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Abstract

“Epxoc ABnvaiov: The Ajax Myth, the Trojan War, and Civic Ideology in Fifth-Century Athens
Chair of the Supervisory Committee:

Professor Ruby Blondell

Department of Classics
This project explores how fifth-century Athens attempted to appropriate the myth of Telamonian
Ajax as a way to express its civic ideology and sociohistorical identity in the decades following
the Second Persian Invasion. | argue that Athens used the Ajax myth in order to promote its
political interests as Hellenic liberator to the larger Greek world. Because the Persian Wars were
often treated as parallel with the Trojan War, Athens could propagandize its role in the Battle of
Salamis by articulating the Ajax myth as an exemplum. The scope of the Ajax myth also
provided Athens with a means to address its political anxieties, as it shifted during the fifth
century from Greece’s dark-horse champion at the Battle of Salamis, to Delian League hegemon,
and finally to imperial power. I first orient readers with the myth of Ajax in general, and the
history of Athenian disputes with other poleis over his home island of Salamis. | then look at the
Athenian artistic representation of “Ajax and Achilles playing a board game” and suggest
reasons for its popularity. I turn next to Ajax in Homer, highlighting characteristics that Athens
might find expedient for its projection of civic identity after the Persian Wars. This chapter also
considers Ajax’s relationship with other figures, notably Achilles, Hector, and Odysseus, in order

to provide a foundation for my project in toto.



I look next at literature in the decade after the Persian Wars, the era of “celebration
culture” after Greek victory. I explore the new Simonides’ Plataeca elegy and epigrams from the
Athenian Agora to demonstrate that Greeks employed the Trojan War to parallel the Persian
War. I then examine Aeschylus’ Persians and argue that he uses the lliadic Ajax in order to
epicize Athens’ role in the battle of Salamis. Finally, I address Sophocles’ Ajax as a vehicle to
examine the shift in Athens’ identity from Greek defender in the Persian Invasions to imperial
aggressor in the Peloponnesian War. | argue that the Ajax alludes to Aeschylus’ Persians as a
way to integrate Athens’ identity as defender of Greece in the battle of Salamis with its
imperialist identity at the time of 4jax’s production. Lastly, | argue that Ajax recalls his single
combat and gift exchange with Hector from the Iliad (Aj.654-665 alluding to 11.7.161-312), as a
way for Athens to problematize shifting civic values and to incorporate that problematization

into its civic identity.
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Introduction: Athens and the Ajax Myth

In the 470s BCE, after Athens led the Greek coalition that routed Xerxes’ fleet around Salamis, it
began to associate its achievement with Ajax’s Panhellenic fame as the bulwark of the Achaeans
in the Iliad. It is little wonder. Homeric tradition depicts Ajax as the quintessential Greek hero of
defensive warfare. Entering battle, he wields the massive Mycenaean body-shield, the implement
of a bygone era, carrying it “like a tower,” in defense of his Greek comrades. The shield
indicates Ajax’s heroic personality, intractable to change, and is an extension of his warrior
prowess —it is the tangible representation of Ajax’s essence. When Achilles abstains from battle,
the Greek army looks to Ajax, Achilles’ understudy and the second best warrior. Ajax provides
military cohesion, and leads the defense against Hector’s assaults, securing the Achaean wall,
and warding fire away from the Greek ships. Like Ajax defending the Greek army atop the ships
at Troy, Athens looked to its ships at Salamis for the protection of Greece, and soon styled itself,
the defender of Greek liberty —the “bulwark of Hellas” (Pi. fr.76).

However, where the Iliad distinguishes Ajax for his unrelenting defensive prowess, the
larger tradition marks him for his humiliation —losing the judgment of the arms, his madness, the
attack on the Greek livestock, and for his subsequent suicide.® The contrast between the Iliadic
Ajax and his depiction in the Epic Cycle reveals the stark disparity separating the gloried
Achaean defender and the frenzied and humiliated warrior. This Ajax, Athens would also look to
in mid-century, when Sophocles depicted his myth in the troubled years leading up to the

Peloponnesian War. Previously unattested, Ajax’s attempt to murder Greek comrades is more

! These events are related in the Aethiopis and the Little Iliad of the Epic cycle, of which only
fragments and Proclus’ summary survives.



than likely a Sophoclean innovation, and one of particular relevance for the years marked by
Athens’ increasing tendency to punish disinterested allied poleis.

This project examines how Classical Athens interpreted the myth of Ajax through the
poetic texts of Homer, Aeschylus, and Sophocles, in order to address its evolving civic identity. |
argue that Athens constructs and criticizes its civic ideology by articulating Ajax as a model for
the Athenian state, one that facilitated self-interpretation as its civic identity shifted from dark-
horse champion of Greece, when it led the Greek defense at the battle of Salamis (480BCE), to
hegemon of the Delian League and finally to Athenian Empire. In this way, Athens employed
Ajax as an analogue for its national character—that is, Athens continually tailored Ajax from the
Homeric tradition to fit an “Athens as Ajax” identity.

Examining culture through the prism of its mythological heroes has often preoccupied
scholars. Seminal works such as W.B. Stanford’s Ulysses Theme analyzes how ancient Greeks
and later cultures adapted Odysseus’ diverse characterizations to articulate social and political
narratives. Stanford understands the Homeric Odysseus as a complex character which serves to
buttress the many later diverse interpretations of his figure. In a similar vein, | understand Ajax
as an “adaptable” hero, who serves the cultural needs of Athens for its own ideological
articulation. Many scholars have written about the political implications of Ajax’s myth, often
concentrating on Sophocles’ play, such as Bernard Knox’s “The Ajax of Sophocles,” R.P.
Winnington-Ingram’s “Sophocles: An Interpretation”, or Peter Rose’s “Historicizing Sophocles’
Ajax” which offers a detailed Marxist interpretation, centered on conflict between the demos and
aristocratic elites in fifth-century Athens. Among these, David Bradshaw’s essay, “Ajax and the
Myth of the Polis”, stands out for its insight into the myth of Ajax and its applicability for the

Athenian city-state. But Bradshaw’s study, while illuminating, does not comprehensively discuss



the Ajax myth for the time-period | intend to treat. Bradshaw does not fully incorporate the texts
of Homer, Aeschylus, and Sophocles, nor does he examine how Athens utilized the epic past in
service to its burgeoning sense of historical awareness and as a vehicle for its socio-historical
identity.

Moreover, scholars have only recently investigated the extent to which the epic past has
shaped fifth-century Athenian history, identity, and ideology.? Certainly, Homer and the tradition
of the Trojan War were integral to the development of a Panhellenic consciousness and allowed
city-states to promote individual interests and identities originating in the Panhellenic praise of
local heroes.® Moreover, following the most recent conflict involving allied Greeks fighting an
eastern enemy, the tradition of the Trojan War supplied a convenient framework for an
interpretation of the Persian Wars.* Furthermore, as leader of the Greek defense at the Battle of
Salamis, Athens capitalized on the battle’s location near the island home of Ajax and promoted
this association in the articulation of their national character.

This study focuses on non-historiographical texts in an effort to glean an organic
understanding of how Athens developed a sense of historical identity at a time when historical
fact, mythology, and political issues were not yet disentangled from poetic expression. Looking
first at his character in the Iliad, |1 work to foreground the epic Ajax that Athens cultivates to
represent its role as the defender of Hellas in the Persian invasions. | next examine how

Simonides employs Achilles in lyric as an analogue for the battle of Plataea, and then suggest

2 For recent treatments see J. Grethlein 2010, 2012; D. Boedeker 1988, 1998 and 2002;
Marincola 1997, 2006. Especially relevant is Grethlein’s discussion (2012: 14-36) of the epic
‘plupast’ in Homer and how Greek historians presented the historical past along similar lines.
3 City-states often emphasized their association with epic heroes, notably in their capacity as
figures of cult. Cf. the contest between Sparta and Tegea over the bones of Orestes (Hdt.1.67).
4 See Georges 1994: 60-62; Mitchell, 2007: 77-112, 169-202.
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that Aeschylus cues us to Ajax’s role in the battle of Salamis in the Persians. Finally, | discuss
Sophocles’ Ajax, where imperial Athens witnesses the traumatic aftermath of the judgment of the
arms, and is confronted with the self-destructive final day of the “Athenian Ajax.” This
“Athenian Ajax,” | argue, negotiated and resolved civic dissonance by integrating Athens’ older
identity as “Hellenic liberator” with its newfound role as imperial power.

In the sixth century, Athens had utilized the Ajax myth for political self-interest, and its
attempts to assimilate Ajax were inextricably linked to its efforts to control Salamis island. With
Salamis only one nautical mile (2km) from Piraeus Harbor and 16 km from Athens proper, it lay
in proximity to three other major maritime powers: Megara, Aegina, and Corinth. In the
inevitable conflict that resulted, Athens worked hard to possess Salamis, linking its ownership
with Athenian identity from an early stage. In Solon’s time, for instance, in Athens’ first attested
attempt to appropriate Ajax (E. Kearns 1989: 82n.10), Athens litigated Megara over the island,
with Solon reportedly saying that “he would rather not be an Athenian than to bear the shame of
letting go of Salamis” (So/.2.3). According to Plutarch, Homeric authority helped Athens against
Megara, since Solon “inserted a verse into the Catalogue of the Ships and read it during the suit:
‘Ajax led two hundred ships from Salamis and stood them where the phalanxes of the Athenians
stood’ (Plut. Solon 10).° Due to the Panhellenic Iliad’s lack of full fixity,® Athens could employ

its local Iliadic variant, and in opposition, Megara deployed its own to justify claims to Salamis.’

® Strabo reports this as well, and notes that either Peisistratus or Solon was responsible for the
insertion. He compares the Athenian lines with other passages from the Iliad noting the disparate
location of Ajax’s station compared with Menestheus (9.1.10.). Edith Hall (2006:221) sees this
as Athenian propaganda.

® See Wickersham 1991: 17n.2.

" For a full treatment of this conflict and its ramifications for the development of epichoric and
Panhellenic myths, see John Wickersham’s chapter in Myth and the Polis: “Myth and Identity in
the Archaic Polis” (16-31). Strabo 9.1.10 also tackles discussion of the quarrel over Salamis, that
the Megarians claimed Athens had inserted a self-interested couplet into the Homeric text.
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The Salamis dispute spilled over into the wider Hellenic world, and at Megara’s behest,
arbitration was outsourced to Sparta (Plut. Sol.10), with a Spartan delegation hearing arguments
over Athens and Megara’s ancestral rights and rival claims of Ajax’s mythological genealogy.
Failing to convince the Spartans with Iliadic variants, parties had “to resort to para-Homeric
traditions” (Wickersham 1991: 18). In the end, Sparta ruled in favor of Athens, basing its
decision on Athenian local cult, since Athens argued that the sons of Ajax, Eurysakes and
Philaios, had moved to Attica and become Athenian citizens (Sol.10).8 Upon receiving
citizenship, Eurysakes and Philaios willed Salamis to Athens, and thus the Spartan emissaries
adjudicated in favor of Athens based on its legitimate inheritance. Thus, from the start, Athens’
appropriation of the Ajax myth was primarily rooted in its geopolitical will to expand and
dominate in the Saronic Gulf.

Athens continued to employ Ajax for political aggrandizement into the late sixth century.
In 508, as part of Athens’ democratic revolution, Cleisthenes reformed the Athenian tribes, and
created demes based on Athenian tribal heroes as a way to galvanize small Attic communities,
and promote a sense of communal identity and responsibility (Osbourne 2006: 294-304). Each
deme was named for an Athenian eponymous hero,® except for the deme of Ajax (Aiantis). This
political maneuver indicates Athens’ attempts to appropriate the Ajax myth through legislation.®

Osbourne writes that “by instituting new tribal names, (Cleisthenes) was able to make all the

various actions which Athenians performed in tribes, whether military, festival, or political,

8 Pausanias and Plutarch relate how Eurysakes moved to Melite and Philaios to Brauron,
becoming Athenian citizens and passing possession of Salamis over to Athens (Plut. Sol.10,
Paus.1.35.1).

® The demes’ tribal names were: Aigeus, Akamas, Erechtheus, Pandion, and Cecrops —legendary
Attic kings, Leos, Hippothoon, Oeneus, Antiochus, and Ajax.

19 Herodotus notes that Cleisthenes included Ajax in the tribes “because he was a neighbor and
an ally” (Hdt.5.66).
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redolent of an Athenian past,” and that this process “lay the groundwork for Athenian
autochthony” (2006:300). Including Ajax in Athenian democratic governance is tantamount to an
inversion of the Solonic/Peisistratid Iliadic interpolation, with the Athenian polis inserting Ajax
into its mythico-historic legacy and attempting to fuse his myth to Athenian origins.

Besides Megara, Aegina also vied with Athens over Ajax’s legacy. The island of Aegina,
roughly 15 miles off the coast of Attica, was Athens’ chief naval rival in the sixth and early fifth
centuries.!! During the late sixth century, Athens began to amplify its city’s rather minimal role
in the Trojan War tradition, attempting to match its growing political power with epic backing.*?
When Athens rebuilt the temple of Athena Polias on the Acropolis, it included in the agora
below a shrine to Aiakos, the grandfather of Achilles and Ajax.'® To the Aeginetans, however,

Aiakos was an ancestral hero and the island’s legendary cult ruler,* and the establishment of a

11 Herodotus gives the general story, naming it an “ancient enmity,” and writing that Aegina
started a war against Athens sometime in the early to mid 6™ century (Hdt.5.79-81). In response
to this, Athens sent emissaries to the oracle of Delphi which told them to dedicate a sanctuary to
Aiakos, the most important cultic figure on Aegina, which they placed in the agora. The oracle is
highly suspect, however, and it is likely that Athens invented it after the fact for propagandistic
purposes attempting to appropriate the central cultic figure of their rival.

12 In the late sixth century, Athens turned its attention to the sea, building up a trading empire
and simultaneously drawing the ire of Aegina. Athenian focus on trade is evidenced by the
spread of Athens’ “owl” currency throughout the Mediterranean. Herodotus reports that the city-
states were engaged in a “unannounced war” (réAepog axnpuvktoc) (HAt.5.81-9).

13 R.S. Stroud (1998:96) argues convincingly that this Athenian Aiakeion was built in imitation
of the Aiakeion on Aegina, noting that Aeginetan limestone was used in the construction of the
Athenian shrine. Fearn (Fearn 2007:92) suggests additionally that “it may be significant that one
of Athens’ most important families, the Philiadai could trace their own history back to Aiakos:
Miltiades and Kimon trace their lineage back to Aiakos, Telamon, and Ajax. See D. Fearn’s
Bacchylides: Politics, Performance, Poetic Tradition. Oxford.

14 According to Pindar, Aiakos was the son of Zeus and the nymph Aegina, and famous for his
just rule over the island (Nem. 8,6-12). He also joined Apollo and Poseidon in building the walls
of Troy (0O1.8.31-52), and his two sons, Telamon and Peleus, reportedly killed their half-brother
Phokos, and were forced to flee Aegina. Peleus went to Thessaly and Telamon to Salamis
(Nem.5.12-16). Telamon performed exploits with the Theban hero Heracles and lolaos,
including taking Troy for the first time from Laomedon (Nem. 3.37-8, 4.25-7; Isth. 5.35-8, 6.27-
35). His son was Ajax (Isth.6.36-56).
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shrine to Aiakos was Athens’ brazen attempt to appropriate their cultic figure.®® Soon after,
Aegina took advantage of a fire that destroyed the sanctuary of the temple of Aphaia and
refashioned the Aphaian pediment sculptures to include the Aiakidai (with Ajax prominent) at
Troy (Watson 2011: 79-113). According to Watson, the refashioned Aphaian sculptures are can
be read as a declaration that “Aeginetan heroes —not Athenians —played the key role in the
conflict with Troy” (ibid:109). Many scholars view this as a clear rejoinder to Athens’ attempts
to claim Ajax and the Aiakidai, in a milieu in which Athens was increasingly attempting to
epicize its past.

While Aegina attempted to rebuke Athens’ claims to Ajax and the Aiakidai in
architecture, Pindar’s poetry provides the strongest textual evidence for Aegina’s Aiakid link to
Ajax. His Aeginetan odes describe Ajax’s birth, heroic deeds and unfair treatment in the contest
for Achilles’ armor, rooting Ajax’s glory firmly in Aeginetan soil. Moreover, as some scholars
suggest, there is evidence for Pindar’s support of Aeginetan Aiakid ancestry contra Athens’

efforts to claim them,® since he mentions Aiakos or the Aiakids in every surviving Aeginetan

Curiously Aegina’s Aiakid mythic claim seems to have come about late in the mythic tradition —
Homer only briefly mentions Aiakid genealogy sans Ajax (11.21.189), and he notably locates
Aiakos and his family in Thessaly. Homeric tradition mentions Aegina only once in a minor
reference as a land under the sway of Diomedes. This passage notably follows only a few lines
after Solon’s supposed interpolation. Only in the 6™ century does the tradition confirm Aeginetan
claims to Aiakid ancestry with Hesiod’s Catalogue of Women fr. 205 asserting Aegina’s
anthropogenic claim on Aiakos.

15 Watson (Watson 2011:107) notes that “the consecration of an Aiakeion in Athens represented
an Athenian attempt to claim the Aiakidai —to persuade those heroes to ‘change sides,’ to
abandon the Aeginetans, and to support the Athenians instead.”

16 Barbara Kowalzig (Kowalzig 2001: 89) writes, “but the Aeginetans’ claim, too, to the hero’s
Aiakid ancestry is stubbornly preserved in Pindar’s early to mid-fifth-century odes, despite
Athens’ earlier Cleisthenic appropriation —proof that Athens’ pretense of unique ownership of
the hero, at least in terms of rhetoric, cannot have been all that successful.”

14



ode, and considers it to be a té0uiov, a “duty,” to mention them (Isth.6.19-21).1” Specifically,
scholars link Herakles’ prayer for Telamon and Eriboia’s son Ajax in Isthmian 6, which enjoins
Telamon to name his son after the eagle, with the refashioned Aphaian statuary, which also
depicts Herakles, Telamon, and Ajax.*® Consequently, as a prominent member of the Aiakidai,
Pindar focuses on Ajax.'® However, more than Ajax’s birth, Pindar’s odes emphasize the
injustice of an aristocratic warrior undone by rhetorical artifice in the judgment for Achilles’
arms.? In fact, Pindar is credited with introducing the idea that Ajax was cheated in the contest,

something previously unattested, and notably lacking from the Homeric tradition.?*

17 G. Nagy argues that when Pindar mentions Aiakos and the Aiakids he connects them to
aristocratic Aeginetan families. Nagy further suggests that the word patra is used to mean
“patriliny” when it is applied to Aeginetan lineages in the odes, and that in each case where patra
is thus used, there is a pointed mention of the Aiakidai ‘descendants of Aiakos’, or of the hero
Aiakos himself elsewhere in the same composition. Accordingly there is a strong aristocratic
Aeginetan faction whose ties to the Aiakids and Ajax may have been threatened by Athenian
attempts to appropriate one of their ancestors.

