξὸο ἀεί πνη‘ νἶθνο, 

ζέ ηνη θαὶ ὁ Πύζηνο εὐιύξαο Ἀπόιισλ 

ἠμίσζε λαίεηλ, 

ἔηια δὲ ζνῖζη κεινλόκαο 

ἐλ λνκνῖο γελέζζαη, 

δνρκηᾶλ δηὰ θιεηηύσλ 

βνζθήκαζη ζνῖζη ζπξίδσλ 

πνηκλίηαο ὑκελαίνπο. 

(568-77) 

House of a tirelessly hospitable and kind man,  

even Pythian Apollo with his beautiful lyre deemed it worthy  

to reside in you and took up the role of shepherd  

to your pastures,  

playing his flute-song throughout the hillsides to your flocks,  

urging them to mate. 

The chorus, in their song, presents the house as a place that Apollo chose, dwelled in, 

and filled with divine song.  As such, the palace takes on many of the characteristics of 

a temple.  Just as the primary role of a god‘s temple is to house and protect a divinity‘s 

divine image, here the chorus describes the palace literally housing and protecting 

                                            
5
 In his discussion of ―The Role of the House‖ in the Alcestis, Diller (1968) 111 notes that ―the house, the 

royal palace, plays from start to finish a decisive role in the dramatic situation presented by the myth‖. 
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Apollo.  In this way, the house not only appears a quasi-temple to Apollo, but it also acts 

as a divine fixture on the stage that silently witnesses the events as they unfold, much 

like the statues of Hippolytus and Andromache.6   

 In addition, the house organizes the action of the play in much the same way as 

the divine statues I have previously discussed.  Only by means of carefully planned 

entrances and exits through the palace door can Euripides stage the simultaneous 

mourning and revelry that occurs in the story.  As a divinely inspired place analogous to 

a temple, the interior of Admetus‘ house is presented as a place of protection and 

refuge.  This can also help explain the unusual nature of Alcestis‘ on-stage death.  

While most tragic characters withdraw into the house to meet their deaths, Alcestis only 

dies once she has left the divine and protective threshold of the house. 

 Apollo‘s prologue addressed to the house, moreover, sets up many of the larger 

themes that appear throughout the Alcestis.  Even in the god‘s very first words we see 

examples of substitution, role reversals, hospitality and premature death: 

Ὦ δώκαη‘ Ἀδκήηεη‘, ἐλ νἷο ἔηιελ ἐγὼ 

ζῆζζαλ ηξάπεδαλ αἰλέζαη ζεόο πεξ ὤλ. 

Ζεὺο γὰξ θαηαθηὰο παῖδα ηὸλ ἐκὸλ αἴηηνο 

Ἀζθιεπηόλ, ζηέξλνηζηλ ἐκβαιὼλ θιόγα· 

νὗ δὴ ρνισζεὶο ηέθηνλαο Δίνπ ππξὸο 

θηείλσ Κύθισπαο·  

(1-6) 

House of Admetus, into which I came to endure  

                                            
6
 Conacher (1988) 156 comments that Zeus‘ punishment of Apollo has ―a symbolic significance in the 

play, indicating the impossibility in the traditional world of tragic myth (which the Chorus describes) of 
resurrections from the dead.‖ 



 

100 

the servant‘s table, although being a god.   

Zeus was the reason, for he murdered my son Asclepius,  

hitting him with a lightning bolt to the chest.   

Provoked in anger by this I killed the son of Zeus  

who forged fire, the Cyclops. 

Framed as an address to the house, Apollo traces the true origins of the story to the 

premature death of his son Asclepius, for which he exacted revenge against Zeus by 

killing the Cyclops.  These deaths and their overturning of familial stability foreshadow 

the very events we will watch unfold as Alcestis‘ early death leads to instability and 

disorder in Admetus‘ home as well. 

Alcestis as Image of the House 

Throughout the play, Alcestis‘ character navigates an unusual liminal state 

between life and death.  In the first description of the woman, Alcestis is readying 

herself to die and bedecking her own body with ornamentation, a task typically carried 

out by family members after a loved one has passed.  Alcestis then loses her life while 

lying in the central point of the orchestra in full view of the audience and her corpse later 

becomes the centerpiece of a visually compelling funerary procession.  Finally, 

Heracles returns the wife to Admetus, alive, yet veiled and silent in the manner of a 

statue.  By presenting the woman as a statue during critical moments of the play, 

Euripides emphasizes the liminal state of Alcestis by comparing her to inanimate 

objects.  While he always presents her in a highly visual manner, in three key instances 

Euripides portrays Alcestis in way that specifically compares her to a statue.   

In the beginning of the play, before Alcestis has even appeared on-stage, the maid 

servant tells of the dying woman‘s preparations for her death as if she were narrating a 
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scene from a work of art or describing a statue.  Through intensely descriptive 

language, Euripides creates an image of a silent and pale woman bedecked with 

ornamentation at her family altar.  The description recalls a votive statue or object and 

sets Alcestis up as a quasi-divine image within the divine palace.  Later, when Alcestis 

and Admetus agree upon the terms of her death and he promises never to take a wife, 

Admetus describes his desire to have a statue replica of Alcestis made in order to take 

her place in the marriage bed.  Here, Euripides changes her presentation from that of a 

votive object to an object of erotic longing.  And finally, at the end of the play Alcestis re-

emerges alongside Heracles, but silent and statue-like, much in the manner of a 

funerary monument.  In presenting her as an artistic piece and inanimate object, 

Euripides is able reiterate her role as an objectified substitute and add to the liminal 

status of her character. 

Moreover, by presenting Alcestis as a quasi-divine image within the palace and a 

woman of exceptional nobility, Euripides casts Alcestis as the centerpiece and heart of 

the household.  While Admetus values the woman for her physical beauty and 

willingness to take his place in death, the audience recognizes that Alcestis‘ role in the 

home is much more central than her husband realizes.  As a result, the liminal status 

that Alcestis embodies ultimately throws the entire household into a state of limbo that 

reflects the plight of its mistress.  We find the house in this state of confusion as early as 

the first parados when the chorus seeks information concerning Alcestis‘ status as living 

or dead.  Later, with the arrival of Heracles, Admetus‘ attempt at juggling hospitality and 

mourning all at once compounds the house‘s liminal state.  Without the woman, 
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Admetus appears unable to bring order and stability to the household, as he shows in 

his melodramatic lamentation (935-61). 

Alcestis as Liminal Figure and Statue 

As we have already seen in Hippolytus, Andromache and Iphigeneia, the 

playwright stages critical scenes in ways that visually reflect thematic elements of the 

story.  In much the same way, Euripides shows great concern for the relationship 

between the visual and thematic elements of the Alcestis.  A focus on aesthetics is clear 

even in the first moments of the play when Apollo delivers his monologue.  We see the 

god standing alone before the palace which had previously housed and protected him 

as he paid repentance to Zeus.  This is the play‘s beginning, and the staging visually 

recalls the beginnings of the myth as well: Apollo‘s arrival at Admetus‘ house and the 

resulting offer of a death substitute.   

Euripides, moreover, carries this close connection between staging and meaning 

over into the scene just following the prologue (28-76).  Here the playwright creates a 

visually dynamic agon between two gods with starkly contrasting appearances.7  Death, 

undoubtedly, would have arrived dressed entirely in black, as Admetus himself later 

refers to the god as κειάκπεπινο (843).  Set against the bright, golden image of the 

sun-god Apollo, the disparate appearance and nature of Death creates a scene of visual 

and thematic opposition.  The clash between the two gods also visually plays out one of 

the Alcestis’ central conflicts – Admetus‘ inability to balance his roles as mourner 

(Death) and host (Apollo).  This tableau is repeated in the second half of the play when 

                                            
7
 Conacher (1988) 47-8 hypothesizes a staging in which ―Apollo, the god of light, dressed perhaps in 

gold-coloured robe with matching mask, leaves Admetus‘ palace (where he has been so hospitably 
treated) as Death, black-robed (or possibly black-winged, if we accept Musgrave‘s emendation at v. 843), 
approaches and, after his altercation with Apollo, enters the palace to begin his symbolic possession of 
Alcestis.‖ 
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Admetus, dressed in black and hair shorn in mourning, is surprised to find the revelry-

loving Heracles at his doorstep.8  Finally, in a third example, this scene is once again 

recalled when Heracles questions the mourning servant, clad in black, who confronts 

the hero over his inappropriate carousing.   

In opening Alcestis with such visually-striking scenes, Euripides lays the 

foundation for the frequent use of artistically compelling staging and descriptive 

narratives that recur in the play.  The visual aspects of the agon come to the fore when 

black-robed Death draws attention to the appearance of Apollo, asking the god why he 

carries a bow and arrow, calling out the emblems of the god‘s artistic iconography.  This 

exchange focuses the audience on not only the details of the characters‘ costumes, but 

also the specific representation of Apollo that Euripides creates in the Alcestis. 

Ἀπόιισλ: 

ζάξζεη· δίθελ ηνη θαὶ ιόγνπο θεδλνὺο ἔρσ. 

Θάλαηνο: 

ηί δῆηα ηόμσλ ἔξγνλ, εἰ δίθελ ἔρεηο; 

Ἀπόιισλ: 

ζύλεζεο αἰεὶ ηαῦηα βαζηάδεηλ ἐκνί. 

Θάλαηνο: 

θαὶ ηνῖζδέ γ‘ νἴθνηο ἐθδίθσο πξνζσθειεῖλ. 

(38-41) 

Apollo: Take courage, I come to you with justice and trustworthy words. 

Death: Then what is the purpose of your bow and arrows,  

if you bring justice? 

                                            
8
 Conacher (1988) 48 comments that Heracles‘ arrival ―jars with the pathos of the preceding death.‖ 
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Apollo: It is customary for me to always carry these thing with me. 

Death: Yes, and also to assist this house unjustly. 

In the opening monologue Apollo had explained that he was formerly a servant and 

shepherd in Admetus‘ house.  Here, Apollo appears with bow and arrow, a weapon that 

seems comically useless when set against the god of Death personified.  More 

importantly, however, Euripides draws attention to the traditional iconographic costume, 

already familiar from the visual arts.  Even in a context when a bow and arrow seem to 

have no use, Apollo carries them around because those items visually identify the god. 

 Once the gods leave the stage, the chorus enters (77) in a state of confusion, 

unsure whether Alcestis is living or dead. 

ἀιι‘ νὐδὲ θίισλ πέιαο <ἔζη‘> νὐδείο, 

ὅζηηο ἂλ εἴπνη πόηεξνλ θζηκέλελ 

ρξὴ βαζίιεηαλ πελζεῖλ ἢ δζ‘ 

ἔηη θο ιεύζζεη Πειίνπ ηόδε παῖο 

Ἄιθεζηηο, ἐκνὶ πᾶζί η‘ ἀξίζηε 

δόμαζα γπλὴ 

πόζηλ εἰο αὑηῆο γεγελῆζζαη. 

(79-85) 

But no relatives are at the gates  

who would be able to say whether she has died and  

it is necessary to lament the queen or whether she, still living,  

looks upon the light, the child of Peleus,  

this woman Alcestis, in my opinion, regarded as the best wife  

to her husband by everyone here. 
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This argument over Alcestis as dead or alive carries on for over 60 lines, building 

suspense through a song of prolonged confusion.9  By creating a parados that 

discusses at length uncertainty over Alcestis‘ life and death, Euripides foreshadows the 

unusual liminal status of Alcestis‘ character throughout the entirety of the play.  The first 

parados also creates suspense and anxiety for the audience, who come to want some 

answers themselves. 

 Finally, a maid servant comes from the house and the chorus (and the audience) 

is relieved that finally they may get some information. The chorus immediately questions 

the serving-woman: 

πελζεῖλ κέλ, εἴ ηη δεζπόηαηζη ηπγράλεη, 

ζπγγλσζηόλ· εἰ δ‘ ἔη‘ ἐζηὶλ ἔκςπρνο γπλὴ 

εἴη‘ νὖλ ὄισιελ εἰδέλαη βνπινίκεζ‘ ἄλ. 

(138-140) 

Grieving is allowable, if anything has happened to your mistress.   

But if the woman is alive  

or whether she has died I would like to know. 

The servant, however, confounds the issue when she describes Alcestis as neither 

dead nor alive: θαὶ δζαλ εἰπεῖλ θαὶ ζαλνῦζαλ ἔζηη ζνη (141).  While the serving-

woman‘s description of Alcestis as both living and dead nominally only applies to the 

situation of the current scene, the audience will find as the play progresses that Alcestis‘ 

character exists in this liminal state throughout the entirety of the play.  Her liminal state, 

moreover, will eventually culminate in her presentation as a quasi-funerary statue in the 

                                            
9
 Conacher (1988) 160 agrees that the ―opening anapaests and the first half of this ode introduce the 

ambiguity between life and death which, in one form or another, is to hover over the whole of the play, 
including its finale.‖  For a similar sentiment, see Luschnig & Roisman (2003) 72. 
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closing scene.  It is in the context of this ambiguity that Euripides develops his artistic 

portrayals of the woman in which he compares her to a statue or work of art.   

When the serving-woman launches into a visually detailed description of Alcestis, 

we find our first example of an objectified and artistically focused presentation of the 

woman: 

ἐπεὶ γὰξ ᾔζζεζ‘ ἡκέξαλ ηὴλ θπξίαλ 

ἥθνπζαλ, ὕδαζη πνηακίνηο ιεπθὸλ ρξόα 

ἐινύζαη‘, ἐθ δ‘ ἑινῦζα θεδξίλσλ δόκσλ 

ἐζζῆηα θόζκνλ η‘ εὐπξεπο ἠζθήζαην, 

θαὶ ζηᾶζα πξόζζελ ζηίαο θαηεύμαην· 

(158-62) 

For when she heard that the appointed day had arrived,  

washing her white skin with pure water,  

and taking clothing and ornamentation from her  

cedar closet she dressed herself in a beautiful manner,  

and standing before altar10 of the hearth she prayed: 

With this narration the servant paints a picture of the beautiful Alcestis ornamenting her 

body and praying as she readies herself for death.  In addition to the artistic nature of 

the narrative language, the servant‘s description also recalls the image of a statue or 

votive object.  Here, Euripides portrays Alcestis‘ skin as ιεπθὸλ (159) and her body 

washed and adorned as she stands before the palace‘s central altar.  The description 

calls to mind the ritual bathing and dressing of divine images that we have previously 

                                            
10

 Not all editors capitalize Hestia in the text, however, ―it seems probable that Alcestis is standing before 
Hestia‘s altar‖ (Conacher (1988) 164). 
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seen in the garlanded statues of Hippolytus or the ritual cleansing that plays such an 

important role in Iphigeneia at Tauris.    

In addition, Alcestis‘ actions also recall the customary washing and dressing of a 

corpse as a family prepares a loved one for burial.  Thus, the term ιεπθὸλ that the 

maidservant uses to describe the woman‘s skin recalls both the appearance of sculpted 

stone and a lifeless corpse.  Here again we see the connection between Alcestis‘ 

life/death state and her status as an object substitute in the play.  By portraying the 

woman in a manner that recalls both a living corpse and a statue, Euripides 

underscores the liminal nature of Alcestis‘ character.  Moreover, by presenting her in a 

way that recalls a divine image in the house, Euripides adds to the divine and ―temple-

like‖ presentation of the palace.   

At 231, Alcestis‘ character finally takes the stage, entering via the ekkyklema and 

on the verge of death.  In this state Alcestis launches into a description of Charon 

coming to ferry her to the underworld.  She even includes an iconographic detail like 

Charon‘s hand resting on the boat pole: 

ὁξ δίθσπνλ ὁξ ζθάθνο ἐλ 

ιίκλᾳ· λεθύσλ δὲ πνξζκεὺο 

ἔρσλ ρέξ‘ ἐπὶ θνληῶ Χάξσλ 

κ‘ ἤδε θαιεῖ· Τί κέιιεηο; 

ἐπείγνπ· ζὺ θαηείξγεηο. ηάδε ηνί 

κε ζπεξρόκελνο ηαρύλεη. 

(252-256b) 

I see the two-oared boat, I see the boat in  

the lake.  The ferryman of the dead,  
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holding his hand on the boat pole, Charon,  

he calls me now.  ―Why do you delay?   

Hurry up.  You hold me up.‖  These things he says to me  

urging me to move quickly. 

This visually focused narrative complements the serving-woman‘s description of 

Alcestis.  With the repetition of ὁξ at the beginning of her description, Alcestis 

emphasizes the visual elements of her experience and indirectly asks the audience to 

imagine the scene she describes.   

Staging the Death Scene 

The special attention that Euripides paid to aesthetics is also evident in the staging 

of Alcestis‘ dramatic death scene.  The playwright arranges the characters who take 

part in the death scene in a way that creates a thematic comment on the woman‘s role 

in the household.  Until this point, Alcestis has remained out of sight within the palace 

and was described like a beautiful statue standing before the altar or hearth.  This 

presentation of her casts the woman as the centerpiece of the household and an object 

of praise.  Furthermore, she dwells in a place that previously housed a god and now 

functions as a quasi-temple.  It is fitting in that regard that Alcestis‘ unusual death scene 

takes place outside the palace and before the eyes of the audience, as death was 

strictly forbidden inside the temenos of a holy place.   

When the servants carry the woman out of the palace door on the ekkyklema, she 

arrives surrounded by the other members of the household.  Once she is carried into 

the orchestra, we see the woman become the centerpiece of the dramatic space as the 

servants and family members surround her. With this staging, the audience identifies 

Alcestis as the central figure in the scene and the figurative heart of the household.  
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Alcestis‘ first words even reflect the circular nature of the orchestra and the scene‘s 

staging when the dying woman calls out: 

Ἅιηε θαὶ θάνο ἁκέξαο 

νὐξάληαί ηε δῖλαη λεθέιαο δξνκαίνπ 

(244-45) 

Sun and light of day!  Heavenly  

whirlpool of swiftly moving clouds! 

By placing Alcestis at the center of the orchestra, Euripides reinforces the woman‘s role 

as a semi-divine object.  While earlier the servant described her as pale white and 

ornamented, standing before the altar, here she lies at the point in the orchestra where 

an altar would typically stand.   