18 Henrik Indergaard (2011: 294-322) argues that Isthmian 6 praises the Psalychiadai, a single
Aeginetan clan, by “incorporating the Aeginetan myth of the Aiakidai” with the myth of
Herakles. He writes that the “aetiological function of the mythological narrative” links the
pedimental statuary and is integrated “into an ode which celebrates one Aeginetan clan.” In
Isthmian 6, after Herakles makes his first prayer, tadt’ dpa ol papéve tépyev Beoc /apyov
olwvdv péyav oietov: adeia 8 Evdov viv EkviEeV Yapic, /elmév T QOVAGOIS 8Te LAVTIG AVip:
[EcoeTai Tol modc, Ov aiteic, ® Telapdv: /Kol viv 8pvixog avéviog kKEKAE Endvopov edpufioy
Alavta, Aadv /év movoig Ekmayilov ‘Evouaiiov.” The god sent to him the king of birds, a great
cagle. He felt thrilled inside with sweet joy, and he spoke like a prophet: “Telamon, you will
have the son that you ask for” (Isth.6.49-54).

19 In Pindar’s Aeginetan odes, Ajax is mentioned at Nem. 4.44-8; 7.24-30; 8.23; Isth. 5.46-50;
6.26; 52-54. Pindar also mentions Ajax in accordance with Salamis as his ‘ancestral isle’ at
Nem.4.47-8, atap Alag Zarapiv’ &yel matpoav, and Isth.5.48-50 and then in the Heraclean
prophecy of Ajax’ birth at Isth.6.35-56.

20 “Pindar, ‘the most articulate voice of that aristocratic order for which Thucydides (son of
Melesias) stood’ is far louder and more heartfelt than convention demanded in his praise of
Aegina” De St. Croix 2004, p.379-380.

21 Regarding Ajax’s pre-Pindaric tradition, only two facts are clear: Ajax was the best of the
Greeks after Achilles, and Odysseus somehow won the contest. While intimations of future
deception may be gleaned from Ajax and Odysseus’ wrestling match in book 23 of the lliad, the
Odyssey and the Epic Cycle only relate that Athena, or captive Trojans, or Trojan women
walking on the city walls decided the contest. Pindar omits references to all three, and claims that

15



Besides countering Athenian appropriation of Ajax’s Aeginetan ancestry, Pindar may
also be projecting Athens as the shameless Odysseus against Aegina’s aristocratic Ajax in his
retelling of the judgment of the arms,?? a rebuke to Athens’ attempt to claim Ajax as its own
hero. As the aristocratic warrior of Bin, “force,” Ajax is cheated by Odysseus, the unscrupulous
figure of uftig, “cunning,” in a political subtext that promotes Aeginetan claims to the Aiakidai
over Athenian efforts. For example, in Nemean 7, Pindar conflates Odysseus’ deceptive words
with Homeric poetry,

Eym o0& mAéov’ EAmopan
Aoyov ‘Odvocéoc §j Tabav d1d Tov advent| yevéaH’
‘Ounpov:
€mel Yyendeot ol Totavd Te poyova 22
oeuvoVv EmeoTi T coeia 0& KAENMTEL Tapdyotoa HHBotg: TVEAOV & Exet
Ntop Shog Gvdpdv 6 TAEloTOC. £1 Yap NV
€ Tav aAGOelav id€pev, o Kev OTA®V YOA®OELS 25
0 kaptepog Alag Emate S ppevdv
Aevpov Elpog: OV kpatioTov AytAéog dtep Layg. ..

I think that Odysseus’ account is greater than his experience
Because Homer is sweetly worded, for there is something reverent in his
lies and winged artifice, and his cleverness misleads and deceives with his
stories.
The majority crowd of men has a blind heart;

if it were able to see the truth,
Mighty Ajax, enraged over the arms, would not have planted his level
sword through his chest —he, mightiest in battle apart from Achilles...

the vote was rigged, that the “blind and envious hearts” of men tilted the contest for Odysseus,
and that if men could discern truth, Ajax would not have killed himself.

22 Nem. 7, Nem.8, and Isth.4 challenge the prevailing Homeric narrative of the Hoplon Krisis, the
contest for Achilles” armor from Book 11 of the Odyssey. Describing Odysseus’ experience as
his naOav, Pindar points specifically to the Odyssey s poet, particularly books 9-12, where
Homer’s voice is Odysseus’ voice as he recounts his “sufferings” to the Phaeacian court, and
chiefly to Odysseus’ encounter with Ajax’s shade at Odyssey 11.543-51: “Alone did the soul of
Ajax, son of Telamon / stand-off apart, angered about the victory / that | had won over him when
judgment was made by the ships / about the armor of Achilles. His queenly mother had set it. /
The sons of the Trojans judged it, and Pallas Athene. / Would that | had not won in a contest of
that kind! / For the sake of those arms the earth closed over the great head of Ajax, / who by his
form and his deeds had surpassed the other Danaans, After Peleus’ blameless son.” See F.
Nisetich: 1989: 9-23.
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Nem 7.20-7
Swayed by superficial artifice, the throng serves as contrast to Pindar’s Ajax, whose martial
deeds validate his station as an aristocratic hero.?® Pindar’s Odysseus is the crowd’s poet, the
poet of the demos who seduces with pleasant words compared to the poet of aréte, Pindar,
concerned with truth and partial to the sensibilities of an inherently superior class, Ajax. By
configuring Odysseus as the slippery figure of rhetoric,?* whose verbal skill outshines the noble
Ajax, Pindar’s Odysseus projects stereotypical elements of Athenian democratic governance and
of the sophists of the mid to late 5™ century, whose expertise was to “make the weaker argument
the stronger.”?
In Nemean 8, Pindar again offers his revision of the hoplon krisis, but this time cues us to
its outcome through a stark intimation of Athenian democratic practice,
N v’ dyhwocov pév, ntop & dAxipov, Aada kotéyst
&V Auypd velkel: HEYIOTOV O aiOA® YEVOEL YEPUS AVTETATOL.
Kpvoiaor yap év yaeois Odvcot Aavooli Oepdmevcay:

xpuoéwv & Alag otepnBeic OTA®V POVE TAAGEV.

Truly, oblivion pins down a man in grievous strife who is ineloquent,

23 Pindar blames Homer for Odysseus” inflated reputation, and blurs Homer’s verse with
Odysseus’ rhetorical skill. In fact, Homer and Odysseus are so closely tied that assigning
ownership to the dative oi at line 22 becomes difficult. The ambiguity seems intentional, as
scholars have noted, and further serves to conflate Homer and Odysseus into a single voice.

24 The Thersites account may offer an exemplum of Odysseus arguing the opposite side of the
case.

25 For the sophistic trope, Aristotle writes, kai 0 ToV fjtto 8& Aoyov kpeitto motgiv Todt EoTiv.
Kol Eviedbev dikaing dvoyépatvov ol avOpmmot To [pwtaydpov Emxdyyelpo: yeddog 1€ yop
€oTLv, Kol 00K AAN0&g AALG patvopevoV eikdg, Kail &v ovdepld Téxvn AL 1) &v prtopiki] kol
éproTikh). “And this is what “making the worse appear the better argument” means. Wherefore
men were justly disgusted with the promise of Protagoras; for it is a lie, not a real but an apparent
probability, not found in any art except Rhetoric and Sophistic” (Rhetoric 1402a23, translated by
J. H. Freese). Strepsiades in Aristophanes’ Clouds declares of his son, 6mwc 6’ ékeive T Ady®
noabnoetal,/ tov kpeittov’ doTig £0Ti Kol TOV fittova, /0¢ Tddika AEymv avaTpénet TOV KpEiTTovaL:
[éav 8¢ pn, Tov yobdv dducov maon t€xvn. But see that he learns those two causes; the better,
whatever it may be; and the worse, which, by maintaining what is unjust, overturns the better. If
not both, at any rate the unjust one by all means. (Clouds 880-889).
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yet stout in heart;

but the greatest honor is offered to the shifty lie.

For in secret ballots, the Danaans favored Odysseus: and Ajax, robbed of

the golden armor, who wrestled with death.
The “secret ballots,” at line 26 evoke a democratic and Athenian element, which shifts the frame
of the contest from the Homeric world into the political sphere of the 5th century. That ydeot are
somehow negatively kpberot “secret” to Pindar seems counterintuitive to societies who see it as
a safeguard against political reprisal. Moreover, the Athenian democracy began to implement
secret voting around the time that Pindar produced Nemean 8 (459/8 BCE),?® for exactly that
reason.?’ Furthermore, vase paintings from 490-480BCE depicting the judgment of Achilles’
armor show an open voting procedure where Greeks place pebbles publicly on either side of a
table.? On one scene, the Brygos painter has set Athena between Odysseus and Ajax behind a
low table on which Greeks place their yagot on either side.?® Perhaps by claiming that the votes
are secretive (kpvoiouot yap év yaeoic) through a political subtext, Pindar can disparage
Athenian democratic practice, to win the approval of Aegina’s aristocrats. Accordingly, Pindar

responds to Athens’ attempts t0 appropriate Ajax by painting Athens as Ajax’s greatest foe,

Odysseus.

%6 Alan Boegehold argues that “the principle of secret voting was known at Athens in 458 BCE,”
but writes that “nothing demonstrates its use any earlier.” See “Toward a study of Athenian
Voting Procedure.” Hesperia 1963. Athenians of the fifth century introduced the mysterious
Knuog “muzzle,” a funnel-shaped affixture set atop voting urns presumably to keep ballots secret.
Cf. Ar.Eq.1150, V.99.

27 Ideas of the secret ballot’s protective service are articulated by later authors, see Lysias 13.33,
Thuc.4. Xen. Symp.5.8, and Dem. 19.239, and Aristotle’s Athenaion Politeia.

28 The vote for Achilles’ arms was a popular motif in Attic vase painting at this time. See Spivey
1994: 41-7 for a list. The Wine Cup with the Suicide of Ajax, ca. 490 BCE., attributed to the
Brygos Painter (The J. Paul Getty Museum, 86.AE.286).

29 Red-figured Kylix in the British Museum 1843,1103.11.
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Athens also looked to the epic past to buttress its new political position through artistic
depictions on vase paintings of the late sixth century. One of the most popular and quite possibly
the earliest Athenian vase painting motifs was “Ajax and Achilles playing dice,”*° the most
famous being the Attic black-figure amphora by Exekias (Vatican 344). Scenes of this type
typically depict Ajax and Achilles engaged in some form of board game, as each warrior sits
facing the other —either on the right or on the left—with Athena or a tree sometimes behind or in
front of the gaming table. While not likely depicting an actual episode from a text,%! the
contraposition of Ajax and Achilles on these vases correlates to their opposing binary schema in
the layout of the Achaean army on the Trojan beach in the Iliad (11.8.220-6).3? Heide Mommsen
argues that no narrative underpins these motifs, and views the consistent depictions of Ajax in
near symmetry with Achilles as an Athenocentric innovation to bolster Athenian prestige by
presenting the hero from Salamis, an Attic holding, in proximity to Achilles (Mommsen 1980:
152, 446-7). Similarly, Barbara Kowalzig suggests that Ajax and Achilles playing “pessoi” may

indicate the level to which Athens attempted to integrate Ajax into its polis (2006).%® In other

30 According to E. Anne Mackay (2010:334), there are over 160 vase paintings of this type, with
a majority being black-figure, and nine are specifically inscribes as “Ajax and Achilles.” Guy
Hedreen (2001:92) writes that “In this scene type, the consistency of the players’ characterization
as soldiers and the unanimity of the inscriptions suggest that, even in the absence of inscriptions,
artists and viewers would have identified the players as Achilles and Ajax.”

81 Scholars have offered numerous interpretations. J.D. Beazley (1986:60) argued that they
depict a story from a lost epic entitled the Palamedeia, named for Palamedes, the mythical
inventor of the dice game. As Ajax and Achilles play, they fail to notice the Trojans attacking
and Athena must intervene in order to rouse them to battle.

32 Susan Woodford (Woodford 1982:177) briefly touches on this idea in her discussion of the
Oxford olpe’s illustration of the scene:“The symmetrical placement of the two heroes on either
side of the gaming board is, in fact, a concretization within a small format of the placement of
their camps.”

33 Kowalzig also notes that the pessoi game represents the structure of the cosmic order. Cf.
Plato’s Laws 903c5-e.
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words, by emphasizing Ajax’s close relation to Achilles on vases, Athens could project its image
as Ajax through export and trade to the wider Greek and Mediterranean world.3*

The Battle of Salamis and Ajax

Before the second Persian invasion, Athens’ attempts to appropriate Ajax were primarily tied to
its efforts to maintain control over Salamis island. However, in the aftermath of the Athenian led
victory at the battle of Salamis, Athenian connection to the Ajax myth would become more than
a justification for holding onto local territory. Athens began to employ its link to Ajax as the
Panhellenic defender of Greek liberty in order to promote its hegemony over the post Persian
War world. On the battle of Salamis, Barbara Kowalzig writes, “the cornerstone of Athenian
Panhellenic commitment was fought in Ajax’s home —and under his protection,” and accordingly
Athens could associate its defensive action at Salamis with Ajax’s defensive action from the
Iliad, an amenable association considering Athens’ historical attempts to claim the hero.

In general, the decades following Xerxes’ expulsion from Greece witnessed city-states
beginning to analogize the Persian War with the Trojan War. The epic undertones of
contemporary Greeks confronting an ancient eastern power naturally lent itself to comparison,
and as a result city-states saw the fight against Persia as a continuation of the struggle with Troy

(see Chapter 2). When Herodotus prefaces the battle of Salamis, he employs a topos common to

3 Ajax and Achilles are also closely tied in the larger iconographic record. Appearing quite
early, and attesting to the antiquity of their association, are the many depictions of Ajax rescuing
Achilles from battle. On the handle of the Francois vase, for example, ca. 570BCE (Florence
4209), a helmeted figure carries a deceased warrior on his back, with the names “Ajax” and
“Achilles” inscribed to the right and left, respectively. For others see Susan Woodford and
Margot Loudon, “Two Trojan Themes: The Iconography of Ajax Carrying the Body of Achilles
and of Aeneas Carrying Anchises in Black Figure Vase Painting.” AJA, Vol.84, No.1. 1980:25-
40.
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the Iliadic Ajax. He reports that a ship was dispatched to retrieve Aiakos and the Aikiadai from
Aegina, and Telamon and Ajax from Salamis, in order to help the Greeks in battle:
£00&¢e 0¢ oot edEacbat Toiot Oeoiot kol EmkarécacOot Tovg Alaxidag cupupdyovs. mc 8¢
ot £00&¢e, Kai Emoilevy Tadta: evEdpevol yap miot Toiot Beoiot, avTdbev pev €k

YoAapivoc Afovtd te kol Telopdvo EmeKaréovto, £ml 6& Alokov Kol Tovg dALOVG
Alaxidog véa améotedlov €g Alywav. (Hdt.8.64.2)

and it was resolved to pray to the gods and summon the sons of Aiakos as allies. When it

was resolved, they did this: praying to all the gods, they called Ajax and Telamon to

come from Salamis, and sent a ship to Aegina for Aiakos and his sons.
In the Iliad, Ajax is the “summoned” warrior, and in pitched battle, comrades look to Ajax, the
gprog Ayoudv, “Bulwark of the Achaeans,” calling on him for aid when they become imperiled
(11.7.181-185, 11.459-471). On the brink of Salamis, the Greek coalition was indeed imperiled,
seriously outnumbered, and facing a coordinated Persian land and naval armada, and
ceremoniously “summoned” the sons of Aiakos, specifically Ajax and Telamon from Salamis.
A.M. Bowie argues that these heroes “must be physically present at the battle, because heroes
only had local influence,”® and it is clear that the Greeks conceived that Ajax assisted in battle,
since afterward they dedicated a Phoenecian trireme to Ajax (Hdt. 8.121). However, the
Herodotean episode reveals that Aeginetan and Athenian claims on Ajax were not settled. While
the allies “called Ajax and Telamon to come straight from Salamis, and sent a ship to Aegina for
Aeacus and his sons,” (8.64) we note that one ship was dispatched to two locations to retrieve
perhaps cult statues, or as Nagy has posited, individuals representing the Aiakidai. David Fearn,
pointing out that the Aiakidai are separated in this instance (2017:74-80), states that this action

“provides a potential asymmetrical problem between Athenian power (since Athens owns

% Bowie 2007: 151. He also comments that “Ajax’s help was later commemorated at the
Aianteia festival, celebrated on Salamis.”
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Salamis) and Aeginetan claims.” More important is what follows victory. Each side claims that
it started the battle, with Athens asserting that the Athenian Ameinias began the fight, while
Aegina claims that the appearance of the ship with the Aiakidai (Ajax included) commenced the
confrontation (Hdt. 83-4).

Discussing the argument, Elizabeth Irwin suggests that Athens acts “rather Odysseus-
like, [in] an attempt to wrest from the Aiakidai (among whom Ajax, of course, figures) the credit
that the Aeginetans attribute to the heroes” (Irwin 2011:) Moreover, she notes that in Diodorus’
account of the battle (11.27.2) the Spartans weigh in on the decision calling it a kpicewg mepi TOV
aploteiov “a judgment over the aristeia,” a clear evocation of the hoplon krisis. Irwin even
asserts that the main Greek players at Salamis can be represented by their mythic counterparts:
Sparta as Agamemnon, Athens as Odysseus, and Aegina as Ajax.

While Athens’ attempts to claim Ajax as an exemplum for its civic identity faced
challenges on the Panhellenic stage, Ajax provided Athens with a model for its historic past and
for contemporary criticism. In the following work, I attempt to show how Athens employed the
Ajax myth in its poetry as a way to define itself from the end of the Persian Wars to the
preliminary years before the Peloponnesian War. My aim in this study is to examine and present
the multifarious use of a Homeric hero for Athens’ evolving civic identity. In many ways, the
Ajax myth complements the history of fifth-century Athens. The trajectory of Ajax’s mythic life,
much like Athens’ Golden Age, begins in glory and ends in self destruction. Where Ajax
staunchly defended Greek comrades in the Iliad, his diminished honor led to a brutal attack on
his former friends, so too the Athenians fought in defense of their Greek allies at Salamis, and in
a short time, turned on them, subjugating the fellow Greeks they once protected in brutal

reprisals.
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Chapter 1: The Homeric Ajax

The Homeric Ajax is foremost a warrior of critical defense. In Achilles’ absence, Ajax alone
stands against Hector and the Trojans as they make their deepest incursion into the Achaean
camp and force the Greek army back against its ships. In this moment, Ajax fights as the
eleventh-hour soldier, warding off destruction as he leaps from deck to deck of the Greeks’ ships
(11.15.674-680). In skill of battle and in beauty only Achilles surpasses him (11.2.768-9, 17.279-
80).%° In stature, Ajax is a colossal figure, standing head and shoulders above other warriors
(11.3.228). He wields an equally gigantic body shield, an ancient implement that serves as the
physical expression of his implacable disposition.3” He is péyag, meddprog (11.23.708, 7.208-
211), and in his most celebrated epithet, £pkoc Ayaidv “bulwark of the Achaeans” (11.3.228, 6.5,
7.211), the lliad manages to capture his massive size as well as his military function. Often
likened to the war god, Ajax even strides like Ares (11.7.208), carrying his shield into battle e
mopyov, “like a tower”, suggesting the paradoxical image of an advancing fortress (11.7.219).
Ajax is the Greek workhorse, the reliably summoned defender who rescues fellow soldiers
(1.7.181-185, 11.459-471) and fortifies weakened defenses (11.12.331-81). While often cast as

the warrior of Bin, in contrast to Odysseus as the figure of pfjtic,®® Ajax is in fact a figure of

% Achilles surpasses Ajax only in “form of beauty” in conjunction with the “works of his hands”
(11.17.279-80). Nireus demonstrates only physical beauty removed from the strength of arms
(11.2.673-75). G.S. Kirk notes that line 2.674 is identical to 17.280, where the poet clarifies the
nature of Ajax’s beauty after Achilles; “sheer good looks, in a heroic society would not make up
for a man being ‘weak...and with few troops” (Kirk 1985:227).