Yet, we see that Alcestis‘ centrality to the household is lost on Admetus.  In his 

over-the-top promise of unending mourning and fidelity, Admetus again recalls the 

association of Alcestis with a statue.  Ironically, however, unlike the servant‘s 

description of her as a noble statue at the palace altar, Admetus chooses to objectify 

the woman in a sexual manner and voices his desire for a statue replica of his wife to 

lay in his bed as a substitute: 

ζὺ γάξ κνπ ηέξςηλ ἐμείινπ βίνπ. 

 ζνθῆη δὲ ρεηξὶ ηεθηόλσλ δέκαο ηὸ ζὸλ 

 εἰθαζζὲλ ἐλ ιέθηξνηζηλ ἐθηαζήζεηαη, 

 ὧη πξνζπεζνῦκαη θαὶ πεξηπηύζζσλ ρέξαο   

 ὄλνκα θαιλ ζὸλ ηὴλ θίιελ ἐλ ἀγθάιαηο 

 δόμσ γπλαῖθα θαίπεξ νὐθ ἔρσλ ἔρεηλ· 

 ςπρξὰλ κέλ, νἶκαη, ηέξςηλ, ἀιι' ὅκσο βάξνο 
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 ςπρῆο ἀπαληινίελ ἄλ. ἐλ δ' ὀλείξαζηλ 

 θνηηζά κ' εὐθξαίλνηο ἄλ· ἡδὺ γὰξ θίινπο 

 θἀλ λπθηὶ ιεύζζεηλ, ὅληηλ' ἂλ παξῆη ρξόλνλ. 

(347-56) 

For you have taken the enjoyment out of my life.   

A likeness of your body, created by a skilled hand  

will be laid out upon my bed,  

upon which image I will fall enfolding arms  

and calling it by your name I will seem to have my own wife in my embrace  

even though I won‘t really have her.   

A cold enjoyment, I suppose, but nevertheless it will be a way  

to lighten the weight upon my soul.  But approaching me in dreams 

 perhaps you might cheer me up.  For it is a sweet thing to look upon  

loved ones in the night, for the time which they are present. 

Compared with the reverent portrayal of the woman in the servant‘s speech, Admetus‘ 

desire seems not only selfish, but also short-sighted.  He fails to grasp Alcestis‘ 

centrality to the stability of the home, even as the audience watches her die at the altar 

point of the orchestra and surrounded by the members of her household.  Admetus 

shows the true extent of his undervaluation of Alcestis when he vocalizes his wish for a 

statue substitute of the woman for his bed while she lies dying on the ekkyklema.  

Through his staging Euripides creates a visual comparison between Admetus‘ wished 

for statue and the dying woman at the center of the dramatic space.11   

                                            
11

 According to Steiner (2001) 206, Admetus‘ description of his pleasure in the statue as ςπρξὰλ 
emphasizes a quality that is common to both the future corpse of his wife and the statue creating a stark 
contrast between the living and dead Alcestis. 
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Euripides again reveals his desired emphasis on the visual aspects of the play 

when he chooses to forgo a typical tragic death in which the woman would be brought 

back inside the palace to die, away from the eyes of the audience.  Instead, we find the 

woman lying in her sickbed surrounded by the members of her household and watch as 

her life slips away.  Thus, the audience sees Alcestis, the centerpiece and heart of the 

household die away before their very eyes.  In this way, Euripides is able to reflect the 

true nature of the loss, juxtaposed against the self-absorbed laments and desires of the 

dead woman‘s husband.12  Finally, her corpse is carried into the house and the stage is 

set for the arrival of Heracles. 

 Alcestis‘ body does not leave the palace door until 606, following Heracles‘ 

arrival and Admetus‘ deception of him.  In line with the visual focus on Alcestis‘ 

character that pervades the play, her body is carried out of the house then, as part of a 

funeral procession that creates a striking visual tableau, of which Alcestis‘ body is the 

centerpiece.  In staging an event that typically includes community participation, 

Euripides also invites the audience to take part in the mourning for the dead woman.  

We have already seen how Euripides constructs a similar tableau in Iphigeneia at 

Tauris, when the priestess carries Artemis‘ statue down to the sea for ―purification.‖  In 

Alcestis, however, the procession bears the richly decorated body of Alcestis on her 

way to her tomb.  The arrival of Admetus‘ father with additional finery for the body 

underscores the artistic aspects of the woman‘s corpse.  Because the mourners would 

undoubtedly be dressed entirely in black, the richly ornamented corpse of Alcestis 

                                            
12

 Segal (1993) 37-8, notes that Admetus‘ rhetoric ―magnifies the distance between his dreamy 
romanticism, almost an aestheticism of grief, and the down-to-earth practicality of the dying woman, 
whose concern is for the future of her children, not self-centered emotion.‖ 
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would become the visual focus of the scene.  This staging recalls the earlier death 

scene, in which the woman lay at the center of the orchestra, the most powerful point of 

the theatre.  In the procession, however, Euripides gives a visual emphasis to the 

woman through the use of contrasts in color and dress, a technique that the playwright 

has employed throughout the work as a whole. 

Staging Alcestis’ Return  

 When the procession finally exits at 747, the play undergoes a major visual shift 

as the dramatic space, once full of family and mourners, now stands empty.  In a 

marked contrast, a single servant enters from the house to narrate a description of the 

events that have been occurring within the palace.  In his speech, the servant, alone on 

stage, gives an account of Heracles‘ revelry that paints a picture of the hero carousing 

inside: 

πνηῆξα δ‘ †ἐλ ρείξεζζη† θίζζηλνλ ιαβὼλ 

πίλεη κειαίλεο κεηξὸο εὔδσξνλ κέζπ, 

ἕσο ἐζέξκελ‘ αὐηὸλ ἀκθηβᾶζα θιὸμ 

νἴλνπ. ζηέθεη δὲ θξᾶηα κπξζίλεο θιάδνηο, 

ἄκνπζ‘ ὑιαθηλ·  

(756-60) 

Taking the ivy wood drinking bowl into his hands,  

he drank the unmixed wine of the black mother grape  

until the warmth of the wine embraced his heart.   

He garlanded his head with branches of myrtle and  

sang rude songs. 
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Here, Euripides creates a series of stark contrasts by juxtaposing this narration against 

the prior tableau of the funeral procession.  During the procession the audience 

watched the stage fill completely with mourners dressed in the dark attire of 

lamentation.  In the current scene, a single speaker recalls the festive dress and 

behavior of Heracles.  By creating a scene that contrasts so completely with the earlier 

funeral procession, Euripides marks the beginning of the second half of the play.  From 

the opening prologue until the funerary procession, the play dealt primarily with Alcestis‘ 

sacrifice and death for her husband.  When the mourners finally carry her body away, 

they bring an end to the story of Alcestis‘ death.  Now with the stage emptied and a 

servant relating a tale of revelry, the overall focus of the play shifts, and Heracles and 

his eventual return of the woman become our primary story.   

 Euripides also signals that a new episode has begun when Heracles exits the 

house and addresses the grieving servant: νὗηνο, ηί ζεκλὸλ θαὶ πεθξνληηθὸο βιέπεηο; 

(773).  We know from the recent description that Heracles is dressed for revelry and his 

temples are garlanded.  Standing opposite the mourning servant, Heracles‘ contrasting 

appearance recalls the prologue when Apollo and death spar over Alcestis‘ life.  Again, 

Euripides visually plays out the conflicting duties of hospitality and mourning that have 

beset the household.  When Heracles leaves the stage after vowing to bring Alcestis 

back, this ―second prologue‖ mirrors the first thematically as well.  In the first prologue, 

Death exits the stage to take Alcestis to her death.  Here, Heracles exits to restore the 

woman to life.   

 When the funeral procession returns at 861, the grieving members of the 

household again fill the dramatic space.  However, Alcestis‘ body is gone and the visual 
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centerpiece of the procession has been lost.  Under these circumstances Admetus 

launches into a melodramatic and self-absorbed lamentation that centers on the loss of 

his wife as a visual object.  Before Admetus can even gather himself to speak, the 

chorus sets the tone for his speech when they console the man:  

ηὸ κήπνη‘ εἰζηδεῖλ θηιίαο ἀιόρνπ 

πξόζσπόλ ζ‘ ἔζαληα ιππξόλ. 

(877) 

To never see the face of your dear wife  

before you is a grief. 

In his lamentation, Admetus echoes this sentiment and makes sight and seeing the key 

emotional triggers of his grief: 

ἡ κὲλ γὰξ ἔλδνλ ἐμειᾷ κ‘ ἐξεκία, 

γπλαηθὸο εὐλὰο εὖη‘ ἂλ εἰζίδσ θελὰο 

ζξόλνπο η‘ ἐλ νἷζηλ ἷδε θαὶ θαηὰ ζηέγαο 

αὐρκεξὸλ νὖδαο, ηέθλα δ‘ ἀκθὶ γνύλαζη 

πίπηνληα θιαίῃ κεηέξ‘, νἱ δὲ δεζπόηηλ 

ζηέλσζηλ νἵαλ ἐθ δόκσλ ἀπώιεζαλ. 

ηὰ κὲλ θαη‘ νἴθνπο ηνηάδ‘· ἔμσζελ δέ κε 

γάκνη η‘ ἐιζη Θεζζαιλ θαὶ μύιινγνη 

γπλαηθνπιεζεῖο· νὐ γὰξ ἐμαλέμνκαη 

ιεύζζσλ δάκαξηνο ηῆο ἐκῆο ὁκήιηθαο. 