37 See A.M. Snodgrass for the shield’s ancient heritage (Arms and the Armour of the Greeks
1967:19-20).

38 D. Bradshaw suggests that Ajax and Odysseus’ wrestling match in Book 23, and the later
Pindaric tradition (Nemean 8), reinforce this dichotomy. He also argues that Shakespearean
tradition has contributed to Ajax’s reputation as a simpleton; in Troilus and Cressida, Ajax is
referred to as a “beef-witted lord” (1991:102-11, n.27).

23



equitable disposition and a strategist who apprehends the tide of battle and then implements a
plan of action. In the Embassy to Achilles, Ajax demonstrates a keen sensitivity to Achilles’
mood, and is able to articulate his case and to move Achilles where Phoenix and Odysseus could
not (11.9. 622-55). Moreover, Ajax demonstrates a commander’s voice on the battlefield as we
hear him in the midst of the throng, marshaling and directing units in combat (11.17.356-65). He
is the fighter who sweats (11.16.109-111), who consistently exhorts and reproaches comrades,
and serves as a rallying point for his companions (11.6.5, 15.685-88, 732-41,17.356-60).

Looking to his performance in the Iliad, it is easy to imagine why fifth-century Athens
might find in Ajax a Panhellenic symbol for its leadership in the struggle against Persia. As a
formidable non-Greek enemy, the Persian Empire became equated with the Trojans.®® What is
more, as one of two leading city-states who refused to medize, Athens could link its resistance to
Persia with Ajax’s opposition to Hector. It could then envision its defense of Greece aboard
triremes as the contest of Ajax beating back Hector from the Achaean ships. Like Ajax, Athens
too had to abandon its city, its “camp” so to speak, and renew its defense on the decks of its
ships.*® On board their triremes, Athenians would watch as Persian forces razed their city, thus
creating the urgent sense that Athens is now a kind of floating city-state adrift in the Straits of
Salamis.*! In this, Athens’ darkest hour, the desperate Athenians might remember their Iliad, and

commiserate with Ajax as he makes a last ditch effort to ward off annihilation on the decks of

39 For the idea, see Georges 1994: 61-5, and Boedeker 2001:125-6.

0 While Ajax’s defense ultimately ends when Hector sets fire to the ships, this final action
signals the completion of Zeus’ plan. It is Hector’s furthest incursion against the Achaeans, and
serves as a catalyst bringing Achilles back to the war.

41 Athens is a polis without a city according to Adeimantus in his rebuke to Themistocles before
the Battle of Salamis (Hdt.8.61.1); women and children were evacuated to Salamis and to
Troezen; The overall implication is that its trireme navy and the island of Salamis are the
Athenian State.
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Greek ships. Perhaps it was this idea that inspired the Athenians, shortly before the Battle of
Salamis, to offer prayers and to dispatch a trireme to bring Ajax and Telamon from the island as
allies in the upcoming engagement (Hdt.8.64). In this dire moment, Athens desperately needed
an Ajax on the deck of its ships. Having dedicated a trireme to him after their victory, the
Athenians understood that Ajax was physically present in battle, and intervened on their behalf
(Hdt.8.121.1).#? Additionally, the Iliad records that Ajax came to Troy from Salamis with twelve
ships, “placed next to where the Athenian battalions were drawn up” (11.2.557-8, 7.198-99).%
This passage, the first textual evidence linking Athens and the Homeric Ajax, offers another
level of complexity by adding a naval element to the mix. By advancing this association with
Ajax, Athens could help propel themselves into a more formidable position, one that might rival
the hoplite powerhouse of Sparta. Since he was a Panhellenic hero with reputation as the greatest
warrior after Achilles, Athens could capitalize on Ajax’s built-in approximation to Achilles, and
promote its new trireme armada as a force of comparable strength to Sparta’s army, one on a par
with the “Doric Spear” of the Peloponnesian army.** Achilles and Ajax can be seen as the spear
and shield of the Greeks at Troy, that is, they represent the offensive and defensive wings,

respectively.*® Athenian self-promotion as the Ajax extreme of the Achilles-Ajax pair would thus

42 What exactly was brought back on the trireme? While it is unclear, it was most likely statues,
symbolizing the physical presence of Ajax and the Aeacidae in battle. According to A.M. Bowie
(2007:151), Ajax and the Aeacidae “must be physically present at the battle because heroes only
had local influence”, i.e. because Salamis was nearby, Ajax could assist in the battle.

3 The question of Athenian interpolation in this passage has raged since antiquity; Aristarchus
athetized the passage based on later contradictions in the poem: Ajax’s camp is set between
Idomeneus and Odysseus, and not close to the Athenians cf.3.225; 229. See Kirk 1985:207-9.

44 Aeschylus uses the phrase in the Persians, when he contrasts Athenian victory at Salamis to
the Spartan victory in the Battle of Plataea, and describes the majority of the Peloponnesian army
as the “Doric Spear” (Pers.815-20).

4 Already a popular vase motif at Athens, the figures of Achilles and Ajax competing in a “game
of dice” serve to exemplify their binary and antagonistic relationship in the Archaic period.
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lend Homeric authority to its recent defensive action in the Persian Wars and correlate Ajax as
the bulwark of the Achaeans with Athens as the “Savior of Hellas”.*®

In this chapter, | offer an interpretation of the Homeric Ajax, highlighting specific
qualities that Athens might have found useful for developing its civic identity in the wake of the
Persian Wars (480-79 BCE). Thus, | shall largely focus on Ajax in his defensive capacity in
contrast to Achilles’ offensive ability, and analyze how the Iliad works as a whole to formulate a
picture of Ajax as the consummate defensive fighter. Additionally, I investigate the Homeric
Ajax as a figure in a structural relation to other warriors, specifically Achilles, Odysseus, and
Hector, in order to distinguish ways in which Athens could have promoted its civic and martial
identity in connection with other powers in the Mediterranean at the time.

Three Men and an Army: Achilles, Odysseus, and Ajax

The Iliad first mentions Ajax early in Book 1. Acting as an advocate for his afflicted comrades,
Achilles seeks to end Apollo’s plague and urges Agamemnon to return his war-prize, Chryseis,
to her father, the priest Chryses. To this, Agamemnon responds scornfully:

Either the great-hearted Achaeans shall give me a new prize

Chosen according to my desire to atone for the girl lost,

Or else if they will not give me one I myself shall take her,

Your own prize, or that of Ajax, or that of Odysseus,

Going myself in person; and he whom I visit will be bitter. (11.1.135-9)*’

Exekias’ sixth century BCE black-figure amphora of “Achilles and Ajax playing dice” is the
most well-known example of this type (Vatican 344).

%6 «“As it is, to say that the Athenians were the saviors of Hellas is to hit the truth. It was the
Athenians who held the balance; whichever side they joined was sure to prevail, choosing that
Greece should preserve her freedom, the Athenians roused to battle the other Greek states which
had not yet gone over to the Persians and, after the gods, were responsible for driving the king
off” (Hdt.7.139.5-6).

47 All translations of the Iliad come from Richmond Lattimore’s edition 1951, rev. 2011, unless
otherwise noted. | have altered transliterations of some Greek names to correspond with
conventional usage.
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As commander of the largest contingent, Agamemnon feels entitled to the war-prize (yépag) of
the other Greek warlords. He initially prefaces his demand with an overture to the army, but he
reveals his true motive: to answer the perceived insult of Achilles’ public challenge. He then
erupts into an outrageous threat against three of the most powerful Achaean warriors: Achilles,
Ajax and Odysseus.*® By vocally coveting their war-prizes, Agamemnon not only alerts the
audience to their high warrior status, but signals for the first time the idea of Achilles, Ajax, and
Odysseus as an interconnected triad. When Agamemnon names these three in lieu of a failed
overture to the will of the “great-hearted Achacans”, he suggests that three individual warriors
represent the army as a whole.

Lois Hinckley (1986: 212) has similarly discussed Achilles, Ajax, and Odysseus in triadic
formation and sees this organization throughout the lliad as a “rafter-like triangular grouping.”
She understands their triangular relationship as a means to contrast Odysseus’ and Ajax’s
conflicting attributes while also emphasizing their significance as models of Bin, “force”, and
ufric, “stratagem”. Furthermore, because of Achilles’ arete, we may understand him as the
natural apex of the triangle. All three heroes, Achilles, Odysseus, and Ajax are critical to Greek
success at Troy. Achilles must kill Hector, Odysseus devises the Trojan horse, and Ajax must
defend the Achaean ships while Achilles rages.*® Accordingly, as two lead ambassadors in the
Embassy to Achilles, Ajax and Odysseus serve as representatives for the imperiled Greek army,
who approach Achilles and seek to bring him back to the war (11.9.165-70). While Phoenix is the

third member, he serves as a kind of surrogate for a younger Achilles attempting to convince an

48 Agamemnon names the three warriors again at line 11.1.145 to lead the squadron to fetch
Briseis from Achilles’ tent.

49 While all three are integral to Greek success, note that only Ajax is integral for the survival of
the Greek army; he is the last ‘bastion’ of the Achaeans with Achilles’ absence and Odysseus’
incapacitation.
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older Achilles to return to battle. Thus in the Embassy scene, Ajax and Odysseus seek to bring
Achilles, the apex of their triangle back into the war.

The Iliad displays this structural importance on the Trojan Beach, where the three have
drawn their ships up in triadic formation. The poet uses the geographical position of the Achaean
encampment to express not only the dispositions of three of the most powerful Greek warriors,
but also their importance as representatives of the structure of the Greek army. We see this
panoramically as Achilles, Odysseus, and Ajax are stationed in three equidistant positions along
the beach,

And he (Agamemnon) went walking beside the tents

and the ships of the Achaeans, holding the great purple cloak

in his mighty hand, and beside the wide-bellied black ship of

Odysseus, which was in the middle, in order to shout out to both sides,

both to the tents of Telamonian Ajax and to Achilles, for they had dragged

their well-built ships to the farthest ends, trusting in their prowess

and in the strength of their hands. (11.8.220-6)
And again at the start of Book 11:

She (Strife) took her place on the huge-hollowed black ship of Odysseus

which lay in the middle, so that she could cry out to both flanks,

either as far as the shelters of Telamonian Ajax

or to those of Achilles; since these had hauled their balanced ships up

at the ends, certain of their manhood and their hand’s strength. (11.11.5-9)
While Achilles and Ajax have beached their ships on the farthest ends, the positions of honor, in
a dimensional illustration of their extreme character, Odysseus has set up in the middle position,
which signals his resourceful personality (11.8.220-228; 11.5-12).%° Moreover, in each instance

when their positions are explicitly detailed, there is a figure (Agamemnon at 11.8. 220-228 and

Strife at 11.11.5-12) who attempts to rouse the entire Achaean army to war, shouting to both

%0 Hinckley (1986: 212) notes that “Ajax vs. Odysseus (are) the base angles of an equilateral
triangle whose apex is a third party,” seeing this “metaphysical grouping at work in the embassy
scene, the wrestling match in 23.”
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Achilles’ and Ajax’s positions and thereby addressing all the Achaeans. Achilles, Ajax, and
Odysseus physically contain the army as a whole, conveying its integrity along triple reference
points. As markers for the army’s structural integrity, the three may be understood as load-
bearing walls, that is they are figures whose presence on the field provides critical structural
support for Greek success at Troy. Further, given Ajax’s position, the triad allows for the
realization of his epithet as £€pkog Ayau®dv, as one by one the three load-bearing walls fall away,
first with Achilles’ withdrawal in Book 1, and then with Odysseus’ elimination in Book 11. Thus
Ajax remains the last wall and defender of the Greeks as he attempts to hold off the entire Trojan
army.
Ajax and Achilles

The entire Iliad is consumed with Achilles and his anger. As the poem’s essential figure,
every motif, plot, and myth depends in some way on his presence and emotional state.>* In fact,
it is in Achilles’ proportion to other figures that the Iliad can give a clearer understanding of his
unparalleled heroic nature.>? All other warriors, in some way, contain elements of what Achilles
embodies as the pinnacle of heroic existence. To put it another way, “all the heroic virtues that
are given singly to others”, Achilles exemplifies in a composite figure. However, when one takes
a closer look at Telamonian Ajax, it becomes apparent that he is more like Achilles than any
other Greek warrior.

Ajax and Achilles are closer in character than any of the other Greek warriors. While
Achilles is clearly the more outstanding figure, their similar characterizations serve to illuminate

and complement each other throughout the text. They are solitary figures, more so than any other

%1 As indicated by the etymology of his name, “grief of the people”, Achilles brings grief to
Trojans in battle, and to Greeks when he withdraws (Nagy 1979: 69-83).
%2 See S. Schein 1984: 90-91.
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Greek warrior. As Cedric Whitman notes, they do not combine well with others in a way that
Odysseus, a figure of more flexible disposition, can accomplish.>® Achilles and Ajax’s isolation
is a direct result of their exceptional heroic characters, and although their remarkable nature sets
them apart, it also relegates them to their own class.> In this sense, their exceptionalism shifts
their characters into closer alignment, allowing Ajax to serve as the closest Greek counterpart to
Achilles in the Iliad.>® Moreover, at a fundamental level, their respective martial domains,
offense and defense, shield and spear (although denoting oppositional qualities, aggression and
resistance) reinforce the concept of a single fighting unit, of a kind that is critical for any
successful military endeavor.

Without question, Achilles is &piotoc Ayaidv, “Best of the Achaeans.”® It is in fact, a
quarrel over this title that leads to Achilles” immediate departure from battle and sets the Iliad on
its course. Certainly, other heroes are often called &piotog, typically by another warrior, a

Trojan, or the heroes themselves: Agamemnon, Diomedes, and Patroclus, for example, all

%3 Such as when Odysseus works together with Diomedes in the Doloneia. (11.10.240-253).

% As noted before, while the layout of the Achaean camp on the Trojan beach attests to this
extremism, it also indicates their isolation; their positions are as far from the center of the Greek
camp as possible (11.8.11).

% There are other figures, no doubt, who share similarities with Achilles, but their likeness
evokes a sense of vicariousness in their roles. That is, these characters are viewed as prefigured
iterations, surrogates of an Achilles that will be realized in the poem’s latter half. Diomedes and
Patroclus both fulfill this role. For example, when Diomedes displays his fiery aristeia in book 5,
Paris wounds him in the foot with an arrow, and as such we may understand Achilles’ final
onslaught before the walls of Troy and death at Paris’ fatal arrow. Likewise when Patroclus, in
book 16, dons Achilles’ armor and challenges Hector, he presents a vision of Achilles that will
exist in the future (he is Achilles’ Oepdnwv, cf. Nagy 1979: 292-3). And even in Patroclus’ death,
in the great battle over his corpse, Patroclus still symbolizes Achilles.

% See Nagy, 1979: 26-41 for a definitive account of the issue.
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receive this title.>” However, the narrator never directly names them épiotoc.® More
importantly, the Iliad never conditions their rank in subordination to Achilles; when the Iliad
names other heroes dpiotog, the poet has no need to qualify their status by stating that Achilles is
still better—this is understood.>® Ajax is the only hero who the Iliad qualifies by exclusively
naming Achilles as his only superior.®°

As a consequence, Ajax’s heroic status is linked to that of Achilles, priming us to be
sensitive to Achilles’ absence whenever Ajax appears in the poem. When Ajax’s dpiotog title is
qualified in this way, the poem both underlines Achilles’ and Ajax’s comparable qualities by

emphasizing a closeness in the degree of difference between them and sharpens its focus on

5" As claimant to the “second best of the Achaeans” title, Ajax’s status has also received
challenges from scholars. Van der Valk, "Ajax and Diomedes in the lliad," Mn. Series IV, 5
(1952) 269-86, asserts that Diomedes, not Ajax, is second to Achilles, due to his aristeia in book
5, ability to wound gods, assistance from gods, and the fact that Diomedes imperils Troy more
than Achilles has, up until that point. For rebuttal of van der Valk, see Trapp 1961: 274-5.

%8 At 11.5.103 the Trojan archer Pandarus refers to Diomedes as ‘best of the Achaeans’, after he
wounds him with an arrow; and at 5.414 Dione refers to Diomedes’ wife, who will lament the
best of the Achaeans, when Diomedes will meet with a stronger adversary. Achilles at 1.91
remarks that Agamemnon claims to be the best of the Achaeans; at 2.98 Nestor also relates that
Agamemnon claims this title; and at 11.288 after Agamemnon is wounded, Hector refers to
Agamemnon as “best” in an exhortation to his fellow Trojans. The special case of Patroclus as
best of the Achaeans can be attributed to his surrogate relationship to Achilles. See Nagy 1979:
26-35; Whitman 1958:136-7; 200-2.

% “Homer has subjected his material to strict categories of primary and secondary, subordinating
all characters to Achilles, and all incidents of the Trojan War to the Wrath” (Whitman 1958:
182). “Achilles is never out of mind in the Iliad when it comes to asking who is the best of the
Achaeans” (Nagy 1979: 27).

% There is Nireus who the poet claims is the ‘comeliest’ of all the Greeks who came to Troy
“after faultless Achilles”(11.2.671-75). In beauty Nireus is second best, possessing only physical
beauty, a kind that is less than admirable for a warrior. As the Iliad clarifies, Nireus is “of poor
strength and of few people with him”. Note that Achilles is here referred to as “faultless,”
meaning that he surpasses all in every quality, and does not simply excel in one sphere, like
Nireus. It is as an aristos of a composite quality, particularly deeds of war, that Ajax comes
closest to Achilles.
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Achilles’ excellence by contrasting him with Ajax. To put it another way, the lliad uses Ajax’s
secondary rank to define Achilles’ primacy.
The lliad states that Ajax is the greatest warrior after Achilles on two separate occasions:

avdpdv av péy’ dprotog ENv Tehapdviog Alog
dpp> Ayhedg URVIEV" O YOp TOAD PEPTATOG TEV.
Among the men far the best was Telamonian Ajax
while Achilles stayed angry, since he was far best of all of them.
(11.2.768-9)°!
and again:

Alag, d¢ mepi pév €1dog, mepi & Epya TETVKTO
1OV ALV Aavadv pet’ apdpova [nieiova.

Ajax, who for his beauty and the work of his hands surpassed
all other Danaans, after the blameless son of Peleus. (11.17.279-80)

The first passage is a directly inspired answer to the question tic tap t@v &y’ Gpiotog £nv 6V pot
gvvene Modoa (11.2.761-2), “Tell me then, Muse, who of them all was best and bravest?”’%? While
the poet’s immediate response, “Ajax”, lends authority to his dpiotog status, this invocation itself
appears roughly 300 lines after a previous appeal in which the poet seeks inspiration for the
“Catalogue of the Ships” (11.2.484-93). While the first invocation ushers in an itemization of the
armies, towns, and leaders of Greece on a massive scale, in contrast, the first passage lists only

Ajax (and the horses of Eumelos) as best before proclaiming Achilles and his horses’

®1 Lines 2.768-9 and 17.279-80 are the only explicit articulations of Ajax’s secondary status. The
idea is also found at Odyssey at 11.550-1 and 24.17-18. Cf. also Idomeneus’ statements at 11.13.
321-25.