ἐξεῖ δέ κ‘ ὅζηηο ἐρζξὸο ὢλ θπξεῖ ηάδε· 

Ἰδνῦ ηὸλ αἰζρξο δλζ‘· 

(944-55) 

For the solitude inside the house will drive me out  
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when I see the bed of my wife empty and the chairs  

in which she sat and the floors in the house dusty,  

and the children falling at my knees  

and calling for their mother, and the servants  

lamenting what sort of a mistress they have lost from the house.  

 On the one hand, this is the state of things inside the house.   

On the other hand, outside the house weddings of  

Thessalians and gatherings of women will drive me away.   

For I will not be able to stand looking at women  

who are the same age as my wife.   

And whoever is an enemy of mine will look at me and say,  

―Look at that man who lives shamefully!‖ 

Admetus‘ grief springs from a variety of potential scenarios, all of which hinge on the 

sense of sight.  First, the widower laments the thought of seeing (εἰζνξάσ) Alcestis‘ bed 

and furniture with the woman absent.  He also weeps at the thought of seeing (ιεύζζσ) 

reminders of Alcestis, like weddings or even any woman the same age as his wife.  

Finally, Admetus turns himself into the object of sight and laments the gaze (ὁξάσ) of 

those who will judge him a cowardly and shameless man.  In all of these instances, 

Admetus emphasizes the power of sight over his emotional state.  By centering the 

husband‘s grief on the act of seeing, Euripides reiterates the comparison of Alcestis to 

an artistic work or statue valued for its aesthetic beauty.  In doing so, the playwright not 

only highlights Admetus‘ undervaluation and objectification of the woman, but he also 

reminds the audience of the state she inhabits between life and death. 
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 Finally, at 1006 the songs of lamentation are brought to a halt when Heracles 

takes the stage, leading a veiled and silent woman.  So begins the recognition scene in 

which Admetus will be reunited with his wife.  In their introduction of the hero, the 

chorus calls out to Admetus:  

θαὶ κὴλ ὅδ᾽, ὡο ἔνηθελ, Ἀιθκήλεο γόλνο, 

Ἄδκεηε, πξὸο ζὴλ ἑζηίαλ πνξεύεηαη. 

(1006-7) 

And here he is, as it seems, the son of Alcmene,  

Admetus, he is coming to your hearth. 

Rather than employing the expected term δκα, the chorus tells Admetus that Heracles 

is headed πξὸο ζὴλ ἑζηίαλ (1007).  With the term ἑζηία, the statement recalls the earlier 

description of Alcestis readying herself for death πξόζζελ ζηίαο (162).  By echoing 

language and imagery from the serving woman‘s depiction of Alcestis as a statue, 

Euripides lays the foundations for the statue-like role of the woman in the final scene.   

 When Heracles speaks, the hero adds to the objectified valuation that Alcestis 

has undergone throughout the play when he describes her as a prize and profit won in 

an athletic competition: 

ὅζελ θνκίδσ ηήλδε ληθεηήξηα 

ιαβώλ. ηὰ κὲλ γὰξ θνῦθα ηνῖο ληθζηλ ἦλ 

ἵππνπο ἄγεζζαη, ηνῖζη δ᾽ αὖ ηὰ κείδνλα 

ληθζη, ππγκὴλ θαὶ πάιελ, βνπθόξβηα: 

γπλὴ δ᾽ ἐπ᾽ αὐηνῖο εἵπεη᾽ 

(1029-31) 

From there I won this woman as a victory prize.   
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For, to the ones who won light events  

horses were given, and to those, in turn, who won bigger events,  

like boxing and wrestling, they took a herd of oxen;  

and a woman went along in addition to these things. 

In Heracles‘ narration of his win, the woman becomes an afterthought in a list of victory 

prizes.  The hero even describes her as a θέξδνο (1033) and commands Admetus to 

take her in: γπλαῖθα ηήλδε κνη ζζνλ ιαβώλ (1020).  Here, we see Alcestis become, 

once again, a mere object of exchange valued for some profit, rather than as a human 

being.   

 The characterization of Alcestis as an object of exchange at the end of the play, 

moreover, mirrors Apollo‘s words in the prologue: 

ᾔλεζαλ δέ κνη ζεαὶ 

Ἄδκεηνλ Ἅηδελ ηὸλ παξαπηίθ᾽ ἐθθπγεῖλ, 

ἄιινλ δηαιιάμαληα ηνῖο θάησ λεθξόλ. 

(12-14) 

But the goddesses promised me that  

Admetus could flee an immediate death by giving  

over another corpse in exchange to the ones below. 

In the prologue, Apollo describes Admetus exchanging Alcestis to Death in order to win 

a longer life.  In Heracles‘ description of the woman at the end of the play, he describes 

winning Alcestis as a prize in an athletic competition and attempts to give the woman 

back to Admetus.  Here we see Alcestis variously passed between the hands of men as 

an object of value and profit.  Admetus, however, does not accept the woman right 
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away.  Instead, he again returns to his grief and reiterates the pain he suffers at 

―seeing‖ the woman: 

ζὺ δ᾽, ὦ γύλαη, 

ἥηηο πνη᾽ εἶ ζύ, ηαὔη᾽ ἔρνπζ᾽ Ἀιθήζηηδη 

κνξθῆο κέηξ᾽ ἴζζη, θαὶ πξνζήτμαη δέκαο. 

νἴκνη. θόκηδε πξὸο ζελ ἐμ ὀκκάησλ 

γπλαῖθα ηήλδε, κή κ᾽ ἕιῃο ᾑξεκέλνλ. 

δνθ γὰξ αὐηὴλ εἰζνξλ γπλαῖρ᾽ ὁξᾶλ 

ἐκήλ: 

(1061-67) 

You, woman,  

whoever you are, recognize that you have the same shape as Alcestis  

and that your frame looks just like hers.   

Ah me.  By the gods, take her away from my sight,  

don‘t take the life of one who is dead.   

For I think about my wife when I look at this  

woman. 

By lingering on the physical appearance of the veiled woman and noting her exact 

likeness to Alcestis, Admetus echoes his earlier wish for a statue replica of Alcestis to 

lay in his bed.  As the woman stands silent and still, she takes on the likeness of the 

statue that Admetus had previously desired.  Admetus again recalls the image of a 

stony statue when he reaches out to touch the veiled woman and exclaims: θαὶ δὴ 

πξνηείλσ, Γνξγόλ' ὡο θαξαηνκλ (1118).  With a reference to the Gorgon, Euripides 

recalls the image of a person turning to stone, i.e., into a statue. 
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 Finally, at the moment when Heracles has convinced the timid Admetus to reach 

out and touch the woman, the hero unveils Alcestis and commands the husband:  

βιέςνλ πξὸο αὐηήλ, εἴ ηη ζῇ δνθεῖ πξέπεηλ 

γπλαηθί: ιύπεο δ᾽ εὐηπρλ κεζίζηαζν. 

(1121-2) 

Look at her, does she seem to look anything like  

your wife?  Stop your grief as you are a fortunate man. 

At this moment, Admetus‘ sight no longer brings him pain.  In a complete reversal, 

Admetus now exclaims that looking at the woman brings him wonderment and joy 

(1123-24).  Yet, as the audience expects the woman to greet her husband and embrace 

him, she instead stands silent and still, leading Admetus to posit: ὅξα δὲ κή ηη θάζκα 

λεξηέξσλ ηόδ᾽ ᾖ. (1127).  In choosing the term θάζκα to describe the silent Alcestis, 

Euripides emphasizes not only the woman‘s state between life and death, but also her 

status as an objectified statue or work of art.  This focus on her appearance continues 

when Admetus embraces his wife a second time and rejoices to once again behold her 

face and physical form (1133-4).  By always linking Admetus‘ emotions and valuations 

of the woman‘s outward appearance, Euripides displays how shallow is Admetus‘ 

devotion to his noble wife.   

Alcestis‘ silence following the recognition scene has befuddled scholars, leading 

some to conclude that the play must have been performed with only two actors.13 It 

seems, however, that an actor in full costume wearing a mask and remaining still and 

                                            
13

 For a discussion of the scholarly debate over Alcestis‘ silence see: Stieber (1998) 92 n3; Damen 
(1989).  
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silent would present the most striking image to the audience. 14  Through this 

presentation Euripides would liken the actual actor to a statue and echo the earlier 

language of substitution, an appropriate image to recall in the final moments of a pro-

satyric play.  While Alcestis previously substituted herself for her husband and a statue 

substituted her role as a wife, now an actor stands in substitution for a statue, and 

ultimately, for Alcestis. 15 

By keeping a silent actor on stage in full costume and mask, Euripides once again 

underscores the liminal nature of Alcestis‘ character in the closing moments of the play.   

The staging also recalls other key moments in the play, all of which centered on Alcestis 

both visually and thematically.  As a silent and unmoving character who repeatedly 

                                            
14

 Ibid. 85: Stieber takes no firm stance on whether an actual statue would have been brought out on the 
stage or whether an actor simply would have come on stage in silence 

15
While Stieber has shown that the silent Alcestis at the end of the play is meant to recall the image of a 

funerary statue, Stieber does not attempt to explain why Euripides decided to include such a motif.  Erna 
Trammell has pointed out that Alcestis may require a three day silence in order to be purified of the 
pollution of death, a pollution that Apollo mentions in the prologue of the play: 

ἐγὼ δέ, κὴ κίαζκά κ' ἐλ δόκνηο θίρεη, 

 ιείπσ κειάζξσλ ηλδε θηιηάηελ ζηέγελ.   

 ἤδε δὲ ηόλδε Θάλαηνλ εἰζνξ πέιαο, 

 ἱεξέα ζαλόλησλ, ὅο ληλ εἰο Ἅηδνπ δόκνπο 

κέιιεη θαηάμεηλ· 

(22-6)  

And I, lest pollution reach me in the house,  

I am leaving the beloved roof of this house.   

Already I see death nearby, the priest of the dead,  

who is preparing to take her down to the house of Hades. 

While the number three may have held a mystic quality in ancient Greece as Trammell (1968) 85-91 
argues and to some extent this explanation may hold true, I think it overlooks the real impact of the silent 
Alcestis on the audience. 
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becomes an object of discussion and visual assessment, Alcestis once again become 

the centerpiece of the dramatic space.  Her silence here recalls her death scene in 

which she lay at the center of the orchestra surrounded by the members of her 

household.  

Furthermore, Alcestis‘ silent and unmoving character also brings the funeral 

procession to mind, again associating the living woman with a dead body.  While 

Euripides consistently portrays the woman as navigating the borders between life/death 

and human/object, this scene acts as a culmination of all these depictions, rendering the 

woman unable to speak or act as a fully animated human.  Thus, the liminal status that 

has followed Alcestis‘ character throughout the play has become so consuming of her 

character that Alcestis will not even have the ability to speak for three days.  By closing 

the play on this note, Euripides creates an ending that stages a summation of the 

thematic focus on Alcestis‘ objectified living/dead state.  Furthermore, by presenting her 

character as a statue Euripides invites the audience to reflect on her situation and the 

sacrifice that she chose to make for her husband rather than simply rewinding her 

character to its role previous to death. 
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CHAPTER 6 
STATUES IN PHOENISSAE, ION, HERACLES, TROJAN WOMEN AND HECUBA 

In the course of this project I have focused primarily on four plays of Euripides: 

Hippolytus, Andromache, Iphigeneia at Tauris and Alcestis.  In these plays Euripides 

relies most heavily on statues and statue-imagery when developing the staging and 

themes.  In this final chapter I look more broadly at the playwright‘s extant work to show 

that his use of statues in these plays follows a pattern that carries through the corpus as 

a whole.  Specifically, I show that in placing statues of deities on stage, the playwright 

reminds the audience that the gods are in control and stand as silent witnesses to the 

dramatic action.  The statues, moreover, serve as a center around which the dramatic 

action can develop both visually and thematically.   

In the context of mortal characters, Euripides creates comparisons between 

women and statues in order to express their status as noble, yet helpless and pitiable 

individuals.  At the same time, moreover, this objectified presentation allows the woman 

to be eroticized as a sex object and portrayed as a thing of beauty.  Euripides tends to 

employ this sort of comparison in the context of female death and sacrifice, as these are 

typically the moments when a woman is the most submissive and dominated, yet most 

valuable and triumphant.   

Apollo in Phoenissae 

 Because the texts of Hippolytus, Andromache and Iphigeneia at Tauris all make 

direct references to divine images, we know that statues certainly appeared on stage. 

Here, I want to examine another instance of a statue in dispute, Apollo‘s image in 
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Phoenissae.1  In Phoenissae, it has been posited that a statue of Apollo Agyieus stood 

on stage near the palace door.  Specifically, scholars have concluded that Polyneices‘ 

direct address to Apollo Agyieus in his farewell to Eteocles and Thebes may suggest 

that a statue, column, or altar to the god was present: 

θαὶ ζύ, Φνῖβ‘ ἄλαμ Ἀγπηεῦ, θαὶ κέιαζξα, ραίξεηε, 

ἥιηθέο ζ‘ νὑκνί, ζελ ηε δεμίκει‘ ἀγάικαηα. 

νὐ γὰξ νἶδ‘ εἴ κνη πξνζεηπεῖλ αὖζηο ἔζζ‘ ὑκᾶο πνηε· 

ἐιπίδεο δ‘ νὔπσ θαζεύδνπζ‘, αἷο πέπνηζα ζὺλ ζενῖο 

ηόλδ‘ ἀπνθηείλαο θξαηήζεηλ ηῆζδε Θεβαίαο ρζνλόο. 

(631-5) 

And you, Phoebus, lord of the streets, and my palace, farewell,  

and my fellow men, and statues of the gods, where sheep are sacrificed.   

For I do not know whether it will ever fall to me to address you again.   

But hopes are not yet sleeping, which leads me to trust that alongside  

the gods, after I have killed that man I will rule the land of Thebes. 

Because Apollo Agyieus‘ statue was typically located near the doors of a house for 

protection, scholars have read this passage as indicating that an image of Apollo may 

have stood as a permanent stage fixture in the play.  The actual appearance of Apollo‘s 

doorway image introduces an additional subject of debate, as the archaeological record 

shows that the god‘s presence could variously be indicated by a statue, pillar or altar.2  

As a pillar, Apollo Agyieus was typically portrayed by a column with a uniquely pointed 

                                            
1
 Kovacs (2002) 279 n31, for example, states that ―Apollo Aguieus, god of ways, may have been 

represented on stage as a statue.  Apollo‘s role in the action is, of course, a significant one.‖ 

2
 Mastronarde (1994) n631, posits an interesting possibility when he asks, ―and wherever a palace is 

portrayed in tragedy I wonder whether there may not have been a prop of a real image rather than the 
more mundane pillar.‖ 
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top, a detail that identifies it with the specific Agyieus version of Apollo.  As the divine 

founder of Thebes and the god most closely associated with the Oedipal myths, I agree 

that a statue of Apollo Agyieus would make an effective stage prop for the story of 

Phoenissae.3  Apollo Agyieus, moreover, would especially recall the importance of the 

crossroads in Oedipus‘ downfall.  While there is too little evidence to know for certain 

whether a statue or pillar depicted the god, I think any standing object that specifically 

identifies Apollo‘s protection would serve the same function as a statue, whether 

specifically a divine image or not.   

While the presence of Apollo‘s statue cannot be decisively proven, Polyneices‘ 

direct address to the god does hold similarities to the addresses that characters in 

Hippolytus give to the statues of Aphrodite and Artemis.  The nurse‘s farewell to 

Phaedra, for example, employs similar language and content: 

νἴκνη, ηί ιέμεηο, ηέθλνλ; ὥο κ‘ ἀπώιεζαο. 

γπλαῖθεο, νὐθ ἀλαζρέη‘, νὐθ ἀλέμνκαη 

δζ‘· ἐρζξὸλ ἦκαξ, ἐρζξὸλ εἰζνξ θάνο. 

ῥίςσ κεζήζσ ζκ‘, ἀπαιιαρζήζνκαη 

βίνπ ζαλνῦζα· ραίξεη‘, νὐθέη‘ εἴκ‘ ἐγώ. 

νἱ ζώθξνλεο γάξ, νὐρ ἑθόληεο ἀιι‘ ὅκσο, 

θαθλ ἐξζη. Κύπξηο νὐθ ἄξ‘ ἦλ ζεόο, 

ἀιι‘ εἴ ηη κεῖδνλ ἄιιν γίγλεηαη ζενῦ, 

ἣ ηήλδε θἀκὲ θαὶ δόκνπο ἀπώιεζελ. 

(353-61) 

                                            
3
 Craik (1988) n631 supports that ―the physical presence of an image of Apollo on stage is a constant 

reminder of his inexorable part in the action.‖ 
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Oh my, what are you saying, child?  You have destroyed me.   

Women, these things can‘t be endured; I can‘t suffer through this  

alive.  The day is an enemy; the light I look upon is an enemy.   

I will cast myself down and release my body; dying, I will let go of life.   

Farewell, I exist no longer.  For those of sound mind,  

although not wanting it, nevertheless, love evils.  

 Kypris is not a god, but whatever is bigger than what a god is,  

she is this and has destroyed me and this household. 

Both the nurse and Polyneices express their helplessness in the face of a desperate 

situation and then bid farewell (ραίξεηε) to their home and related gods.  Just as 

Polyneices bids goodbye to Apollo, so does the nurse to Kypris.  In the nurse‘s speech, 

moreover, we know that a statue of Aphrodite would have stood nearby while the nurse 

called out to the goddess.  With these close parallels in language and content, it seems 

reasonable that Polyneices‘ final words of farewell to Apollo Agyieus would also be 

addressed to a statue of the god.    

Due to Apollo‘s importance in the Theban myths, his presence on stage via an 

Agyieus statue would also act as a constant reminder of the god‘s role as Thebes‘ 

protector and his importance in the city‘s foundation myth.  In this way, Apollo‘s statue 

would function in a manner similar to Thetis‘ image in Andromache.  As Cadmus 

founded Thebes according to the direction of the oracle at Delphi, so the foundation of 

the Thetideion held divine origins as it represented the place where Thetis and Peleus 

made their home.  Apollo‘s statue, like Thetis‘ statue in Andromache, would signal to the 

audience that the god was in control.  The audience knows that Thebes must fall 

according to the prophecy given to Laius, and Jocasta herself confesses: θαθο ζελ 
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ηηο Οἰδίπνπ θζείξεη γέλνο (379).  A statue or pillar identified with Apollo would 

underscore the importance of divine control in the fall of the Theban house, in much the 

same way as Aphrodite‘s statue coldly watches Phaedra‘s destruction via her image.   