62 O’Higgins notes that this is the first of two instances where the Iliad invokes the muse shortly
before addressing Ajax; the second is 11.16.111, right before Hector brings fire to the Greek
ships. The implication is that Ajax is prominent around invocations to the muse, indicating his
importance to the narrative.
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supremacy.®® The terse answer to the poet’s second appeal reads as a stark coda to the massive
inventory of the Greek army and underscores Ajax’s exceptional status in a world without
Achilles.

Additionally, as Nagy has pointed out, the first passage forms part of a ring composition.
When the poet asks a compound question, “who was best of heroes and their horses,” the Muse
states that Eumelus’ horses are best, then names Ajax as best of the warriors, and subsequently
relates that Achilles’ horses were indeed better than Eumelus’ (11.2.770). Nagy (1979: 27) reads
Ajax here as “demoted from the best to the second best of the Achaeans, by what seems to be
premeditated afterthought.”

The second passage occurs as Ajax fights in the melee over Patroclus’ corpse. The
narrator issues this claim, and the context reinforces its impact since one can read the battle for
Patroclus’ corpse as the struggle over the corpse of Achilles. In fact, Ajax’s effort in the recovery
of Patroclus’ body alludes to his recovery of Achilles’ corpse in the post-Iliadic tradition—an
allusion that signals the most critical contest for Ajax’s dpiotog title, the contest for Achilles’
armor. Additionally, the second passage is identical to Od.11.550-1, where Odysseus,
encountering Ajax’s shade, laments the outcome of the Judgment of the Arms, and refers to Ajax
as: Afav0’, d¢ mépt pév eidoc, mépt & Epya TéTukTo/TdV dAOV Aavady pet’ dpdpovo IMnAeiova,
“Ajax, who for his beauty and the work of his hands surpassed all other Danaans, after the
blameless son of Peleus”. While the second passage cues its audience to Ajax’s action in the

recovery of Achilles’ corpse, the intertextual connection to the Odyssey highlights the contest for

83 «By itself the new invocation suggests that a considerable list is to follow; in fact is hardly a
list at all, just one person, one set of horses, and an expanded description of the Myrmidons’
enforced leisure” (Kirk 1985: 240).
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Achilles’ armor. This would encourage the audience to recall simultaneously Odysseus’
statement to Ajax and Ajax’s performance in the recovery of Patroclus’ corpse.

O’Higgins (1989: 52n3) notes that the first and second passage differ in their articulation
of Ajax’s secondary status to Achilles. She remarks that in the first passage, “best while Achilles
rages” “makes Ajax best within a group of men excluding Achilles,” and that in the second
passage, “best after Achilles”, “admits common ground between Ajax and Achilles.” While at
first glance the difference seems trivial, the second passage’s claim qualifies and enhances the
first, implying that it is not just a matter of Achilles’ absence that makes Ajax best, but that his
excellence is more closely related to that of Achilles than any other warrior’s. Furthermore, both
passages can serve as bookends that mark Achilles’ initial absence and return to war. In the first
passage, shortly after Achilles’ withdrawal, the Iliad seems to restart, recounting Greek forces en
masse, and then recalibrates their warrior ranking: Ajax is now best since Achilles is out. But
after Patroclus’ death, and the retrieval of his corpse, Achilles’ return is imminent, and the Iliad
revisits its earlier claim, bringing Ajax’s time as @piotog to its completion, as indicated by the
second passage.

In addition to sequential rankings, Achilles and Ajax complement one another as avatars
of offensive and defensive modes of warfare. As the greatest warrior of the Achaeans, Achilles is
the foremost soldier of attack. Indeed, nineteen books of the Iliad cultivate anticipation of his
homicidal assault, when, likened to fire, Achilles rages unabated in an all-out offensive against
Troy (1l. 20.75-22.360). Achilles, in effect, is a single devastating invasion unto himself. Even
Zeus expresses reservations about the force of Achilles’ attack:

&l yap Ayihedg olog émi Tpmecot poreitan
o000 pivovl’ €Eovot moddkea IInAgiwva.

Kol 0€ T1 Py Kol Tpochev HTOTPOUEESKOV OPDVTEG:
viv 0 Ote oM kal Bopov Etaipov ymeto aivdg
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deldm pn kol Telyog véppuopov EEaramdln.
For if we leave Achilles alone to fight with the Trojans
they will not even for a little hold off swift-footed Peleion.
For even before now they would tremble whenever they saw him,
and now, when his heart is grieved and angered for his companion’s
death, | fear against destiny he may storm their fortress. (1. 20.26-30)
Conversely, Ajax is the unrivalled Achaean defensive fighter, who alone without Achilles
defends the ships against Hector’s fire (11.15.674-16.121). From Books 7 through 16, as Hector
makes steady advances against Achaean positions, at last pressing them back against their
beached ships, only Ajax leads the defense and yields only when he must.
In a moment of strategic discussion, Idomeneus provides for Meriones a succinct account
of both Ajax’s defensive identity and Achilles’ offensive capability :
avopi 6¢ k™ ovk giéete péyag Tehapmviog Alag,
0¢g Bvntog T €in kai €801 Anpntepog ATV
YOAKQ T PNKTOG LEYAAOLGT TE YEPLASTIOITLY.
000" av AytAAR{T pnénvopt Yowpnoeev
&v vy’ avtootadin” moci &’ ob Twg Eotv Epilewy.
Nor would huge Telamonian Ajax give way to any man,
one who was mortal and ate bread, the yield of Demeter,
one who could be broken by the bronze and great stones flung at him.
He would not make way for Achilles who breaks men in battle,
in close combat. But for speed of feet none can strive with Achilles.
(11.13.321-325)
Idomeneus stresses Ajax’s defensive ability in terms not unlike Zeus’s apprehensive statements
about Achilles’ offensive power. Like Achilles’ forward assault, Ajax’s defensive prowess is

nearly unassailable. Thus, the paired passages suggest that Achilles, an unstoppable force, will

come to an impasse with Ajax, an immoveable object.5

6 This paradox is also known from a Chinese 3™ century philosophical handbook by Han Feizi
(Nanyi, “Collection of Difficulties, No. 1) as the “Shield and Spear Paradox”, nicely evoking
Ajax’s odxog entafosiov, “shield of seven ox-hide, and Achilles’ [InAéda perinv, “Pelian ash
Spear.”
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More importantly, Idomeneus’ description of Ajax’s defensive power correlates with
references to Achilles as a pnénvop, “breaker of men”. The word pné&nfvmp, an agent descriptor
used only for Achilles (cf. 11.7.228, 16.575.), following pnktog, “breakable,” serves to
distinguish and to emphasize their complementary military spheres.®® While both words derive
from the verb, pryyvo, Achilles is pnénvwp, an active agent in contrast to pnktog a passive
verbal adjective. Idomeneus thus expresses Ajax’s military skill in passive, stationary terms,
while Achilles’ is active and forward moving.

Additionally, Idomeneus discloses why Achilles surpasses Ajax in martial skill: Achilles
is faster than Ajax (11.13.325). Again the Iliad uses Ajax to define Achilles’ Gpiotoc rank, this
time with reference to Achilles’ most frequent and famous epithet. He is most celebrated as
nod0c dKLG Ayilhevg, “swift-footed Achilles” (11.1.215, passim), modapkng “swift-foot”(11.1.21,
passim), and he fights nooi kpaunvoiot temo1Bdg, “in the confidence of his quick feet” (lI.
22.138)-all formulations that indicate rapid mobility. Foley argues that Achilles” most famous
epithet contrasts with his idleness beside the ships, as he broods in his tent and causes
incongruity between his inertia and the frequent use of these epithets referring to his speed
(1991: 41). According to Foley, the epithet’s effect, while inactive for the majority of the Iliad,
ultimately foregrounds the forthcoming narrative when Achilles will activate his earlier
descriptors, as he outruns Hector and kills him. In the Iliad, then, Achilles’ recurrent speed
epithets all look to the moment when he confronts Hector and only become actualized when he

faces him in battle. This is also true for Ajax and his most famous epithet.

% Ajax even names Achilles pnéqvopa when he confronts Hector for the first time in single
combat, boasting about the martial prowess of Greeks other than Achilles, and intimating his
own skill in battle (11.7.228).
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Ajax is most famously the &pxog Ayoudv, “bulwark of the Achaeans.” The Iliad employs
this unique epithet for Ajax three times, always in apposition with his name (Il. 3.229, 6.5, and
7.211). In a military sense, £€pkog is a defensive barrier, a rampart, or more often “bulwark” (as it
is so often translated).%® The epithet identifies Ajax’s military role as the Greek defensive
fighter.%7 It is also associated with his equally famous shield, the céxoc éntafosiov, “seven
layered ox-hide shield”, which he carries nite mopyov “like a tower.” The shield imparts to Ajax
an image of massive size and entrenched immobility, in contrast to Achilles’ swiftness.

Helen first names Ajax €pkoc Ayaidv in the Teichoskopeia in Book 3. Her brief
description of Ajax is particularly odd following two extended accounts of Agamemnon and
Odysseus. That the greatest warrior after Achilles would receive such short shrift seems
anticlimactic, and has given many scholars pause.®® Yet it is the second time that an
identification of Ajax is briefly added to a list of Greek warriors, as we saw after the Catalogue
of the Ships, when the poet curtly names Ajax “best” after Achilles. Interestingly, Priam asks
Helen who Ajax is in a manner similar to the appeal to the Muse at 11.2.761-2:

Who then is this other Achaean of power and stature
towering above the Argives by head and broad shoulders?

Helen with the light robes and shining among women answered him:
That one is gigantic Ajax, wall of the Achaeans. (11.3.225-8)

% The &piog epithet is more than a metaphor. As a simple noun, &pkoc is used more frequently as
a literal bulwark (11.5.90, 18.564), for the mustering of soldiers (11.4.299), for the &€pxog akdvimv
(11.4.137, 5.316), “barricade against spears” or even for the Epkog 666vtwv, “barrier of the teeth”
(11.14.83), which checks improper speech and sometimes prevents the soul from escaping. This
occurs with Odysseus and Agamemnon (11.4.350,14.83), and poignantly, when Achilles employs
gpKkog 000vTmv to mean the final barrier beyond which the soul cannot return (11.9.409). As the
gpkog Ayoudv, Ajax serves the army in both capacities; he physically defends the Greeks from
Hector’s assault, while also exhorting them not to act in a manner that is shameful. In this way,
gpkog can be seen to function as another aspect of Ajax’s heightened sense of aidmg (see below).
67 “Epkog was a fence or defensive enclosure, even walled courtyard, before it acquired a
metaphorical sense of “shield.”

68 Kirk notes the “remarkable” manner in which Helen so quickly identifies Ajax and then moves
on. But he does not think that interpolation should be suspected here (Kirk 1985: 297-98).
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When Helen proclaims Ajax’s identity, she does so with a strong declarative force as she did
with Agamemnon and Odysseus before. Much of Helen’s narrative power derives from a
heightened awareness of her role in epic poetry, which is matched only by that of Achilles.®®
Because of this awareness, her pronouncements exhibit a narrator’s authority. Moreover, like
Book 2’s restart and appeal to the muse, Helen’s words serve to recalibrate Achaean heroic status
now that Achilles has withdrawn from battle. When Helen calls Ajax the €pkog Ayoudv, the poet
revisits Nestor’s reply to Agamemnon in Book 1, revising his previous statement that Achilles is
a €pxog Ayonoiow (11.1.283-4) and replacing him with the new €pkog in Achilles’ absence. Thus,
Helen as narrator presents Ajax for the first time as €pkoc Ayardv, lending authority to his
function in the lliad, and identifying Ajax as the quintessential Greek defensive fighter in a
world bereft of its previous €pxoc, Achilles.

Additionally, Achilles and Ajax are alike in that their military identities correspond with
their associated armor. Their armor is not simply functional, but serves as an extension of their
character as avatars of defense and offense.’® Whereas Ajax carries the gigantic Mycenaean
body-shield, Achilles wields the Pelian ash spear. Whereas Ajax is identified by his shield,”* the

ashen spear is Achilles’ exclusive purview. Moreover, Ajax is the only person who carries the

% The Teichoskopeia sequence begins with Iris visiting Helen in disguise, happening upon her as
she is “weaving a great web...working into it the numerous struggles of Trojans ...and
Achaeans...struggles they endured for her sake” (Il. 3.121-28), see also Kirk 1985: 279-81. In
this way, Helen reaches beyond the narrative, and is aligned with a narrator within the text.
Similarly, when the embassy arrives at Achilles’ camp in Book 9, they find him singing glorious
deeds on the lyre.

0 By “armor”, “armament”, etc., I include the full panoply: spear, sword, and shield as well.
Commenting on warriors and their weapons, Jasper Griffin states, “So closely are the weapons
(of Homeric warriors) identified with the hero himself that it is the same thing to say ... ‘they
feared his massive spear’ as to say ‘they feared god-like Hector.” (1980: 36).

"' When the Trojan Kebriones recognizes Ajax’s shield in battle, he says: “The Telamonian Ajax
drives them. I know him surely for he carries the broad shield on his shoulders” (11.11.526-27).
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odkog entafosiov, the “sevenfold ox-hide shield”. The Iliad records that Tychios, an unknown
craftsman from Hyle, and “best of all workers in leather” constructed the shield (11.7.220-3). That
the shield’s provenance is ascribed solely to human manufacture, unlike Agamemnon’s scepter
and Achilles’ spear, may accord with Ajax’s lack of divine assistance and his faith in the work of
mortal hands (11.15.509-10). Furthermore, in another shared aspect that speaks to their frequent
pairing, while Ajax strictly carries the cdkog éntafosiov, the only other warrior to consistently
wield a simple oékog is Achilles.’?

Like Ajax’s many epithets, £pkoc, melmpiog, and péyac—all indications of his massive
barricade-like figure—the shield too receives its own adjectives and suggests the merging of
warrior and weapon. For example, as Whallon points out, when Ajax enters into single combat
with Hector, the Iliad records, Afac & £yy00sv MA0 pépav chkoc Niite mopyov, ot 88 Tapét,
(““Ajax came near, bearing his shield just as a tower, and he stood forth beside them”) (11.7.219).
He notes that while “tower” must be understood to describe the shield’s size the adverb nite
nearly confuses the shield and its wielder, and lends some of its force to the participle pépov.”

The effect blends Ajax, who carries the shield, with the image of a man who can carry a tower.

2 As opposed to the domic or odxoc used interchangeably by other warriors, Ajax and Achilles
alone wield the cdkog (11.7.220, 7.245, 7.266) (Whallon 1966:14). The Iliad describes the cdicog
as “like a tower” indicating the shield’s antiquity if it alludes to the Mycenean body shield
depicted on daggers found in Mycenaean Shaft Grave IV (c. 1500 BCE). Willcock notes: “The
evidence suggests that the body shield went out of use some two hundred years before the Trojan
War... that somehow the memory of it survived in this phrase ‘carrying his shield like a tower.”
It implies that Ajax comes from an earlier period, and was not associated with the Trojan War.
See Willcock 254-55.

3 Whallon (1966: 7) argues that the adverb “modifies the noun” like an epithet, and that “since
nite mopyov is so straightly limited to the cdkog of Ajax, and has nothing to do with other
artifacts or with shields of other men, he may himself be regarded as a mbpyog among his
comrades.”
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In this way, the Iliad advances the paradoxical notion of Ajax as a moving fortification and
further essentializes his identity as the Achaean defensive fighter.
The association of warrior and armor is often illustrated in traditional arming scenes. In

Book 3, for instance, when Paris arms for his duel with Menelaus, the poet zooms in with detail-
shots, showing armor as it is fitted to shoulders, legs, ankles, and chest, and coalesces in the
complete blending of bronze and warrior (11.3.326-39).”* As an archer, Paris lacks a corselet and
must borrow one from his brother Lycaon (11.3.333). However, to lack a piece of armor so
fundamental to hand-to-hand combat indicates how mismatched he is against Menelaus.
Likewise, in Patroclus’ arming scene, when he fails to take up Achilles’ spear, the omission
foreshadows Patroclus’ failure against Hector (11.16.139-42). The omission of a piece of armor in
an arming scene suggests not just the incompleteness of equipment, but the inefficacy of the
warrior. Interestingly, when Ajax arms for single combat with Hector, there is little in the way of
detail, with the lliad simply stating that “Ajax armed himself in shining bronze. Then when he
had girt his body in all its armor, he strode on his way” (11.7.206-8). But although the Iliad fails
to give Ajax a full arming scene, it focuses greater attention on his shield:

Alag & &yyvev fA0e pépmv chxog fite mopyov

yahkeov Entafociov, 6 ol Tuyiog kdpe tedhymv

oKVLTOTOUWV Oy~ Gprotog “YAn &vi oikia vaiwv,

0¢ o1 émoinoev cakog aidolov Entafdsiov

Ta0poVv CoTpeémv, £l d° dYd00V HAUCE YOAKOV.

10 Tpdcbe otéPvoro pépmv Telapumviog Alog

oth pa pdd” "Extopog &yyvg, aneilncag 0& mpoonvda

Now Ajax came near him, carrying like a wall his shield

of bronze and sevenfold ox-hide which Tychios wrought him with much

toil; Tychios, at home in Hyle, far the best of all workers of leather
who had made him the great gleaming shield of sevenfold ox-hide

"4 The Iliad offers four typical arming scenes: Paris at 3.226-8, Agamemnon at 11.17-45,
Patroclus at 16.131-44, and Achilles at 19.369-91. See Kirk 1985: 313-16. The intricacy of an
arming scene correlates with the display of martial excellence to follow (Griffin1980: 36).
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from strong bulls, and hammered an eighth fold of bronze upon it.
Telamonian Ajax, carrying this to cover his chest came near. (Il. 7.219-25)

The traditional arming scene has shifted from the explication of armor meticulously applied to
specific body parts, to the detail and provenance of Ajax’s most famous implement. The
cumulative effect unites armament and warrior and ascribes Ajax’s identity to his shield, making
Ajax a byword for defensive warfare.

Ajax’s odkog also shares diction with the construction of Achilles’ divinely wrought
shield. To this point, Louden argues that the same formula as in Tychios’ construction of Ajax’s
shield is also present in Hephaestus’ creation of Achilles’ shield: kdape tedvywv (11.7.220, 19.368).
He posits that while Ajax’s shield “concretizes” his defensive power, Achilles’ shield connotes
invulnerability, looking ahead to his confrontation with Hector. On top of that, Louden sees
parallels where the Iliad identifies both shields’ makers: Tychios for Ajax and Hephaestus for
Achilles (2006: 39-40). Moreover, this accords with the sense of primary and secondary
positions that we see play out so often in the Achilles and Ajax relationship. Whereas Ajax
wields a shield made by the greatest leather worker, Achilles has a shield crafted by the god of
craftsmen himself.

Like Achilles, Ajax shares familial connections with his armor.” While he is styled
“Telamonian Ajax” there is still considerable doubt concerning the meaning of Telamon as a
patronym. Wilamowitz thought that Telamon derived from teAapmviog, indicating tehapmv, or
“shield strap”.”® However, this suggestion has been repeatedly challenged. It seems likely that

Ajax was thought of not as “son of shield strap”, but as a tehoudv, a “load-bearing, colossal

> Tradition holds that Ajax names his son after his weapon: Eurysakes, the “Well-shielded”;
Soph. Aj.339-41.
6 Wilamowitz, Homerische Untersuchungen (Berlin 1884) 246.
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column or pillar”.”” In this way, the Iliad emphasizes Ajax’s role as critical defender and
essential support by likening him to a weight-bearing structural feature. Nevertheless, this is not
to say that the idea of shield strap is wholly absent from Ajax’s patronymic. For instance, when
fighting Hector, Ajax’s d0m tedapudve preserve his life, and deflect Hector’s spear (11.14.404).
And when Hippothonous attempts to drag away Patroclus’ corpse with a tehaudvt around the
ankles, vioc Tehaudvog, “the son of Telamon” prevents him from dragging the body away
(11.17.288-294).7 Both sets of connotations may be present, regardless of strict etymology, as
massive architectural support emphasizing Ajax’s identity as critical edifice, and as a simple
shield strap.

Just as the odkoc distinguishes Ajax as the quintessential defensive Achaean warrior, so
too, the Pelian ash spear marks Achilles as the foremost offensive Greek fighter. Like Ajax’s
odkog entafociov, Achilles’ Pelian ash spear is uniquely his weapon to wield as we learn in
Achilles’ arming scene:

€k & dpa cOplyyoc matpodiov éondoat’ €y og

By péya otipapdv: TO pev ov dHvat AALOC Ayoudv

TEALEWY, GAAG LV 010G €mioToTo iAot AytAheng:

[InAddo pedinv, v motpi eido mope Xeipwv

IInAiov €k KopLET|G POVOV EPEVOL T)PDECTLV:

Next he pulled out from its standing place the spear of his father,
huge, heavy, thick, which no one else of all the Achaeans

could handle, but Achilles alone knew how to wield it,

the Pelian ash spear, which Cheiron had brought to his father
from high on Pelion, to be death for fighters in battle. (11.19.387-91)

" For a view that entertains both interpretations see Whallon 1966: 27-28.

8« Ajax, his chest facing Hector, offers a tempting target, but Hector’s spear hits the spot where
the straps for his sword and shield cross over”...“Telamonian Ajax, punningly saved by his
tehaudve, hits Hector, who is backing away from him, on the chest with one of the stones used
to prop up the ships” (Janko 1992: 213 n.402-8).
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Achilles is the “swift-footed runner” who surpasses all others in speed and also brandishes his
“Pelian ash spear,” which no other warrior can wield (11.16.143).” This combination of
unmatched speed and exclusive ability to wield a spear which no other warrior can accounts for
Achilles’ military supremacy, and defines him as the incomparable warrior of assault,
demonstrated when he outruns and kills Hector in Book 22.

So far, | hope to have shown that the Iliad describes Ajax, Achilles, and their weapons as
complementary. Achilles with his spear is the warrior of offense, Ajax with his shield, the
defensive fighter. Yet they also stand in a reciprocal relationship. When lamenting to Iris about
his lost armor, Achilles says: &\ov & ob tev 0ida Ted dv KALTA TedyEn dVm / €1 pr Alovtog ve
odxog Telapwviadao (11.18.191-3), “But I do not know of another whose glorious armor | may
wear, except the shield of Telamonian Ajax”. When Achilles declares his armor’s exclusivity, he
suggests that Ajax’s armor may suffice, an added qualification that reads like the echoed
inversion of Ajax’s dpiotog rank after Achilles; that is, Achilles seems to say that “when my
armor is unavailable, Ajax’s armor is second best.” And given what we know about warriors and
their armor, this may be tantamount to Achilles himself admitting that Ajax is the second greatest

warrior.%

" Unlike Ajax’s oékog, Achilles’ ashen spear is imbued with supernatural qualities. Fashioned
by Cheiron for Peleus, the spear signals paternal legitimacy for its owner, and as such carries its
own “biography.” Similar to Ajax’s shield, Achilles’ Pelian Ash spear defines his warrior
identity in connection to his father. The concept is from folk-tale —the idea that an object can
only be used by the rightful inheritor. On this, Janko notes that “there is a play on “son of
Peleus”, as the Iliad links Achilles’ right to wield the spear to a play on his father’s name as well
as echoing the verb mijAat, “to wield”, or “brandish” (1992: 335n. 141-4). Furthermore, at
11.16.143-4, noting its anaphoric construction, Mueller argues that the spear’s name “evokes
aurally” its patrilineal descent, by playing on Peleus’ name (2016: 134). In other words, when we
hear Achilles’ spear spoken aloud, it identifies Achilles.

80 This, the second instance in the lliad where Achilles verbalizes Ajax’s nearness to his own
character (11.9.644-5), only Ajax’s’ armor could fit him. It adds pathos to Ajax’s final
humiliation when Odysseus wins Achilles’ armor.
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While for the most part, | have focused on Ajax and Achilles in a military capacity, they
are also expressly alike in their adherence to the “heroic code.”® As Glaucus explains succinctly
to Diomedes, this is “to be always among the bravest, and hold my head above others, not
shaming the generation of my fathers” (11.6.208-9). The code is based on one’s fighting ability
and personal honor, and is predicated on the warrior’s fear of losing status in the eyes of his
community. As a guide for conduct, it is governed largely by a warrior’s sense of aidd¢, a
“responsibility to others, and a sense of their importance to oneself” (Whitman 1958: 171). The
person who feels aidmc, as Redfield states, “internalizes the anticipated judgments of others to
himself. As such aidwmg is the affective or emotional foundation of virtue” (1975: 115-119).
Reactions to violations of the heroic standard are often severe, as the fallout from Agamemnon
and Achilles’ quarrel attests. Achilles’ concern for the Greek army, when he “called the people
to assembly; a thing put into his mind by the goddess of the white arms, Hera” (11.1.54-55), will
set in motion events leading to the self-centered nursing of his wounded personal honor,® which
his prayer to Thetis that Agamemnon come to grief through the greater suffering of the army

(11.1.407-12), activates.®

81 On the “heroic code” see Finley who states: “Warrior’ and ‘hero’ are synonyms, and the main
theme of a warrior culture is constructed on two notes —prowess and honor. The one is the hero’s
essential attribute, the other his essential aim. Every value, every judgment, every action, all
skills and talents have the function of either defining honor or realizing it” (1978: 115-116). See
also Redfield’s comment (1975:105) on Achilles’ refusal to accept recompense in the Embassy
to Achilles. “Achilles’ story, in fact, is not a departure from the heroic pattern but an enactment
of that pattern...Achilles’ refusal of the warrior’s role is an affirmation of the warrior ethic.”

82 At lines 1.53-56, Hera puts it in Achilles’ heart to call an assembly “since she pitied the
Danaans when she saw them dying”. I read this as ‘double determination’ similar to Athena’s
appearance and admonition when Achilles is minded to kill Agamemnon in book 1. While the
poet presents the idea as Hera’s, “by the rules of ‘double determination’, divine initiative in such
cases should be divine prompting for human impulse” (Silk 2004: 40).

8 On this passage Kirk notes Achilles’ indifferent attitude to what his desire to harm
Agamemnon will entail, “Achilles knows that they (comrades) must suffer heavy casualties
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In the Embassy to Achilles, we see the first diplomatic effort to assuage Achilles’
wounded honor and to convince him to return to battle. While it offers another instance of the
heroic triad of Achilles, Ajax, and Odysseus, it also contrasts Achilles’ response to Odysseus
with Achilles’ response to Ajax, affording Achilles the opportunity to define Ajax and Odysseus
with his own words. After Odysseus and Phoenix fail to persuade Achilles, Ajax’s understanding
of heroic protocol provides the only voice to sway Achilles in any capacity. Moreover, as the
lliad’s centerpiece, Achilles speaks with authoritative power, answering each petitioner
separately and defining their character in each of his responses.

Achilles is an authoritative speaker like Helen. Similarly, he functions beyond the
narrative and displays an awareness of his role in heroic tradition (cf. 11.9.185-91).3* Whereas in
Book 3 Helen identifies Odysseus as moAduntic Odvooeig, “resourceful Odysseus” (11.3.200), in
this instance Achilles identifies Odysseus’ crafty personality in action, calling him out for
“hiding one thing in his heart, and speaking forth another” (11.9.307-13). In effect, Achilles
characterizes Odysseus as a practitioner of subterfuge (llI. 3.202, 4.339).%

When both Odysseus and Phoenix have exhausted their efforts, Ajax indicates that they
are about to depart and adeptly turns to Odysseus, saying:

droyeveg Aaeptidon morvpnyov’ Odvoced

before his honor is restored, and accepts the possible sacrifice of friends and allies without
evident distress” (1985: 96 n.410).

8 Hainsworth issues a poignant note claiming “Achilles the hero sings of the heroic deeds that he
is no longer allowing himself to perform” (1993:88 n.189). R. Blondell notes that both Achilles
and Helen “share a preoccupation with their reputation among future generations” and that
Helen’s weaving of “the ‘marvelous deeds’ of the Iliad is indispensable to the glorification of
Achilles, whose status as ‘best of the Achaeans’ is revealed and confirmed through the role in the
war she began” (2013: 54). While Helen and Achilles demonstrate an awareness of their
existence in song, Helen appears to be more cognizant of her role in the Iliad since she weaves a
tapestry about the Trojan War. Achilles’ song is unidentified.

8 Hainsworth argues that Achilles has immediately provided permanent characterization:
“Achilles is open, Odysseus is indirect” (1993:102).

45



fopev: ov yap pot dokéetl pboto TeEAeLT

THOE ¥~ 00® kpavéeshHar: dmayyeidat 6& TdyioTa
xp1| LOBov Aavaoict kol ovk dyafov mep Edvta
oi mov viv &atat moTdEypevol. avTdp AYAleng
dyplov év otbecct B€to peyointopa Bupov
OXETAMOG, OVOE UETATPENETAL PILOTNTOG £TAIPOV
TS N Hv mopd vijooiy Etiopey EEoyov EAmV
wng: (11.9.624-32)

Son of Laertes and seed of Zeus, resourceful Odysseus:

let us go. I think that nothing will be accomplished

by argument on this errand; it is best to go back quickly

and tell this story, though it is not good, to the Danaans

who sit there waiting for us to come back, seeing that Achilles

has made savage the proud-hearted spirit within his body.

He is hard, and does not remember that friends’ affection

Wherein we honored him by the ships, far beyond all others.

Pitiless. (11.9.622-32)
True to his character as the final line of defense, Ajax addresses Achilles last.®® Where Odysseus
and Phoenix made appeals based on financial recompense and familial ties, Ajax curtly reminds
Achilles of his obligation to friends, his comrades in arms. There is a simplicity in Ajax’s
speech, one that indicates the outlook of a soldier who has fought long beside his comrades, and
cannot understand that that bond could be forfeited because of a single quarrel. He even calls
Achilles oyéthog “cruel,” “perverse,” a word considered to be among “the strongest terms of
condemnation in the Homeric vocabulary.”®” Ajax severely rebukes Achilles on the basis of their
shared warrior status. His appeal to soldierly camaraderie pits Achilles’ sense of personal

violation against his sense of reciprocal duty to friends. Ajax reaches Achilles —indeed, it is the

only time in the Iliad when Achilles and Ajax directly address one another. Yet Ajax cannot

8 «Ajax as a warrior is the last hope of the defence and virtually never leads an attack, here too
he intervenes when all seems lost” (Griffin 1995:142 n.624).

87 Scodel notes that Ajax’s anger at Achilles is shown by the epithet oyéthitoc and in Ajax’s use
of the third person. She also sees Ajax’s anger as “both nemesis, that Achilles is not responding
to the need of the social group, and personal, Ajax’s response to Achilles’ failure to respond to
the ambassadors as friends” (2008: 52-53).
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fully persuade Achilles, because he does not fully understand the complexity of Achilles’
motivation.®® Especially in terms of loyalty to friends, Achilles expressly agrees with Ajax’s
sentiment (11.9.644-53), but persists in his anger.®® Since Achilles cannot get over Agamemnon’s
outrageous violation of their heroic ethic, he perpetuates another violation in his anger.
Nonetheless, Achilles underlines their congruent dispositions, stating that Ajax’s reasoning is
Koo Qopov, “after my own mind”. This is a vivid contrast to his reply to Odysseus at 11.9.307-
313, and one that also provides “permanent characterization” for Ajax (Hainsworth 1993:102
n.308-14). Whereas Achilles characterizes Odysseus as an unscrupulous rhetorician, he assures
Ajax that he is forthright like himself.*® But more significantly, he makes an important
concession to Ajax, prompted by a recognition of their shared heroic sensibilities. Achilles will
not leave Troy altogether, but will consider fighting when Hector torches their ships (11.16.112-
23).%1
Ajax and Hector

I turn now to Ajax’s association with Hector, the foremost Trojan warrior, whose

development from city defender to enemy invader mirrors Ajax’s development as the leading

8 Scodel (2008: 92) puts it this way, “Achilles wants to be repaid the outrage that grieves his
heart; that is his feelings, which are not within the system of compensation. The only way to
make him feel better is for Agamemnon to suffer, but he cannot admit (to Ajax, Odysseus, and
Phoenix) that he is exacting mow|, ‘compensation’ on his friends.”

8 Hainsworth notes that “Ajax said in effect ‘I never though you would treat your friends like
this in your own house’, and Achilles has no reply to that devastating comment” 1993: 143
n.643-55.

% Griffin compares Odysseus and Achilles’ characterization in Plato’s Hippias Minor 364e-7,
where their disparate personalities contrast with the consonance of spirit between Achilles and
Ajax (1995:110 n.308-13). Hinckley, in an unpublished dissertation, notes “Although Odysseus
speaks first and at length, he also accomplishes least, provoking Achilles’ most negative
response and most decided withdrawal from the war” (1972: 110).

%1 Hinckley notes that where Odysseus speaks on behalf of Agamemnon, and addresses Achilles
in terms of the “claims that society can make on the individual and the rewards that it can give,”
Ajax speaks to Achilles’ sense of honor, and links that to his return to battle (1972:110-13).

47



Achaean defender in Achilles’ absence. Hector and Ajax are principal adversaries, facing off

against one another sixteen times, more than any other Greek and Trojan pair in the Iliad. They

are also doubling figures, and are metrically alike; while Ajax is uéyag Tehaudviog Ao,

formulaically similar to Hector’s péyoc kopvBaioroc “Extwp, both share the adjective gaidipuog

(Hector 29x, Ajax 6x) (Kirk 1985: 297 n.226-7). They also share similar attributes, especially in

their devotion to a code of moral behavior and acute awareness of 0iddbc.®? While Hector and
Ajax are both warriors of aidmc, the outcomes of their commitment to it are starkly different.
Hector’s sense of aidmg will prove destructive to his people, resulting in his death and Troy’s
destruction. Ajax’s devotion to aidmg, on the other hand, remains beneficial and solidifies the
Greek defense.®®
The poet reveals the importance of aidmg to Ajax and Hector in different ways. When

Andromache petitions Hector to refrain from battle, for instance, she essentially wishes him to
disregard aidwmc, and to consider the safety of his immediate family; Ajax, on the other hand,
employs aidmg to spur Achilles to return to battle. In the embassy scene he shrewdly turns to
Odysseus and remarks:

Let us go. I think that nothing will be accomplished

by argument on this errand; it is best to go back quickly

and tell this story, though it is not good, to the Danaans

who sit there waiting for us to come back, seeing that Achilles
has made savage the proud-hearted spirit within his body. (Il. 9.625-29)

92 “More than any other figure on the Greek side, Ajax is the man of aidd¢” (Whitman 1958:
171). Redfield (1975: 119) however refers to Hector as the “hero of aidcdg” 119.
% Only in extra-Iliadic material do we see its malignancy.
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Ajax appeals to Achilles’ sense of aidmg by projecting in front of Achilles what others will say
about him. Ajax entertains the imagined response of their warrior society, by enacting for
Achilles what this response would seem like.%*

As the foremost fighters of aidmg on both sides, there is parity when Ajax and Hector
face one another on the field. This parity reinforces Ajax’s character as the “bulwark of the
Achaeans”, when it pits him against Hector, the defender of Troy, who, in Achilles’ absence has
become the chief aggressor against the Achaeans. Thus, Hector and Ajax are both “walls”, and
represent the preservation of their society. Moreover, Hector’s private moment with wife and
child in Book 6 marks the first time the Iliad defines Hector’s critical protective identity, oiog
yap €pveto "Thov "Extmp, “since Hector alone saved Ilium” (11.6.403). Book 6’s tableau
anticipates Ajax’s appearance in book 7 when Ajax is chosen by lot as the Greek champion, and
serves to define Ajax as the chief Achaean defender (11.7.175-200). Further, after Hector’s death
the lliad links Hector with Troy’s outer defense, but with the added clarification for Hector, oioc
Yap ooV EpLGo TOANG Kol Telyen pakpd, “since it was you alone who defended the gates and the
long walls” (11.22.507). Schadewalt also noted Book 6 as key to the development of Hector as
defender of Troy, and draws a direct line to his duel with Ajax: “Hector’s stay at Troy shows him
as the defender of the city to which he belongs, just as the following duel with Ajax shows him
as a great fighter” (1959: 207-29). When Hector falls, Troy will fall. Accordingly, Hector like

Ajax, embodies the chief defense of their armies.

%1t is to Ajax’s credit that he adroitly shifts from talking about Achilles in the third person to
addressing him in his final point in an accusatory second person when he commands Achilles
aidecoat, to “feel aidmc” (11. 9.640).
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As the “walls” of their society, Hector and Ajax are the human expression of physical
battlements and exist as citizens whose presence protects their people.®® Both Hector and Ajax
receive designations and epithets that equate them with the city’s fortifications. Thus, Troy’s
walls seem to converge with Hector’s body and likewise the walls of the Achaean camp are
conflated with Ajax. Additionally, Scully argues that “even more than Ajax, Hector typifies the
transference of defense from the physical rampart to an individual” (1990: 59). Even Hector’s
name “the one who holds,” indicates this function and seems to be a shortened form of
Ekhepolis, “he who holds the city” (Nagy 1979: 146-147 and Scully1990: 59). Moreover, when
Hector can no longer stand his ground against Achilles, he runs around Troy three times,
“whirling about the city of Priam” (Il. 22.165). Hector’s swift circuit equates warrior and wall,
and vividly illustrates Hector’s identity one last time before his death. Similarly, when Achilles
drags Hector’s corpse around the walls, this implies that the walls have failed and Troy has fallen
(11.22.410-11).

In so far as Hector represents the walls of Troy, Ajax corresponds to the wall of the

Achaean camp. The lliad emphasizes this parallelism by following Ajax’s single combat with

% The idea that soldiers, not the physical battlements, are the actual defenders of a polis is not
uncommon in archaic thought. Famous for its lack of walls, Sparta entrusted its defense to its
warrior elite —a point of pride in Plutarch’s Apophthegmata Laconica, when he records that a
Spartan, “being asked once how far the bounds of Sparta extended, said, with a flourish of his
spear, ‘as far as this can reach” (28). When someone else wished to know why Sparta was
without walls, he pointed to the citizens in full armor and said, “These are the Spartans' walls”
(29).