Euripides further signals the supremacy of Apollo in the play by depicting the 

chorus as a group of beautiful young girls completely devoted to the worship of the god.  

While the family of Oedipus expresses despair over the catastrophe that has befallen 

the house, the chorus maintains an air of celebratory devotion to the god that stands in 

stark contrast to the sentiments of the desperate victims of Laius‘ curse.  In order to 

express fully the chorus‘ complete devotion to the god, Euripides portrays the girls in a 

manner that recalls votive objects or statues: 

πόιενο ἐθπξνθξηζεῖζ‘ ἐκᾶο 

θαιιηζηεύκαηα Λνμίᾳ 

Καδκείσλ ἔκνινλ γᾶλ, 

θιεηλλ Ἀγελνξηδᾶλ 

ὁκνγελεῖο ἐπὶ Λαΐνπ 

πεκθζεῖζ‘ ἐλζάδε πύξγνπο. 

ἴζα δ‘ ἀγάικαζη ρξπζνηεύ- 

θηνηο Φνίβῳ ιάηξηο ἐγελόκαλ· 

(214-21) 

Chosen from my city as the  

greatest beauty for Loxias,  

I came to the land of Cadmus,  

of the famous decendents of Agenor,  
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my kinsmen, sent here to the towers of Laius.   

And, just as statues made of gold,  

I became a servant to Phoebus. 

When the chorus describes themselves as equivalent to golden votive statues, they 

portray themselves as physical property of the god.  We see Euripides use a similar 

technique in Andromache when he systematically presents Andromache in ways that 

recall a statue while she takes refuge at Thetis‘ image.4  When Menelaus and Hermione 

force Andromache from the temenos of Thetis‘ shrine, their actions appear analogous to 

sacrilegious temple robbery.  Similarly, when the servant narrates Alcestis‘ preparations 

for death before the altar of the house, Alcestis also takes on characteristics of a votive 

object or statue within a palace sacred to Apollo.   

Athena and the Temple of Apollo at Delphi in the Ion 

I would now like to draw attention to the sculptural frieze on the temple of Apollo at 

Delphi in the Ion and the significance of the deities it depicts.  In my analysis of Alcestis, 

I showed that Admetus‘ palace, having previously housed Apollo, emerges in the play 

as a quasi-temple and silent witness to the action.  Scholars have often noted the 

unusual attention paid to Admetus‘ house by the characters of the play and the direct 

addresses given to it by the characters on stage.  Similarly, the temple of Apollo at 

Delphi functions as both a divinely sanctioned structure and silent witness to the action 

of the Ion.  In fact, Euripides takes pains to remind the audience that practically the 

entire pantheon of the gods watches the stage action from their places on the temple‘s 

frieze.  In the chorus‘ description of the temple‘s sculpture throughout the parados (184-

                                            
4
 Swift (2009) 80 n67, notes the similarity between the language of this passage and that of IT 18-21, 

―where Iphigeneia describes herself as owed to Artemis on account of her beauty.‖ 
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218), they point out the many deities who are watching the play alongside the audience.  

Thus, it appears that not only Apollo watched over Ion‘s youth at Delphi, but all the gods 

offered him protection and safety. 

The sculptural depiction on the temple frieze, moreover, allows Euripides to create 

a constant reminder of Athena‘s importance in the play.   While the Ion is set at Delphi 

and revolves around a child of Apollo, the play‘s true beginnings take place in Athens 

and Creusa‘s rape there by the god.  Moreover, Creusa and Xuthus were compelled to 

make the journey to Delphi due to their inability to produce an heir back home.5  As the 

chorus is made up of a group of Creusa‘s servants from Athens, the women naturally 

identify with Athena‘s depiction on Apollo‘s temple: 

— ιεύζζεηο νὖλ ἐπ‘ γθειάδῳ 

γνξγσπὸλ πάιινπζαλ ἴηπλ —  

— ιεύζζσ Παιιάδ‘, ἐκὰλ ζεόλ. 

(209-11) 

Do you see the goddess brandishing  

her gorgon-eyed shield against Enkelados? 

I see her, Pallas, my goddess. 

Here, Athena‘s presence on the temple façade offers Euripides one more opportunity to 

bring a play ostensibly about Apollo back around to Athena, the goddess who will 

ultimately appear ex machina at the end of the play.  Thus, when Athena takes the 

stage in person at the end of the play, she stands alongside a sculptural depiction of 

herself, much like Aphrodite and Artemis in Hippolytus, or Thetis in the Andromache.   

                                            
5
 For a detailed discussion of Athena‘s role in the Ion, see Zeitlin (1996) 329-33. 
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 In the chorus‘ description of Apollo‘s temple at Delphi, moreover, we find another 

reference to Apollo Agyieus, as we just saw in the Phoenissae: 

— νὐθ ἐλ ηαῖο δαζέαηο Ἀζά- 

λαηο εὐθίνλεο ἦζαλ αὐ- 

ιαὶ ζελ κόλνλ, νὐδ‘ ἀγπη- 

άηηδεο ζεξαπεῖαη· 

(184-87) 

Not only in revered Athens  

are there beautifully-columned halls  

of the gods, but there is also worship  

of Apollo Agyieus.   

In the opening lines of the first parados, we find the chorus sight-seeing at Apollo‘s 

temple at Delphi and pointing out the statues and sculptures that stood in the area.  

Because their mention of Apollo Agyieus occurs in this context, it can be posited with 

some certainty that a statue of Apollo Agyieus was intended to stand on stage.  The use 

of such a statue here would resemble the Apollo Agyieus that appears in the 

Phoenissae.  Finally, Euripides uses this common statue of Apollo as another means of 

bringing the audience‘s attention back to the Athenian roots of the play, as the chorus is 

sure to mention that similar temples and statues stand back in their homeland. 

Divine Statues and Protection 

 In positioning divine statues on stage, Euripides exploits the protective aspects of 

divine images in ways that underscore the themes of each work.  The degree and 

means of protection offered by a deity‘s statue depends on the context and events of 

that particular play or scene.  In Hippolytus, Euripides shows that a divinity‘s protection 
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via a statue is not guaranteed to a devotee when Artemis stands by and allows 

Aphrodite to destroy Hippolytus and Phaedra.  While Hippolytus may have devoted 

himself fully to the worship of Artemis‘ statue, this is not enough to negate the dire 

consequences of his hubristic attitude toward Aphrodite.  The statue on stage, in reality, 

ends up underscoring the lack of protection that Artemis gives to Hippolytus as the 

image ultimately becomes a cold reminder of divine vengeance and the jealousy of the 

gods. 

 We see a similar absence of protection in Phoenissae with the protective Apollo 

Agyieus statue that stands near the palace door.  Rather than intervening in the 

downfall of Oedipus and his family, Apollo‘s image stands silently on stage and watches 

the devastation unfold.  By creating a celebratory chorus that is wholly devoted to the 

god, Euripides creates an exemplum of correct worship and respect for the god.  Rather 

than protecting the family of Laius, Apollo‘s statue seems to protect Thebes by expelling 

the cursed ruling family from his city.6 

                                            
6
 Euripides‘ acute awareness of the protective role of divine images also appears frequently in his 

narratives of off-stage action and images.  For example, in the dei ex machina scene of the Electra, the 
Dioskouroi specifically instruct Orestes to seek protection from Athena‘s image: 

ἐιζὼλ δ‘ Ἀζήλαο Παιιάδνο ζεκλὸλ βξέηαο 

πξόζπηπμνλ• εἵξμεη γάξ ληλ ἐπηνεκέλαο 

δεηλνῖο δξάθνπζηλ ὥζηε κὴ ςαύεηλ ζέζελ, 

γνξγθ‘ ὑπεξηείλνπζα ζῶ θάξᾳ θύθινλ. 

(1254-57)  

Go to Athens and embrace the revered divine image of Pallas.   

She will bar them, terrifying with their dreadful serpents,  

so that they are unable to touch you,  

stretching out her gorgon-eyed shield over your head. 
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Comparisons of Mortal Women to Statues 

 In a scene that holds a number of similarities to Alcestis‘ presentation as devoted 

object, in the Trojan Women Hecuba, as a means of expressing her feeling of 

helplessness and loss of control, describes her situation in words recalling a statue: 

θεῦ θεῦ. 

ηῶ δ‘ ἁ ηιάκσλ 

πνῦ πᾷ γαίαο δνπιεύζσ γξαῦο, 

ὡο θεθήλ, ἁ δεηιαία, 

λεθξνῦ κνξθά, 

λεθύσλ ἀκελελὸλ ἄγαικα, 

αἰαῖ 

ηὰλ παξὰ πξνζύξνηο θπιαθὰλ θαηέρνπζ‘ 

ἢ παίδσλ ζξέπηεηξ‘, ἃ Τξνίαο 

ἀξραγνὺο εἶρνλ ηηκάο; 

(190-96) 

Alas!  Alas!  