In many instances a polis that trusted solely in its walls was thought somehow to emasculate its
citizens. Cf. Plato, Laws 778e-79a. Spartans, always suspicious of Athens and its long walls,
refused to build them altogether, entrusting the city’s safety to the martial valor of their hoplites.
For Athens, the notion of walls, had specific naval implications, as Themistocles made sure that
the oracle was interpreted to indicate manned triremes, in contrast to those men who trusted in
the literal wooden barricade on the acropolis (Hdt.7.143). Herodotus presents the city’s defense
as a conflict between marines and a wooden wall. Nevertheless, precedent for the idea that men
defend a city, and not its walls, is found throughout the Iliad.
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Hector with the hurried construction of the palisade (I1.7.336-8). The Achaean wall provides a
makeshift defense, and serves to comment on the uneasy stalemate between Greeks and Trojans
now that Achilles has withdrawn from battle.®® In composition, the wall is an odd mixture of
defensive battlement and funerary edifice: a literal compound of corpses and earthwork. In this
macabre display, one may readily understand the idea of warrior as wall and the concept of
mortal as mortar. Moreover, the temporary quality of the wall’s rushed construction reflects the
provisional nature of Ajax’s time as the “bulwark of the Achaeans” in Achilles’ absence. On this
point, O’Higgins remarks that “the human &pxog is replaced by a literal defensive rampart”
(1989: 46). Yet the wall does not replace Ajax, but reinforces his defensive identity since its
construction follows directly after Ajax’s single combat with Hector. Accordingly, the Achaean
wall facilitates a more vivid interpretation of Ajax’s £€pkog epithet, one that is heard for the last
time in his single combat with Hector (11.7.211). In this way, Ajax’ character demonstrates what
the Achaean wall generalizes on a larger scale.

Construction of the Achaean wall marks the official beginning of Hector’s Trojan

offensive and initiates a temporary reversal of the established Greek and Trojan situation.®’

% Bassett speculates that the encounter between Hector and Ajax in Book 7 may be the first time
that the Trojans are made aware of Achilles’ absence. He also states “The monomachia
introduces Hector as a dangerous enemy champion...Hector appears dangerous to justify the
building of the wall and to make probable his success in fighting on to the second and third day”
(1927: 153-56).

97 The wall reinforces the idea that the Achaean camp, as opposed to the Trojan citadel is now a
polis under siege (Rabel 1997: 100). Conversely, Scully does not see the Achaean camp and its
walls as a viable city and argues that “no one ever considers the camp sacred, it perverts the
higher necessity of the polis to defend women and children. The protected camp is an aggregate
of parts which never transcends its multiplicity into a unifying singleness” (1990: 26). Contra
Scully, Rabel and Morrison examine in great detail the idea of the Achaean camp as a city under
siege (Rabel 1997:100-113, Morrison 1994). Morrison musters extensive examples
demonstrating how the Achaean camp can be viewed as a serviceable polis, and shows how the
Iliad can “depict the trauma of undergoing a siege by showing his audience that experience, but
he does so from the Greek point of view. Rather than exult in the glory of sacking a city, Homer
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The fortified camp shows, as Rabel remarks, “a new sense of interdependence, a rudimentary
form of civic ideology arising from their need for Achilles and for one another” (1997:108).
Lacking Achilles, Achaean society must now learn to exist in a world bereft of its premier
warrior, and accordingly, the Iliad turns its attention to its second greatest fighter, Ajax. This
temporarily allows Hector to be glorified as a “Trojan Achilles” and Ajax to become the
“Achaean Hector”. Additionally, the besieged Achaean camp must defend itself against the will
of Zeus, who actively supports Troy in order to glorify Achilles. The result is in miniature a
reverse Trojan War, allowing Hector to overrun the Achaean “city”. Moreover, while the
Achaean wall is a physical manifestation of Ajax’s character, it also stands to fortify Hector’s
development as formidable antagonist. Basset argues that the poet introduces the Achaean wall
“to provide stages in the victorious progression of Hector,” that “without Hector there need have
been no wall” (1927: 155). If the wall adds ferocity to Hector, at the same time its construction
will parallel the development of Ajax as champion of the Achaeans now that Achilles sits on the
sideline.

Furthermore, while unaware of Zeus’ support for Hector, Ajax leads the Greek defense
until he recognizes the extent of Zeus’ plan when Hector lops off the top of his spear (11.16.114-
121). Although one may sense futility in Ajax’s effort, his great defense of the Greek ships
underlines his determination to fight despite divine opposition. O’Higgins poignantly comments
on the paradox of Ajax’s action: “to Ajax belongs the failure by which we measure the success
of Achilles’ prayer, the unique value of Achilles’ contribution to the war” (1989: 46). As a

product of human endeavor alone, the Achacan wall reflects Ajax’s tendency to work without

offers an alternative perspective in the Iliad, as the besiegers of Troy have become the besieged
in their own city” (1994: 227).
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divine approval. Although the wall will eventually be overrun, Ajax still demonstrates an

unrelenting defense in

the face of incremental Trojan incursion until both wall and Ajax are

finally overcome by Trojan attack.® In Book 12 especially, Ajax must defend the Achaean wall

from Hector’s attacks:

apeotépm 6 Alavte KEAELTIOOVT &Ml TOPY®V
TAVTOGE POITATNV HEVOG OTPOVOVTEG AYoidV.
dAlov peltyiotg, GAAOV GTEPEDIC EMEECTL
veikeov, dv Tva Thyyv pndyms pediévta idotev:
‘@ pilot Apyeimv 8¢ T EEoyog 8¢ Te PECNELC
OG 1€ XEPELOTEPOG, €Ml OV TT® TAVTES OLLOTOL
avépeg &v moAEU®, VOV EMAeTO EpyoV (maot:

The two Aiantes,* walking up and down the length of the ramparts,
urged the men on, stirring up the war-craft of the Achaeans,

and stung them along, using kind words to one, to another

hard ones, whenever they saw a man hang back from the fighting:
“Dear friends, you who are pre-eminent among the Argives, you who
are of middle estate, you who are of low account, since

all of us are not alike in battle, this is work for all now. (Il. 12.266-71)

As Ajax and Teucer walk “up and down the length of the ramparts” in diction they align their

bodies with the wall itself. Moreover, Ajax speaks not as a fore-fighter, but as commander,

directing and exhorting his troops.1%® He emphasizes need for collective effort to rebuff Trojan

attack and equalizes the soldiers’ status in the critical need for every fighter. However, while

% When Apollo easily breaches the Achaean wall, summed up in the playfully destructive simile
of a child obliterating his own sand towers (11.15.355-66), he fulfills his own promise in Book 7
to “smooth the Trojans’ entire path,” and further underlines his role as Hector’s patron.

% According to Nagy,

“Aiantes,” the dual form of Ajax’s name is an “elliptical plural” that uses

the name of a dominant figure to “elliptically include” another. “Aiantes” can refer to
Telamonian Ajax with Ajax son of Oileus, and at other times Telamonian Ajax with his half-
brother Teucer (Nagy 1997: 175-183).

100 At 11, 12.273, Hainsworth notes the use of the word dpoxAntfipog “shouter,” “threatener,’and
highlights the uncertainty about who the “shouter.” Hainsworth claims that “Ajax, or the poet,
slips into the language of a commander urging his men to advance” (1993: 347 n.273-4).
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Ajax maintains troop cohesion, he will intervene as the situation dictates. When Menestheus
witnesses Glaucus and Sarpedon advance against his section of the wall,

namtvev & ava Topyov Ayaidv &l tiv’ 1dotto
Nyepdvov, 8 Tig ol dpnv Etdpoicty apvval:

€5 0" évone’ Alavte dO® TOAEUOV AKOPIT®
£€01a0tag, . ..

alya 8 €n’ Afavta mpoiet kipuka Aodtmv:
‘Epyeo die Oodra, BV Alavta kdrleooov,’

O¢ &pat’, 000" anibnoe péyoc Tehapumdviog Alagc.
gvte Mevesdiiog peyadvpov mopyov fkovio
Tely€0G EVTOC 10VTEC, EMElyopévolot O TkovTo,

He scanned the rampart of the Achaeans in the hope of seeing

some great chief who could beat back the bane from his company,

and saw the two Aiantes, insatiate of battle, standing

on the wall...At once he sent Thootes off as a runner to Ajax:

“Go on the run, brilliant Thootes, and call Ajax here...”

...and huge Telamonian Ajax did not disobey him,

They (Ajax and Teucer) kept inside the wall as they went,

till they came to the bastion of high-hearted Menestheus,

and found men who were hard pressed there.

(11.12.333-36, 343, 364-69, 373-77)

When a section of the wall is imperiled, Menestheus looks to Ajax, the human bulwark, to
intercept the threat. The general idea underlines Ajax’s metaphorical link with the literal
fortification, allowing his presence to substitute a threatened part of the wall. Furthermore, Ajax
is the “summoned defender,” whom comrades call upon in time of critical need.!®* Fenik sees the
call for aid and rescue as “fully typical elements” occurring as a leitmotif and especially common
in connection with Ajax. Moreover, the call for aid/rescue theme occurs often with Menelaus,
whose “characteristic action.” Bradshaw (1991:101) notes, “is to recognize the plight of a fallen

comrade and to call for the rescue of a warrior.” When Trojans surround a wounded Odysseus,

for instance, Menelaus summons Ajax and they rescue him (11.11.459-501). Later, when

101 Bradshaw notes that “one of Ajax’s characteristic actions is to effect rescue by shielding the
fallen and warding off Trojan attacks” (1991: 101).
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Menelaus is under duress, he thinks of Ajax, and says, “Yet if somewhere | could only get some
word of Ajax of the great war cry, we two might somehow go, and keep our spirit of battle even
in the face of divinity” (11.17.101-4). Ajax acts as a mobile wall, a summoned bulwark, who
repositions himself between imperiled ally and enemy combatant.

Until Book 7, however, Ajax has not yet lived up to his “bulwark of the Achaeans”
epithet. Just as Achilles’ “swift footed” epithet remains unrealized until he confronts Hector and
outruns him in Book 22, so too is Ajax’s €pkog Ayau®dv epithet not activated until he faces
Hector in Book 7 and the Achaean wall is built. Helen’s identification of Ajax as €pkog Ayoudv
at 11.3.229 hangs inactive in the text until it is picked up again at 11.7.211, when the poet names
Ajax as €pkog Ayxoudv as he advances against Hector in single combat. Furthermore, while the
duel is the main subject of narrative of Book 7, it complements the makeshift Achaean wall
constructed around their ships in a sequential narrative that links Ajax’s duel with Hector to the
construction of the Achaean fortification. To put it another way, the Iliad describes the
construction of an Achaean bulwark, shortly after the “bulwark of the Achaeans” makes his
military debut.

In their first substantive encounter, Book 7 establishes Hector and Ajax as the greatest
champions of both armies. While Ajax and Hector take center stage, nonetheless it is a rivalry
overshadowed by Achilles. As Kirk notes (1985: 265-66), it is a fight “dominated by the sense of
Achilles’ absence.” Shortly after Hector’s challenge, Agamemnon states, “Even Achilles, in the
fighting where men win glory, trembles to meet this man” (11.7.113-14). The idea that Achilles
would fear Hector is found nowhere else in the Iliad, and Kirk even dismisses it as a bit of ego
padding from an older brother (ibid). Nevertheless, it bestows on the eventual Achaean

challenger (Ajax) a semblance of fearlessness to go where even Achilles would fear to tread.
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Furthermore, in Ajax’s opening taunt there is a direct link to Achilles’ quarrel with Agamemnon
as well as Book 2’s claim of Ajax’s dpiotog status. Informing Hector about Achilles’ absence,
Ajax declares:

"Extop vdV pév 81 6o slcear 0id0ev olog
oiot xoi Aovaoicty dpilotiiec petéoot

Kod pet” Axfjo pnEnvopal®? dvpoiéovra.
GAL™ O pEV &V VIIEGGL KOP®VIGL TOVTOTOPOLGL
KEW™ amopunvicog AYOUEUVOVL TOLUEVL AADV.

‘Hector, single man against single man you will learn now

for sure what the bravest are like among the Danaans

even after Achilles the lion-hearted who breaks men in battle

But he remains at the hollow sea-faring ships

steeping his wrath for Atreid Agaemnon, shepherd of the people.” (11.7.229)

This passage echoes lines from Book 2:

avdpdv av péy” dprotog ENv Tehapdviog Alog
dpp’ Ayhedg uqvIeV: O yop mOAD GEPTATOC TEV,
irmo1 0° ot popéeokov apvuova [nieiova.
aAlL’ 0 pEv év VIjEGOL KOPMVIoL TOVTOTOPOLGL
KEIT amopunvicas AyopEpvovt ToLpEVL La®OV
ATpEion...

Among the men far the best was Telamonian Ajax

while Achilles stayed angry, since he was far best of all of them,

he and the horses that bare the peerless son of Peleus.

But he remains at the hollow sea-faring ships

Steeping his wrath for Atreid Agamemnon, shepherd of the people.
(11.2.771-72)

By repeating these lines verbatim, the Iliad asserts for a second time that Ajax is now épiotog
and alerts its audience to the initial heroic calibration at 11.2.768-772. At the same time it cues a

sequence in which Ajax will demonstrate why he is dpiotog as well as €pkog Ayoidv.

102 Note too that Ajax refers to Achilles as pnéfvopa, “breaker of men” in a contest with Hector,
cf. 11.13.324, 16.575.
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Accordingly, like Achilles with his “swift-footed” epithet, Ajax too activates his epithet only
when he encounters Hector.

While Hector has shortly before been presented as the foremost warrior of the Trojans,
here the poet reveals an Ajax layered with epithets that depict his slow, menacing, and expanding
presence as he advances into single combat:

toiog &p” Afac dpto TEADPLOC EpKOg Ayaidv

peWwd®v PLocvpoict Tpochnact vEPHE 08 TOGGiv

fie pokpa PPdg, kpadamv doAtydcKIoV EYY0G.

1OV 0¢ Kol Apyeiot pev éynbeov elcopomvTEC.

Such was Ajax as he strode, gigantic, the wall of the Achaeans,

Smiling under his threatening brows, with his feet beneath him

Taking huge strides forward, and shaking the far-shadowing spear.

And the Argives looking upon him were made glad. (11.7.211-14)
As Ajax approaches, he seems to fill the horizon with his expanding mass. The colossal warrior
is only made more ferocious by the fact that he is “smiling” as he advances.'® The last time a
form of ueddaw occurs before this passage is when Hector smiles at Astyanax, 6 uév peidnoev
idwv &g maida owwni) (11.6.404), which is “Hector’s only smile in the Iliad, ” an act that lessens
the severity of the sadness of the moment (Graziosi and Haubold 2010: 193 n.404). Ajax’s smile
of military superiority in a belligerent episode echoes Hector’s final smile of affection in a
familial scene and draws a stark contrast between the two warriors, underlining their roles as
chief adversaries.

In many ways, Ajax and Hector’s single combat is peculiar.!®* While Book 3’s duel was

meant to end the war, Book 7’s duel has no stated purpose (Apollo has instigated this duel with

103 D, Levine (1982: 102) notes that “Ajax is like a walking gorgoneion, with his face set in a
gruesome smile in anticipation of victory.”
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no objective), and ends in a draw with a strangely initiated gift exchange.’®® Moreover, as Bassett
notes, Ajax and Hector’s duel is “longer and more elaborate than almost any other Homeric
combat” (1927: 155). He continues, “It is the only duel in the Iliad in which all four methods of
attack are used: the spear hurl, spear lunge, large stone throw, and charging with the sword.”
Hector and Ajax’s fight runs the gamut of a warrior’s martial expression, conveying the inability
of either side to gain an advantage while Achilles is absent.1%

Ajax and Hector’s deference to warrior etiquette also stands out as a mark of their shared
sensibilities. When the herald Idaios interrupts their fight and urges both warriors to stop, Ajax
replies,

“I60@” "Extopa tadta keAebete pubncachat:

avTOG YOP YAPUN TPOKAAEGSATO TTAVTAG APIGTOVE.

apyéTm: odTap £y PAA0 TEiGOpAL T) TEP BV OVTOG.

Bid Hector answer this, Idaios, since it was he who

in his pride called forth all our bravest to fight him.

Let him speak first; and | for my part shall do as he urges. (11.7.284-86)
Hector answers,

‘Alav &nei tot Sdyke 0edg néyedog te Pinv e

Kol TvuTY, TEPL O Eyyel Axoudv QEPTATOC €601,

VOV eV mavompesto piymg Kot dniotitog

onuepov: Dotepov avte poynooued’ gic 8 ke daipwmv

dupe dokpivny, 0N O° £TépoLot ye Viknv.

Ajax, seeing that God has given you strength, stature and wisdom

also, and with the spear you surpass the other Achaeans,

let us now give over this fighting and hostility

for today; we shall fight again, until the divinity
chooses between us, and gives victory to one or the other. (11.7.292)

105 For an extended list of possible reasons see Kirk 1985: 243-44, n. 74-5.

108 1t should be noted here that when the herald Idaios comes to stop the duel, he states that both
Hector and Ajax are “loved by Zeus.” Moreover Zeus plan to help the Trojans does not officially
start until book 8’s offensive. Thus, without Zeus’ help, the result is a stalemate.
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Hector and Ajax officially end their conflict and temporarily cease hostilities with a gift
exchange. Ajax gives a crimson war belt to Hector, and Hector, a sword and sheath to Ajax.*%
Their exchange echoes Glaucus and Diomedes’ encounter from Book 6. However, in that
instance the truce was predicated on a formal understanding of shared ancestral xenia; Hector
and Ajax accomplish their gift exchange in the knowledge that their hostility will resume, as it
does when they encounter one another in Book 14.

The events of Book 14 occur while the king of the gods as well as the greatest Achaean
warrior lie idle. Hera has taken an opportunity to seduce her husband and so grant favor to the
Greeks. In this interval, Ajax and Hector briefly resume their single combat. The Iliad records,
“Hector made a cast with his spear at Ajax” (11.14.402), but the blow struck his sword and shield
straps; Ajax then picked up a rock,

yepLodim, T@ pa ToALL Bodwv Eypoto vV

AP TOGL LAPVOUEVOV EKVAIVOETO, TAV £V dgipag
otffoc BefAnkel Viep Avtvyog ayyd0t deipiig,
otpouPov 6’ MG Eoceve Paimv, mepi 6 EdpapE TAVTY.
®¢ 6" 60° VIO TANYTg TaTPOg A10g EEgpimn OpDG
popproc. .. N

¢ &nec’ "Extopog oka yopal pévog v kovinot:
YEWPOG 0" EkParev Eyyog, &n” avTd & domig £4pOm
Kol KOPLG, Al 6€ ol Bpdye TeLYEN TOIKIAL YOAKED.

and hit him in the chest next the throat over his shield rim,

and spun him around like a top with the stroke, so that he staggered

in a circle; as a great oak goes down root-torn under

Zeus father’s stroke...

so Hector in all his strength dropped suddenly in the dust, let

the spear fall from his hand, and his shield was beaten upon him,

and the helm, and his armor, elaborate with bronze clashed over him.
(11.14.410-15,418-20)

107 Sophocles will pick up this theme and tether Ajax’s subsequent life to this one fateful
moment. See chapter 3.
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In Zeus’ absence, Hector falls like “a great oak™ (the tree of Zeus) which is hit as if by “Zeus
father’s stroke.” Ajax strikes Hector near the throat, a wound proximate to Achilles’ fatal spear
thrust at 11.22.327. Hector, naturally, cannot fall to Ajax here, but his sudden collapse and the
thunderous crash as he hits the ground suggests the finality of death as opposed to temporary
incapacitation.%®® Hector’s fall seems to contravene narrative expectation, that Achilles will kill
Hector and not Ajax. However, the poet shifts the emphasis to the larger battle between Greek
and Trojan forces in a skirmish in which the Greeks, thanks to Zeus’ divine libido, will gain the
upper hand (Janko 1992: 213). Although Ajax roundly defeats Hector, success belongs to the
Achaean army and not simply to Ajax.1% Still, Hector survives and their enmity remains
unresolved.

Book 7’s duel initiates a series of encounters between Hector and Ajax that will reach its
zenith in Book 16’s confrontation on Protesilaus’ ship, when Hector, slicing away the iron head
of Ajax’s spear, marks the final thrust of Trojan incursion and ultimately leads to Achilles’
return. In this moment, when his spear head clangs on the ship’s deck, Ajax understands that
Zeus has promoted Hector in Achilles’ absence. As Griffin (1980: 44) notes, “Ajax ‘sees’ the
event as symbolic, and the poet agrees: Zeus is in fact urging on the Trojans and paralyzing the
Achaean efforts against them.” This brings us to Ajax’s ambiguous relationship with the gods.
While in the post-lliadic tradition Athena is blatantly antagonistic towards him, the Iliad is
muted as to whether any god or goddess assists or actively hinders Ajax, but is clear that Zeus

loves Ajax and Hector (11.7.280).

108 Cf. Sarpedon’s death, when he falls “as an oak, or a poplar, or a tall pine” (11.16.482) and
Patroclus, whose helmet “rang as it rolled” when it fell (11.16.794), and who “hit the earth with a
thud” (11.16.822).

109 Winter 1956: 124, Die Kampfszenen in den Gesaengen MNO der llias (Diss. Frankfurt 1956).
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When Hector and Ajax face one another in combat, Zeus plays a prominent role in their
encounters. Duffy (2008:76) argues that between Books 8 and 17, Zeus acts on Ajax a total of
five times, hampering Ajax three times and assisting him twice. While Ajax’s constant
frustrations with Hector could be attributed to Zeus’ antagonism, Duffy suggests Zeus’ favor for
Hector is not out of malice towards Ajax; indeed when Zeus’ herald tells both warriors to stop
fighting, it is because Zeus loves them both. Zeus’ preference for Hector is another instance in
which, according to Duffy (2008:79, 85), Achilles’ interests, his appeal to Thetis and her appeal
to Zeus, take precedence over Ajax’s. Nevertheless, Zeus’ constant involvement in encounters
between Hector and Ajax, an association that often brings them into deadlock, further reinforces
their characterizations as principal antagonists.

Distinguishing between general divine assistance for the Greek army and “direct”
assistance, or moments on the field when gods intervene, Duffy argues that no god or goddess
directly assists Ajax (2008: 84). He notes that Poseidon and Zeus never offer direct aid to the
Achaeans and that the only god to do this is Athena.''® He writes (2008: 85), “the question is not
why the gods do not help Ajax, but why Athena does not help him.” Duffy suggests that extra-
Iliadic material concerning Athena’s dislike for Ajax allows us to understand her indifference
toward him in the lliad.!** While Apollo assists Hector in the duel with Ajax, Athena does not;
during the fight over Patroclus’ corpse, Athena chooses to help Menelaus over Ajax, an act that

actually prolongs the struggle to recover Patroclus’ body (I1.17.551). Duffy sums up Athena’s

110 As when Athena assists Diomedes in Book 5 (11.5.1-9).

11 Duffy suggests that since Ajax’s poor performance in the funeral games for Patroclus alludes
to the Judgment of the Arms, the Iliad was aware of Athena’s involvement in that post-Iliadic
tale (2005: 85).
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feeling toward Ajax, regarding her decision to help Menelaus as a result of not wanting to help
Ajax (2008: 89).

Hector and Ajax’s single combat is the first performance of Ajax as the foremost Greek
defender. It also shows Hector as a serious threat to the Achaeans and consequently reinforces
Greek reliance on Ajax’ military skill. By reinforcing Ajax’s defensive capability in single
combat with Hector, it foregrounds Hector and the Trojans as a formidable threat, effected “by
making Hector the champion of the enemy” (Bassett 1927: 154). Furthermore, Hector becomes
more menacing by facing the most formidable Achaean fighter and provides a credible reason to
the construction of the Achaean wall as well as for the string of Trojan victories in Books 8
through 15. The Iliad thus crafts Ajax as the “bulwark of the Achaeans” in tandem with Hector’s
rise as the “defender of Troy.”

I turn now to Ajax’s conduct in battle. Besides his single combat with Hector, Ajax
exhibits a preoccupation with cohesive, strategic group combat. When Ajax fights, he
consistently reminds the army of their duty and serves to uplift the troops and also as a physical
defender who eases the burden for his comrades. At the beginning of Book 6, in the Catalogue of
Killings we are told, Aiog 6¢ npdrtoc Tehapmviog Epkog Axaudv / Tphov piige earayya, eO®S &
étapotoy E0nkev, “first, Telamonian Ajax, bulwark of the Achaeans, broke the battle line of the
Achaeans, and brought light to his own companions (11.6.5-6).1*2 After breaking the Trojan

phalanx,™? Ajax serves as a powg & £tdpototy, “light for his comrades”. As Stoevesandt

112 This section (11.6.1-71), provides a list of Greek “kills” as well as a general overview of action
on the battlefield. The catalogue also provides for the first time the idea that Troy’s fall is
imminent, the only time this happens while Achilles is angry. See Graziosi and Haubold 2010:
76.

113 Greeks of the fifth century would have understood this as a hoplite phalanx, although current
scholarship draws clear distinctions between Homeric and hoplite styles of fighting. See H.
Bowden 1993, Van Wees 1997: 668-93, Graziosi and Haubold 2010: 79.
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remarks, “light’ generally serves as a metaphor for ‘rescue/rescuer’ in moments of extreme
distress” (2016: 16 n.6). In fact, the idea of “light” seems to be pronounced particularly when
Ajax is on the field. At 11.15.741, Ajax exhorts his comrades by saying, to &v xepol poéwc, o0
petlyin moAépoto, “Salvation’s light is in our hands’ work, not the mercy of battle.” Moreover,
Ajax’s light emanates from the work of his hands —it is a light devoid of divine contribution. This
contrasts with Achilles, whose light for the army is linked with his connection to the gods.'4

Additionally, as the “summoned defender”, Ajax fights in coordination with others
whenever an ally becomes endangered. When Trojans isolate and menace a wounded Odysseus
(1.11.401-420), for instance, Menelaus hears his shouts for help, “and immediately calls to Ajax,
who was nearby him (1l. 11.464). Menelaus immediately considers Ajax: he is the first person to
come to mind. Ajax, without a word assents,“and he (Ajax) followed, a mortal like a god”
(1.11.472-3). When he arrives, Ajax bursts onto the scene and scatters Trojans, as he hovers over
Odysseus until Menelaus can carry him off the field.!'® While Menelaus escorts Odysseus to
safety, Ajax approaches an aristeia of his own in a cascade of similes as the poet describes the
rescue, the scattering of enemies, and his staggered retreat at 11.11.492-7 (Hainsworth 1993:
277). However, a typical aristeia displays a warrior’s battle prowess through a sustained
forward assault, and is reserved for conspicuous offensive maneuvers (cf. Diomedes in Book 5
and Agamemnon in book 8). For this reason, Ajax never seems to carry out a proper aristeia,

since his martial sphere is overwhelmingly defensive. In this sequence, although Ajax kills three

114 Cf. 11.18.196-218, where Athena sets a gleam that “went up toward heaven above” when
Achilles shows himself to the Trojans after Patroclus’ death.

115 Bradshaw (1991: 102) suggests that this passage hints at “the adversarial relationship of Ajax
and Odysseus,” since in the simile Odysseus is likened to a wounded stag, the Trojans to jackals
attempting to eat it, and Ajax to a lion who scatters the jackals, but eats the stag. He also notes
incongruity between the simile’s narrative, that is the Lion eating the stag, and the execution of
the rescue, Ajax saving Odysseus.
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Trojans and successfully recovers Odysseus, his entire performance is part of a defensive retreat.
Nevertheless, in lieu of an actual aristeia Ajax still receives four extended similes in close
succession: 1) as a lion coming upon a wounded stag (11.11.473-88), 2) as a swollen river
(1.11.492-7), 3) as a lion again (11.11.547-56), and 4) as a donkey, unfazed as he is pelted with
missiles by children (11.11.556-64). In aggregate, these similes express the actions of rescue
(when the lion finds the wounded stag), of scattering the enemy (the repulse of Trojan warriors
by the river), and calculated, defensive retreat (as the lion and donkey slowly recede from an
enemy, yet only when they wish).!® All four similes characterize Ajax’s style of fighting. He is
the defensive fighter who rescues, endures, and formulates calculated retreats.

Besides his dedication to his comrades, Ajax acts as a beacon of leadership and directs
troops like a battlefield commander. At 11.13.125 ff., the Iliad states that Poseidon, in the guise of
Calchas,

OPGEV AY010VC.
apei 0’ ap’ Alavtog 00100¢ ToTavTo EAANYYES
Kaptepai, 6¢ obT  dv Kev Apng ovocarto peteAdmv
obte Kk ABnvain Aaocscoog: ol yap dpiotot
kpwOévteg Tpdag te kal “Extopa dlov Eppvov.
stirred up the Achaeans,
and their battalions formed in strength about the two Aiantes,
battalions the war god could not find fault with, coming among them,
nor Athena, lady of storming armies, since there the bravest
formed apart and stood against the Trojans and brilliant Hector.
(11.13.125-29)
Hector comments (11.13.152-3), “The Achaeans will not hold me back for a long time for all they

are building themselves into a bastion (rvpyndov) against me.” The adverb Topyndov, “tower-

116 Hainsworth ( 1993: 284, n.558-62) notes that “the point of the simile is that Ajax shrugs off
the Trojan attacks and retreats only when he is ready to do so.”
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wise,” indicates the formation of massed troops in battle line. It is used again at 11.16.212, when

Patroclus arranges the Myrmidons like stones in a compact wall.

Furthermore, Ajax or the Aiantes appear often as commanders in instances of mass troop
maneuver. While at 11.13.125 the army is “formed in strength about the Aiantes,” at 11.17.352-65
in the melee over Patroclus’ corpse the Iliad states:

Alog yop pédo TavTag ETMYETO TOAAL KEAEDMV:

oUTé TV’ €€omicm vekpod yalecHat avmyet

oVt Tva Tpopdyecbot Ayaidv EEoyov GAAWVY,

GAAQ PLOA G’ avTd PePapev, oyedobev 6& poyecOat.

O¢ Alog émétedle TEA®PLOC.

For Ajax ranged their whole extent with his numerous orders,

and would not let any man give back from the body, nor let one

go out and fight by himself far in front of the other Achaeans,

but made them stand hard and fast about him and fight at close quarters.
Such were the orders of gigantic Ajax. (11.17.355-60)

Bradshaw (1991:108) notes how Ajax can expertly direct the army because of his pfjtig, and his
“discernment” and “superintendence of discipline in the ranks.”'” Van Wees (1997: 685)
contends that the Iliad depicts Ajax’s formation of a completely united mass of troops as the
“best way to stage a defense,” and a peculiarly exceptional display of strategic defensive
fighting. Moreover, he argues (1997: 685-6), that this is the only instance where troops are
forbidden to break rank, the only battle where the enemy cannot assault the positioned battle line,
and the only time when a “massing of troops is followed by an extended scene of intense mass
combat without any reference to individual heroics.” Van Wees specifically calls attention to

Ajax’s role in devising these tactics and notes their extraordinary appearance [in the Iliad]. He

also argues (1997: 685-6), that the mass of soldiers in combat is disparaged in the lliad, and that

117 He focuses more on building a case for Ajax’s understated mental acuity in the face of
constant comparisons to Odysseus’ reputation for stratagem.
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the poem emphasizes their inefficacy on the field in comparison to “aristocratic leaders who are
the decisive force on the battlefield.” However, | would emphasize in addition, Ajax’s capacity
to command as an individual hero in a collective endeavor, one that transmits his effort and

achievement to the entire group. In effect, Ajax shares military achievement with his comrades.

By far the most spectacular performance of Ajax occurs in battle in his defense of the
Greek ships. In this, the most crucial event of his tenure as épiotog, Ajax embodies his &pkog
epithet to its fullest and becomes the last line of defense for the Achaeans. Ajax defends the ships
seemingly alone against the entire Trojan army. He fights in place of many, and leaping from
deck to deck in acrobatic fashion, he exhibits an image that once more conflates his person with
the physical line of defense. Since the wall has been compromised, this line is now the Achaean
ships themselves. Previously the Achaean camp displaced Troy as a polis under siege, and the
invading ships are now the invaded (Morrison 1994: 226-7). Where before the wall marked the
border of the Achaean “polis”, now the ships patrolled by Ajax serve as its final boundary.
Accordingly, the Greeks” moment of nearest extinction occurs while Ajax features his finest
display of defensive action, when the ships that remind us that the Greeks are invaders on Trojan
soil become imperiled and threaten to rob the Greek army of its homecoming.

Although a few of the ships are ultimately overrun, Ajax displays remarkable presence of
mind, an acute strategic foresight, and an ability to instill aidcd¢ in his companions—all in the face
of Hector’s furious assault. Understanding their dire situation, Ajax calls for Greek solidarity,
and exhorts his companions to feel aidmg in front of one another:

‘aidwg Apyeiot: vV dpkiov 1| amoAécOat
1jé cawOfval kol dndcoacOaot Kok vdv.
N &\necsd’ fiv vijog €An kopvBaiorog "Extmp
EuPadov i&ecbar 1jv matpida yoiov €kaotoc;

Shame, you Argives; here is the time of decision, whether
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And again,

we die, or live on still and beat back ruin from our vessels.

Do you expect, if our ships fall to helm-shining Hector,

you will walk each of you back dry shod to the land of your fathers?
(11.15.502-5)

o pior dvépeg Eote, Kol aidd 0460° &vi Buud,
aAMMAovg T  aidelche kot KpaTEPAS DOUIVOC.
aidopévmv & Avdpdv TAéoveg OO 1€ TEPAVTOL:
QELYOVT®V 8" 00T  Gp KAEOG OpvuTaL OVTE TIG GAKT).

Dear friends, be men; let shame be in your hearts, and discipline,
and have consideration for each other in the strong encounters,
since more come through alive when men consider each other,
and there is no glory when they give way, nor war-craft either.
(11.15.561-64)

When at last the Trojans rush directly toward the Achaean ships, Ajax fights while still urging

the Greeks to fight and jumping from deck to deck, “he went in huge strides up and down the

decks of the vessels” and “wielded in his hands a great pike for sea fighting,”

oOc & 8T avip oot kedntilety &b eiddc,

0G 1" €mel €k moAE®V miovpag cuvaeipeTon immovg,
oevog €k medioto péya mpoti dotv dinTon

Aao@Opov KaB™ 000v: ToAéeg TE € Onnoavto

avépeg NoE yuvaikeg: 0 6° Eumedov Acaleg aiel
Opmoxkmv dAhot’ én” dALov dueifetal, ot 0¢ TéTovat:
®¢ Alog €mtl moALd Bodwv Tkpla vdV

eotta pokpa Pac, pwvn 0¢ ol aibép’ Tkavev,

aiel 6¢ ouepdvov fodmwv Aavaoiot kKELeve

VNLGi TE Kol KAMGINoW QUUVENEY.

And as a man who is an expert rider of horses

who when he has chosen and coupled four horses out of many
makes his way over the plain galloping toward a great city

along the traveled road, and many turn to admire him,

men or women, while he steadily and never slipping

jumps and shifts his stance from one to another as they gallop;

so Ajax ranged crossing from deck to deck of the fast ships

taking huge strides, and his voice went always up to the bright sky
as he kept up a terrible bellow and urged on the Danaans

to defend their ships and their shelters. (11.15.679-680)
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The simile of horse and rider is an exceptional image, particularly since the lliad never depicts
Ajax on horseback; he is foremost a man of the infantry. Yet the analogy with an acrobatic
horse-master as commanding general, able to marshal and organize disparate forces into a
cohesive defensive front, underlines Ajax’s critical role as the final defense of the Greeks.
Bradshaw (1991: 107) remarks that “controlling yoked horses...is a standard trope for self-
mastery, for personal harmony or dynamic equipoise,” and further sees this simile as a means to
express Ajax’s tactical prowess, in contrast to the hackneyed image of Ajax as an inarticulate
man of brawn. At the ships, he assumes many military roles as he jumps strategically to where
defense is most urgent, demonstrating furious battle tenacity, and all the while exhorting his
comrades to not relent.
The image is also one distinctly connected to naval warfare. While Ajax skillfully jumps

from one “swift ship” to another, he wields a Euotov péya vadpoyov, “great naval battle-pike”
(1. 15.727-41). As he falls back into the “seven-foot mid-ship, and gave up the high deck of the
balanced ship,” Ajax continues to sweep attacking Trojans away with this weapon. Ajax’s retreat
into the ship’s interior shows the situation as critical —~Achaean existence depends on the defense
of the ships, their ships are their salvation, as Ajax poignantly reminds them in exhortation. This
@omg, “light of salvation” (Il. 15.741), echoes its earlier use at 11.6.5, where Ajax first broke the
Trojan ranks and “brought pomg to his companions.” At this point, Ajax comes to understand a
hard truth: Zeus favors Hector. His defense, although dazzlingly courageous, is in vain. This is
perhaps Ajax’s most pitiable irony, that his essential warrior identity as the defensive fighter par
excellence depends on Zeus’ plan to allow Hector to advance against the Greek army—and all this

in order to glorify Achilles, his friend, and “best of the Achaeans.”

68



After Achilles

Ajax’s story continues in the Odyssey, in the Nekyia at 11.541-67, when Odysseus encounters his
shade in the Underworld. It is the earliest attestation of Ajax’s loss of Achilles’ armor to
Odysseus, and of his suicide. How did the second greatest Achaean warrior come to such a bad
end? Only in later tradition do we hear of Ajax’s madness and violent assault on his Greek
companions. Before Sophocles’ play, any reference to madness seems to be connected with his
suicide, which is firmly attested not only in Homeric tradition, but in the artistic record.!*® But
there are hints in the Iliad of the post-lliadic Ajax.

Much of the /liad’s tragic quality lies in our knowledge of what will occur beyond the
poem. Achilles’ impending death, Ajax’s suicide, and the sack of Troy—these are all external to
the narrative of the Iliad. Yet because the poet can draw upon the audience’s awareness of
traditional Trojan War motifs, the Iliad can engage with its audience by alluding to events
beyond its immediate scope.'*® There are two major episodes in the Iliad that allude to the
Judgment of the Arms: the fight over Patroclus’ body and Ajax’s loss in Patroclus’ funeral

games.

118 The earliest depiction of Ajax’s suicide is a Protocorinthian aryballos, ca. 700BCE (Berlin:
PM VI 3319). Exekias also depicts Ajax’s suicide on an amphora ca. 558 BCE (Boulogne 558).
Identification is made easier since Ajax is the only figure from myth to have flung himself on his
sword.