Belonging to whom and  

in what place on earth  

will I become a slave in my old age,  

as a drone, a wretched thing, the outline of a corpse,  

feeble adornment to the dead,  

                                                                                                                                             
In his depiction of Athena‘s statue, Euripides portrays the goddess‘ statue as an untouchable provider of 
protection and refuge.  Just as Thoas easily accepted the purported movement of Artemis‘ statue in the 
Iphigeneia, here the Dioskouroi employ the present active participle of the verb ὑπεξηείλσ and give a 
living, breathing presence to Athena‘s statue.  The detail of her gorgon-eyed shield, moreover, portrays 
the statue as actively menacing and protective, animating its presence even further.  Roisman and 
Luschnig (2011) ad loc., comment that ―even Athena will intimidate the Furies, unlike her Aeschylean 
counterpart who uses persuasion and diplomacy.‖ 
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alas!   

Keeping watch as a guardian by the gates  

or an attendant to their children,  

I who once was royalty in Troy. 

By describing herself as a λεθύσλ ἀκελελὸλ ἄγαικα (193), Hecuba objectifies herself 

and expresses her powerless state in terms of an artistic piece.  By projecting herself as 

a beautiful statue, Hecuba also underscores her nobility and authority.  The Trojan 

queen stands in a liminal state that forces her at once to be both alive and dead, queen 

and slave.  By comparing her to a beautiful object, Euripides is able to simultaneously 

elicit pity on her behalf, while also maintaining her image of beauty and nobility. 

 Similarly, Euripides compares Polyxena to a statue at the moment of her sacrifice 

in the Hecuba.  When Talthybios relates the events of the girl‘s sacrifice at Achilles‘ 

tomb he describes the girl in terms of a statue: 

θἀπεὶ ηόδ‘ εἰζήθνπζε δεζπνηλ ἔπνο, 

ιαβνῦζα πέπινπο ἐμ ἄθξαο ἐπσκίδνο 

ἔξξεμε ιαγόλαο ἐο κέζαο παξ‘ ὀκθαιόλ, 

καζηνύο η‘ ἔδεημε ζηέξλα ζ‘ ὡο ἀγάικαηνο 

θάιιηζηα, θαὶ θαζεῖζα πξὸο γαῖαλ γόλπ 

ἔιεμε πάλησλ ηιεκνλέζηαηνλ ιόγνλ· 

(557-62) 

And when she heard the words of her master,  

taking her robe from the top of the shoulder she  

pulled it open over her chest to the waist,  

before their eyes, and she showed her breast and chest,  
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most beautiful as a statue, and bending down upon her  

knee she delivered a speech more pitiable than all others. 

When the messenger depicts the girl getting on one knee and exposing her breast to 

Neoptolemus in a heroic acceptance of her fate, his comparison of her to a statue 

allows the girl to appear both an object of pity and erotic desire.7  Her depiction as a 

statue underscores the girl‘s submission to her fate and loss of control.  Here, in this 

liminal state just moments before her death, Polyxena is portrayed in a manner that 

recalls Alcestis‘ preparations for death at the family altar.  Both women appear as 

beautiful works of art when they accept their deaths and choose to die nobly.8  

Furthermore, the comparison of Polyxena to a statue just prior to her death also recalls 

the image of a funerary monument, much like Alcestis‘ silent return at the end of her 

play.9   

Heracles’ Portrayal as a Statue in Heracles 

 As we have seen from the previous examples, Euripides‘ comparisons of mortals 

to statues usually occur in the context of female characters.  Because men tend to hold 

positions of power in tragedy as kings or generals, and comparisons to statues indicate 

submission, it seems natural that these portrayals would focus on females.  In Heracles, 

however, we find a male hero utterly dominated by the gods and forced into a state of 

                                            
7
 For the argument that Polyxena‘s baring of her breast is actually a misinterpreted heroic warrior‘s 

gesture, see Mossman(1999) 157-60. 

8
 Hall,(2006) 133, notes that ―the sexual aura emanating from a charismatic actor wearing the mask of a 

beautiful woman, a painted sculpture, may have filled spectators with especially uneasy pleasure.‖ 

9
 Rabinowitz (1993) 82, sums up this function nicely when she states, ―In this way, the statue is 

reminiscent of the grave markers of the day, which served somewhat inconsistent functions: like a song, 
they denied the death through memory, but they also affirmed the death by marking the place of burial 
and preventing use of the site for another grave.‖  For a discussion of the confusion over Polyxena‘s act 
as erotic and pitiable, see Segal (1990) 112. 
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complete helplessness and submission.  Thus, we also find one of the few examples in 

Euripides of a male character depicted in the manner of a statue.  At both the beginning 

and end of Heracles, the playwright portrays the hero as a stony object.  This depiction 

expresses the hero‘s helpless state and his inability to protect his family.  Euripides 

takes this statue-like presentation a step further, moreover, when the hero sits bound to 

a column of the house, restrained, helpless and fused to a stone pillar. 

When Amphitryon delivers his prologue (1-59), the family of Heracles sits in the 

center of the orchestra taking refuge at an altar of Zeus.  Under siege from Lycus, they 

are left with only this altar for protection in Heracles‘ absence: 

ἐγὼ δέ — ιείπεη γάξ κε ηνῖζδ‘ ἐλ δώκαζηλ 

ηξνθὸλ ηέθλσλ νἰθνπξόλ, ἡλίθα ρζνλὸο 

κέιαηλαλ ὄξθλελ εἰζέβαηλε, παῖο ἐκόο —  

ζὺλ κεηξί, ηέθλα κὴ ζάλσζ‘ Ἡξαθιένπο, 

βσκὸλ θαζίδσ ηόλδε ζσηῆξνο Δηόο, 

ὃλ θαιιηλίθνπ δνξὸο ἄγαικ‘ ἱδξύζαην 

Μηλύαο θξαηήζαο νὑκὸο εὐγελὴο ηόθνο. 

(44-50) 

But I – for he left me at home to rear his children  

and watch over the house, 

 while he goes into the black darkness of the earth,  

my child – I, with their mother, lest the children of Heracles perish,  

I am seated here at this altar of Zeus the savior,  

which my well-born child set up as a commemorative  

monument to his glorious victory after he overcame the Minyae. 
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Here, at the palace of Heracles, the audience finds the hero‘s family seeking protection 

from an altar, a θαιιηλίθνπ δνξὸο ἄγαικ‘ (49).10  Thus, the stone monument comes to 

represent the absent hero and highlight his lack of intervention.  This motif of using a 

statue or monument as a substitute for an absent character recalls Admetus‘ desire for 

a stony substitute of his dead wife.  The staging of the scene, moreover, resembles that 

of Alcestis‘ death scene, when the grieving household assembles around the dying 

woman in a visual reflection of her central role in the family.  Here we find a similar 

assembly, yet the central figure in the family, Heracles, is absent and replaced instead 

with an ἄγαικα.   

 At the end of Heracles, Euripides mirrors the comparison to a statue that occurs 

in the prologue when Heracles, just prior to his exile from Thebes, expresses a wish to 

be turned to stone: 

Θεζεύο: 

ἀλίζηαζ‘, ὦ δύζηελε· δαθξύσλ δ‘ ἅιηο. 

Ἡξαθιῆο: 

νὐθ ἂλ δπλαίκελ· ἄξζξα γὰξ πέπεγέ κνπ. 

Θεζεύο: 

θαὶ ηνὺο ζζέλνληαο γὰξ θαζαηξνῦζηλ ηύραη. 

Ἡξαθιῆο: 

θεῦ· 

αὐηνῦ γελνίκελ πέηξνο ἀκλήκσλ θαθλ 

Theseus: Stand up, wretched one, enough of your weeping. 

                                            
10

 Griffiths (2006) 48, agrees that ―the opening tableau, then, shows us a family sheltering around a stone 
monument in place of Heracles himself.‖ 
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Heracles: I am not able, for my limbs are held fast. 

Theseus: Indeed, fortune even takes down the mighty. 

Heracles: Alas, would that I become a rock, unmindful of evils. 

By desiring to be turned to stone, Heracles shows himself to be a helpless and pitiable 

object.  Furthermore, his lack of movement and his desire to lose the ability to 

experience grief reiterates the hero‘s helpless state.  The image, moreover, recalls 

Hermione‘s threat when Andromache refuses to leave the protection of Thetis‘ shrine: 

θαὶ γὰξ εἰ πέξημ ζ‘ ἔρνη 

ηεθηὸο κόιπβδνο, ἐμαλαζηήζσ ζ‘ ἐγὼ 

πξὶλ ᾧ πέπνηζαο παῖδ‘ Ἀρηιιέσο κνιεῖλ. 

(266-8) 

For even if on all sides  

molten lead holds you there, I will pick you up  

before the one you trust, the son of Achilles, comes. 

Both Theseus and Hermione use a form of ἀλίζηεκη when addressing the ―statue-ized‖ 

characters.  In both, moreover, Euripides employs language related to statues in order 

to express the defeated and helpless nature of the characters involved.  By portraying a 

character as an inanimate object, the playwright is able to express a sense of 

powerlessness and vulnerability.  While such situations most often occur in connection 

with female characters, the Heracles has shown that men, too, can find themselves 

desperate and abandoned. 
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION 

This study has illustrated Euripides‘ use of statues and the effects of such statues 

on the structure and meaning of his plays.  While in some plays he places statues on 

the stage sets (Hippolytus, Andromache, Phoenissae, Ion) or incorporates them as 

props (Iphigeneia at Tauris), in other plays Euripides uses the image of a statue in order 

to make a comparative comment on a particular character (Alcestis, Trojan Women, 

Hecuba, Heracles).  When including statues that represent deities in the staging, the 

playwright creates reminders of the gods in control.  As deities in statue-form, the 

images stand as more than mere inanimate objects.  Because of their divine nature, 

they take on an animated presence that allows them to act as quasi-characters.  As 

such, the ―statue-ized‖ gods can be addressed, garlanded, or clung to for protection.  

Furthermore, when the gods depicted as statues fail to intervene on a character‘s 

behalf, they underscore the lack of protection that certain characters may receive.  

Finally, the images that appear on stage offer a center around which the dramatic action 

can unfold.  In this way, Euripides emphasizes the centrality of that deity in the play‘s 

conflict and story. 

 In the context of mortals, Euripides employs comparisons to statues in order to 

portray a once noble character as helpless, defeated and submissive.  Because men 

tend to hold positions of power in the plays, most comparisons to statues refer to female 

characters.  This objectified presentation allows a woman to be eroticized and portrayed 

as a thing of beauty in her moment of submission and surrender.  The comparison to an 

inanimate object, moreover, lends itself to the context of death and sacrifice as the 

characters involved can be portrayed as maintaining a liminal state between life and 
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death in their final moments (Alcestis, Polyxena).  While Euripides most often develops 

comparisons to statues in reference to female characters, on a few occasions he uses 

the technique to show a male character‘s state of complete submission (Orestes, 

Heracles).  Thus, when Orestes arrives in Tauris besieged by the Furies and risking 

death by sacrifice, Iphigeneia dreams of her brother in the form of a stone pillar.  

Likewise, when Heracles is driven mad and compelled to murder his family in the 

Heracles, Euripides depicts the devastated hero as a stony object, analogous to a 

statue. 

Statues and Staging 

 In this study, moreover, I have shown that careful attention to the role of statues 

can help illuminate the intended staging of certain plays.  In Hippolytus, placing the 

statues of Aphrodite and Artemis equidistant from the palace door offers the best 

reflection of the play‘s overall structure.  With this arrangement, Euripides develops an 

organizing principal around which the reflective action can unfold.  When the goddesses 

are located on opposite sides of the stage, the arrangement emphasizes the opposing, 

yet complementary, nature of the two deities.  The statues also allow the playwright to 

demonstrate visually divine allegiances in the play. Thus, Phaedra‘s concealment 

behind the statue of Artemis during Hippolytus‘ tirade against women would underscore 

both Phaedra‘s abandonment by Aphrodite and Hippolytus‘ abandonment by Artemis.  

Finally, I argue that once Phaedra‘s body is wheeled out of the palace on the 

ekkyklema, the staging and themes are best served if the woman‘s body remains there 

until the end when Hippolytus‘ body joins her and returns the stage to its familiar 

symmetry. 
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 In Andromache, I argue that Thetis‘ role as the controlling deity in the play is best 

represented by placing her statue and shrine at the center of the orchestra.  By placing 

the goddess and her suppliant in the location of the thymele while the other characters 

appropriate the stage space in front of the skene, two divided theatrical worlds emerge.  

This divided staging underscores the Thetideion‘s role as a place of refuge for Thetis 

and her mortal husband, Peleus.  The shrine, moreover, would work best with a visually 

defined temenos surrounding it, as such a partition would underscore the sacrilegious 

nature of Hermione and Menelaus‘ removal of Andromache from the boundaries of the 

shrine. 

 In Iphigeneia at Tauris, Euripides includes a small divine image of Artemis in the 

second half of the action.  Because the portable statue does not stand as a permanent 

stage fixture like the statues of Hippolytus and Andromache, Artemis‘ statue does not 

offer the same level of visual organization.  Euripides, however, still uses the divine 

image as a foundation around which he can build the play‘s two-part structure: it is in 

search of the statue that Orestes first arrives in Tauris and, after the recognition scene, 

it becomes the key instrument in safely executing the escape plot. 

 In my final chapter, I discussed two plays in which the textual evidence suggests 

a statue of Apollo Agyieus stood on stage.  In Phoenissae, Polyneices bids farewell to 

Apollo Agyieus‘ statue as he exits in order to bring an army against Thebes.  As the 

divinity most closely associated with the Theban myths, a statue of Apollo on the stage 

would underscore the god‘s role in the story and his lack of intervention in the fall of 

Laius‘ family.  Furthermore, Apollo Agyieus would especially recall the importance of the 

crossroads in the downfall of Oedipus.  A similar statue, moreover, appears in the 
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staging of the Ion, as the chorus makes mention of Apollo Agyieus‘ image when they 

conduct their tour of the temple at Delphi.  Because they mention the presence of 

similar statues at Athens, Athena‘s image here helps to remind the audience of the 

play‘s Athenian origins. 

Statues and Protection 

 Divine statues in Euripides‘ work function not only as organizational tools, but 

also as objects that convey divine protection.  When a character clings to or hides 

behind a divine image in search of refuge, their actions reflect the thematic alliances 

between mortals and divinities.  Likewise, when a statue silently watches a character‘s 

downfall and offers no protection, the image serves to underscore the lack of protection 

offered to that character.  For example, the two deities present on stage during 

Hippolytus act as constant reminders to Hippolytus‘ misunderstanding of proper divine-

mortal relationships.  Furthermore, when Phaedra takes refuge behind Artemis‘ statue 

during Hippolytus‘ tirade against women, the woman shows that she no longer expects 

protection from Aphrodite.  Similarly, the statue of Apollo Agyieus in Phoenissae silently 

watches the downfall of Laius‘ family.  This lack of intervention or protection from Apollo 

emphasizes the power of Laius‘ curse and the cold nature of divine vengeance. 

 In Andromache, Euripides visually expresses the thematic commonalities that 

exist between Andromache and Thetis by positioning Andromache within Thetis‘ 

temenos and clinging to her statue.  When Andromache is forced from the confines of 

the shrine, Peleus emerges to take over as protector of Andromache on Thetis‘ behalf.  

Thus, when Thetis silently witnesses Hermione‘s downfall and chooses not to intervene, 

the goddess shows her disapproval of that woman‘s actions.  Likewise, the relationship 

between Artemis and Iphigeneia in Iphigeneia at Tauris resembles the relationship 



 

141 

between Thetis and Andromache.  Just as Andromache receives continuous divine 

protection, so does Iphigeneia, Artemis‘ priestess.  However, while Andromache is 

delivered into the hands of Peleus after leaving the shrine, Iphigeneia carries an image 

of Artemis along with her. 

Mortals as Statues 

 Euripides presents a mortal character in a manner that recalls a statue either as 

a means of underscoring a character‘s relationship to a divinity (Andromache, 

Iphigeneia) or as a means of portraying a character as nobly submissive or near death 

(Alcestis, Polyxena).  For example, Hermione characterizes Andromache as a statue 

when she attempts to remove the woman from Thetis‘ protection: 

θαὶ γὰξ εἰ πέξημ ζ‘ ἔρνη 

ηεθηὸο κόιπβδνο, ἐμαλαζηήζσ ζ‘ ἐγὼ 

πξὶλ ᾧ πέπνηζαο παῖδ‘ Ἀρηιιέσο κνιεῖλ. 

(266-8) 

For even if on all sides molten lead  

holds you there, I will pick you up  

before the one you trust, the son of Achilles, comes. 

By depicting Andromache as a statue fused to Thetis‘ image, the playwright 

underscores the alliance between the goddess and mortal.  In other instances, 

Euripides likens Andromache to a statue when he compares her to stone (115-6) or 

recalls the myth of Niobe (532-4).  Similarly, in Iphigeneia at Tauris, Iphigeneia takes on 

characteristics of the image she serves.  At 798-802, the woman is treated as isolated 

and untouchable, just Artemis‘ statue. 
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 Euripides also compares mortal characters to statues in order to portray those 

characters as nobly submissive in times of desperation or death.  The most obvious 

example of this occurs in Euripides‘ presentation of Alcestis as a statue or work of art 

throughout her play.  By depicting her as an attractive object, Euripides emphasizes her 

beauty and submission to her husband.  This comparison to an inanimate statue, 

moreover, helps to express the liminal state between life and death that the woman 

navigates.  Alcestis‘ portrayal as an artistic piece also acts to undercut the submissive 

aspects of her story and simultaneously portrays her as triumphant and strong.  

Similarly, Hecuba describes herself as λεθύσλ ἀκελελὸλ ἄγαικα (193) in the Trojan 

Women.  By objectifying herself, the Trojan queen expresses her powerless state in 

terms of an artistic piece.  Although a helpless slave, Hecuba is far from a mere weak 

and powerless slave.  Finally, Talthybios chooses to describe Polyxena as a beautiful 

statue just prior to the girl‘s sacrifice in the Hecuba.  Such a depiction allows the girl to 

appear both an object of pity and erotic desire in her final moments of life. 

 This study has shown that Euripides employs statues in his plays in a consistent 

and significant manner.  By placing divine statues on stage, the playwright is able to 

underscore the importance of divine influence in his works and visually define divine-

mortal allegiances.  By creating comparisons between mortals and statues, moreover, 

Euripides depicts his characters as noble objects in times of death and desperation.  By 

examining the role of statues in his plays, moreover, one can see the careful attention 

that Euripides paid to the visual and artistic elements of the stage.   
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