119 According to neoanalyst readings, the Iliad used the narrative of an Aethiopis at an earlier oral
stage as its source, and some of the motifs found in the Homeric poems would have originated in
these earlier stages. Burgess advocates for “post-neoanalysis,” and attempts to identify an
overarching mythological oral tradition as the source for Homeric motif transference. According
to post-neoanalysis the narratives of cyclic epics would have been familiar to the Homeric
poems, but there would be no intertextuality with specific epics. However, while there may not
be allusion to other epics, the audience would be sufficiently versed in the Trojan War tradition
to discern motif transference. See Davies 1989, Burgess 2001, Renkagos 2015.
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With Patroclus’ death in Book 16, a great struggle ensues over his corpse and lasts until
the end of Book 17, when Menelaus and Meriones manage to recover his body while the two
Aiantes perform a rearguard defensive action. In the wider Homeric tradition, as scholars have
noted, Ajax’s performance in the recovery of Patroclus’ corpse stands out for its similarity to his
role in the recovery of Achilles’ body.'?° Patroclus’ aristeia, his death, the recovery of his
corpse, and the subsequent funeral games held in his honor are doublets for the death cycle of
Achilles. Ajax plays a prominent role in both episodes since he secures the retrieval of Patroclus’
corpse and carries Achilles’ body from the field.'?!

In setting up the funeral games, Achilles alludes to 11.2.768-70, when Ajax is first named
the best of the Acheans after Achilles. Achilles’ allusion foregrounds the forthcoming
competition between the leading warriors as a contest for the new “best of the Achaeans” title. It
cues the audience to its significance of a series of competitions in which Ajax, the “best while
Achilles is angry,” fairs quite poorly. Achilles’ pronouncement in Book 22, together with Ajax’s
poor showing in the athletic contests, creates an end marker, indicating the end of Ajax’s tenure

as “best of the Achaeans,” and thus alluding to his humiliation in the Judgment of the Arms.

120 The lost Epic Cycle, specifically the Aethiopis and the Little Iliad, detailed Achilles’ death,
the struggle over his corpse, and his funeral games. They were preserved in epitome in Proclus’
Chrestomathy, and although dates for the Epic Cycle are later than current estimates for the
Homeric poems, tradition behind these lost epics reaches back into the same archaic
mythological milieu that generated the Iliad and Odyssey.

121 willcock conceives of the episode as a way to contrast the heroic achievement of two
secondary heroes, Menelaus and Meriones, to Ajax and Odysseus, two mightier warriors who
recover Achilles’ corpse (Willcock in Bremer 1987: 193). The scholiast Aristonicus also
commented on the resemblance of these episodes. At 11.17.719, when Ajax exhorts Menelaus and
Meriones to carry Patroclus’ corpse from battle, he remarks that “more recent writers have
derived Achilles being carried by Ajax with Odysseus defending him. But if Homer had been
describing the death of Achilles, he would not have the body carried by Ajax, as the later writers
do.”
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Ajax’s wrestling competition with Odysseus serves an allusion to the much more serious
agon for Achilles’ armor in the post-1liadic tradition. In the Odyssey, when Odysseus encounters
Ajax’s shade, he addresses him with the familiar Iliadic designation, “best after the blameless
son of Peleus.” This intertextual allusion connects the Ajax who lost the arms of Achilles in the
Odyssey and the Epic cycle with the greatest warrior in the Iliad after Achilles.*? It colors the
character of the Iliadic Ajax in light of the Odyssean, and vice versa. As Bradshaw notes,
“antagonism resulting from the contest illuminates passages of the Iliad in which the two heroes
(Ajax and Odysseus) are somehow related.”

Additionally, the wrestling match provides another instance of the interconnectedness
between Ajax, Achilles, and Odysseus. The language used in their bout is architectural:

Cooapéve 6 dpa To ye Patny €¢ péocov aydva,

ayKoc 0’ aAMAwv AaBétny xepot otifapiioy

¢ 0T apeifovrteg, T00C TE KAVTOG fipape TEKTMOV

dmpatog vynAoio Plag dvépwv dresivov.

The two men, girt up, strode out into the midst of the circle,

and grappled each other in the hook of their heavy arms,

as when rafters lock, when a renowned architect has fitted them

in the roof of a high house to keep out the force of the wind’s spite.

(11.23.710-13)

The image of a house’s structure, evoked by these two warriors locked in contention as Achilles
judges suggests a triangulated and balanced strife, which might serve as a metaphor for the
integrity and soundness of the Greek war effort. The Iliad’s parting shot of Ajax faring poorly in

a contest with Odysseus points to the greatest humiliation of his career. However, Ajax’s poor

showing is not due to diminished arete, but to Odysseus’ subterfuge—he trips Ajax.

122 <A clear illustration of the intertextual referencing that binds Iliad and Odyssey together”,
Bradshaw in Pozzi and Wickersham 1991: 101.

71



In this chapter, I have offered an interpretation of the Homeric Ajax, which | shall
suggest, provided fifth-century Athenians with a template for exploring their own identity in the
Persian Wars and in the build-up to the Peloponnesian War. This Ajax would not only display
attributes that might appeal to Athens’ new political reality after the Persian invasions but also
usher in the larger framework of the Trojan War, that is, the idea of an epic clash between
Hellenes and Barbarians, and the connotations of divine retribution for mortal transgression.
Later writers like Aeschylus, Sophocles will assume these associations with the figure of Ajax

and appropriate them for an Athenian audience grappling with its identity in the turbulent fifth

century.
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Chapter 2: The Persian War as Trojan War: An Athenian Ajax in Aeschylus’ Persians

I divide this chapter into two sections; in the first, I lay the groundwork for my reading of Athens
and Ajax in Aeschylus’ Persians, examining the earliest textual evidence revealing how Greeks
paralleled the Persian Wars with the Trojan War, and how recent scholarship has addressed this.
Looking first at Simonides’ Plataea Poem (ca. 479-78 BCE), | analyze how it presents the Trojan
War as paradigm for the Persian War and how it features Achilles as a symbol for Spartan
military action at the battle of Plataea. This correlates Greece’s epic encounter against Troy with
its more recent clash against Persia, juxtaposing the heroic distant past and recent history, and
imputes the epic gravitas of Homeric poetry to the struggle between Greece and Persia. This
paradigm also provided means for Greeks to formulate a historical narrative, and in turn, to
facilitate a new identity based on the ready parallel of the shared cultural Trojan War tradition.
In the second section, I suggest that Aeschylus’ Persians (472 BCE) responds to
Simonides’ Plataea Poem by presenting Telamonian Ajax as an epic model for the battle of
Salamis. I argue that Ajax pervades Aeschylus’ play through references, Homeric allusions,
echoes, and diction that connect Athenian victory at Salamis with Ajax in his role as “bulwark of
the Achaeans” in the lliad. While typically considered a Panhellenic text, | will argue that
Persians reveals a greater Athenocentric perspective than was previously thought. | suggest that
Aeschylus saturates Persians’ treatment of the battle of Salamis with allusions that connect Ajax
with Athens in its role as orchestrator of Greek victory, in order to brand itself the “defender of

Hellas” and “bulwark of the Hellenes” in the celebration culture of the 470s.
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Introduction

Shortly after the battles of Salamis and Plataea, Greek poleis began to parallel the Persian War
with the Trojan War in a way that would foster new political identities in the fifth century.
Following what must have been considerable reflection upon the overwhelming foreign threat
they had repelled, city-states began to celebrate their victory as the result of Hellenic
collaboration in the face of a common foreign enemy, leading to what many saw as a resurgent
atmosphere of Panhellenism. In what Oliver Taplin (Taplin 2006: 24) terms “celebration
culture,” Greeks of the 470s began to compare their recent coalitional effort with the martial
deeds of their epic past and celebrated their achievement through literature and monumental
architecture.

However, as scholars have pointed out, this notion of Greek unity has been highly
overstated and the Persian Wars, rather than a catalyst for a new stage of Hellenic unity, are
rightly viewed as a wrinkle in the interminable internecine conflicts of individual poleis
(Osborne 2006). Hellenic collaboration, according to Osborne (2006: 343) “is largely a myth,”
and the unity of Greeks facing Persia was a “slight and temporary concession” to the continuous
conflicts of Greek poleis. Moreover, the Persian Wars’ aura of Panhellenism was also short-lived
(if it ever fully materialized). As Taplin (2006: 4) remarks: “It was no doubt quite true that
appeals to shared Hellenism were aspirations which were in reality in tension with deep-seated
and time-honored agonistic rivalries.” Constant competition was the established rule of life for

Greek city-states, a fact which their anomalous collaboration in facing a common foreign threat
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would prove too insubstantial to change; in other words, Greek unity was the exception, not the
rule. 23

Nevertheless, the fagade of Greek unity persisted. In particular, the leading city-states,
Athens and Sparta, exploited it to serve their own political ambitions. But while the coalition
remained intact until 478, differences between Athens and Sparta materialized as old competitive
attitudes resurfaced in the power vacuum after Persian retreat. The clash with Persia had allied
the established hoplite army of militaristic Sparta with the naval power of democratic Athens in
an uneasy coalition. Athens’ newly acquired trireme armada unsettled Sparta’s aristocratic
hoplite-class (as well as the aristocratic faction at Athens) and suspicions deepened as years
accumulated since the alliance of convenience which had enabled Greek victory against Persia.

In the polarized landscape of the 470s, Athens and Sparta wielded the mirage of a united
Greece in order to persuade other poleis to follow their lead. One major push in the proliferation
of this propaganda was the use of the Persian War as a renewed (and inverted) Trojan War in
which Sparta and Athens attempted to demonstrate a close connection to the Panhellenic ethos of
the Homeric tradition. Sparta and Athens used the Trojan War paradigm as a model for Greek
leadership through the appropriation of Homeric heroes who were associated with their ancestral
forebears of the epic past. While Menelaus and the Dioscouri might have seemed obvious
choices for Sparta, the New Simonides fragments, specifically the Plataea Poem, reveal that
Achilles was also a model for Sparta. By employing Achilles, Sparta could introduce epic
vengeance into its victory at Plataea, by comparing the Homeric tradition’s greatest warrior with

Greece’s most formidable hoplite army. I shall argue that Ajax similarly provided Athens with a

123 Oshorne writes that “Persian defeat saved Greece from an imposed end to interpolis conflict.
The liberty which they preserved allowed the Greeks to continue to interfere with each other’s
liberty” (2006:243).
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comparable exemplum for the battle of Salamis, one which Aeschylus features in the Persians.
Achilles and Ajax thus offer Athens and Sparta an umbrella of Homeric Panhellenism under
which they could refresh the distant epic past in order to arrange Persian War battles on the same
heroic continuum with the Trojan War and display Salamis and Plataea as their own flagship
victories to the Greek world.?*

The decade following Salamis and Plataea ushered in the time of “celebration culture,”
when Greeks sought to memorialize victory over Persia (Taplin 2005:3). These years also saw
tragedy begin to assert itself as a vehicle for Panhellenism, one that would come to rival the Iliad
for its celebration of the epic past. In this atmosphere, Taplin argues, Aeschylus produced
Persians as a “special edition tragedy,” in order to compete with other celebratory literature like
Simonides’ Plataea poem. In fact, Schachter (1998: 25-30) sees verbal echoes of the Plataea
poem in Persians and interprets Aeschylus’ play as a response to Simonides’ work. Moreover,
Persians establishes Athens for the first time as “defender of the Hellenes,” as a result of its
celebratory offering of the battle of Salamis as a Panhellenist venture in which Aeschylus

celebrates Athens’ leadership at Salamis within a Homeric landscape.?®

124 As early as 470 BCE Pindar categorizes the battles of Plataea and Salamis as markedly
Spartan and Athenian, respectively, crediting Athens with Salamis and Sparta with Plataea
(Pyth.1.75-77). He also credits Athens with the establishment of “the glorious foundation of
freedom” in an encomium on the battle of Artemisium (Fr.65). Schachter (1998: 25-30) suggests
that Pausanias commissioned the Plataea Elegy in order to market Spartan prowess to the lonian
Greeks to gather and support for continued military action against Persia in the aftermath of the
Persian Wars.

125 The battle of Plataea was, in historical fact, a coalitional effort, as was Salamis, and both
Persians and the Plataea Elegy refer to other city-states which contributed to Hellenic victory.
Nonetheless, both poets managed to incorporate pro-Spartan or pro-Athenian biases into their
works by celebrating each battle as a victorious coalitional battle orchestrated by either polis. By
including allied city-states in these works, Sparta and Athens could advance an image of
collaborative Panhellenism in which they themselves conspicuously led coalitional forces.
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The Persian Wars radically altered how Greek poleis understood themselves in the fifth
century. Scholars have come to identify Persian defeat as the incipient moment in the
development of Greek political freedom —that is, Greeks began to articulate for themselves the
concept of political liberty in light of their unlikely victory.*?® Moreover, evidence from the early
post-war period indicates that Greeks, especially Athenians, came to view Persian defeat as an
evasion of the “yoke of servitude” (Pers. 50), incorporating Homeric diction into literature and
monuments in order to articulate what political freedom meant.*?” In fact, shortly after the war’s
end, an inscription on a monument (Sim.XXa FGE/C) dedicated to the Athenians who fought at
Salamis and Plataea, erected in the agora, praises Athenians who “both on foot and on swift-
sailing ships kept all Greece from seeing the day of slavery.”'?8 While the phrase “day of
slavery” Sovliov fipap appears throughout Homer, it particularly resonates with the expression
at 11.6.463 apoverv Soviov quap, which figures in Andromache’s lament about what will happen
to Troy and to her if Hector dies. Simonides in the Plataea poem (25) uses the same phrase to

praise the Greeks who fought at Plataea, playing on her words, as now Greeks have saved

126 According to Raaflaub, Greeks began to conceive of the Persian Wars as “Freedom Wars”
shortly after the war. He argues that until the Persian invasions, Greeks (Sicilians included) had
not developed the political concept of liberty in response to warfare or political alliances;
Raaflaub submits that Athens in particular was chiefly responsible for this shift with the
recognition of the gulf between their “isonomic” polis and the tyrannical government of
Achaemenid Persia (2005:102-117).

127 This would become a topos for Athenian identity as Athens soon espoused an ideological
stance asserting that Greeks were free and that barbarians were naturally given to slavery
(Raaaflaub 2004: 60).

128 Engraved on a monument in the Athenian agora, the monument was originally thought to
concern Salamis and Plataea, but with new fragments, scholars like Barron think Salamis is the
more likely focus (Barron 1990).

avopdv TV dpetii[¢ Eotan KAE]og GeOi[tov] aik. ..

[coennnnn 1ol vénwaot Bgol

goyov yop melol ta [kai] dkvTopwv Enl vndvV

BEAAG[S0. p]7 ooy SovAov fuop iSeTv.
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themselves, “warding off the day of slavery from Sparta and Hellas” ol Zrndpt[nt t¢ koi EALGO
Sovhov fuap / Eoyov] duvvop[evor. Early after victory, then, Greeks came to understand the
magnitude of the Persian threat they evaded, and were in need of proportionally greater themes
to explain how they prevailed against Persia (Raaflaub 2004: 86). Accordingly, the Trojan War
motif provided a ready and proportional analogue to what the Greeks felt they had experienced
in their confrontation with Persia.

Moreover, scholars argue that the Greek experience in the Persian Wars was a
contributing factor in the formulation of a historical mode of thinking.*?® While historiography as
we define it would not appear until much later, there existed commemorative media, epinician
odes, elegy, and tragedy, in which Greek authors articulated a cultural memory of the past.**
Greek mythic tradition played a large role in offering a narrative for this articulation and
provided a means for Greeks of the fifth century to secure continuity with tradition when they
assimilated the events of the recent past to the Trojan War tradition.3* Accordingly, Greeks
sought a narrative for their new political reality after having expelled the militarily superior
Persian Empire from their land, and the Trojan War tradition provided a relevant analogue.
Athens used this tradition to describe its experience in the Persian invasions by incorporating it
into an ideological framework. Employing the Trojan War to articulate the Persian War
experience, Athens conscripted individual heroes for specific battles, as the Eion Epigrams

demonstrate for Menestheus (which I explore later), and which Aeschylus’ Persians reveals for

129 See Bowie 2001: 44-56; Thomas 1989; Hornblower 2004 and especially Marincola 1997: 20-
21.

130 For the notion of cultural memory, see Assmann (1992).

181 Cf. Gehrke’s “Intentional History,” which claims that it is the narrative element itself that
enlivens historical writing and makes it understandable to a culture. “It is based on the
elementary connection between narration and experience. Only in the literary form of narration
does historiography perform its specific function and thus makes it tangible” (Gehrke 2014:124).
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Ajax at the battle of Salamis. Yet despite this use of Ajax as a Homeric exemplum that would
contribute to its development of political liberty, Ajax would also be used to justify Athens’
increasing imperial arc in the fifth century.

After the battles of 480 and 479, and because of its achievement at Salamis and as a
rising political star, Athens was better able to shift its local propaganda, much involving
territorial conflicts in which Ajax was used, to the stage. Athenian sources soon began to
propagandize the idea of political freedom by presenting the action at Salamis as an epic feat,
understood by way of the island’s most famous denizen, Ajax, and allowing Athens to craft itself
as the fifth-century “bulwark of the Achacans.” Moreover, both Athens and Sparta presented
Salamis and Plataea as especially crucial moments in which each polis preserved Greek freedom,
each vying for preeminence in the recent past as they attempted to recruit newly liberated poleis
in the eastern Aegean. Like Athens with Ajax, Simonides crafts the Plataea poem by invoking
Achilles as an exemplum for Spartan valor at the battle of Plataea. Accordingly, he seems to
have wed the actions of the recent historical past to ready and culturally resonant narratives in
fifth-century Greece: the Homeric poems. While the Homeric underpinnings of Herodotus’ and
Thucydides’ accounts have been addressed (Marincola 2001: 9-11), and Pindar’s odes noted for
its proto-historical impulse (Nagy 1987: 175-84), the Plataea poem reveals the earliest example
in which Greeks used the Trojan War tradition to interpret and provide a narrative structure to
events from the recent past.

When in the course of the 470s the Greek coalition began to unravel and political
rivalries resurfaced, poleis began to covet their roles in the Persian Invasions and vied with one

another over whose achievements excelled the other (Hdt. 8.93.1, 9.71). In this atmosphere,
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ironically, the decade of “celebratory literature” witnessed the disintegration of the Hellenic
alliance, and disagreements arose among the allies concerning how Greeks would continue the
war against Persia and prevent another Persian invasion. The coalition was formally dissolved in
478, when Sparta ceded leadership of the Hellenic alliance to Athens, who soon after formed the
Delian League to continue the fight against Persia. While the original intent of the Delian League
was to liberate Greeks from Persia (Thuc.1.96.1), it soon used its propaganda of liberation for the
opposite effect, in order to oppress and extort Delian League member states. Accordingly, what
we see in Persians as an attempt to laud Athens at Salamis by alluding to the image of “Ajax at
the ships,” may in retrospect signpost a warning of hubris, and seem like an expression of
apprehension when we turn to the Sophoclean Ajax in the later mid fifth century.

The New Simonides

In order to foreground my discussion on Ajax and the Trojan War as a paradigm for Aeschylus’
Persians, in the following section I discuss Simonides’ Plataea poem and examine how
scholarship has treated its inclusion of Achilles and the Trojan War paradigm as an analogue for
Sparta and the battle of Plataca. One of the discoveries resulting from the New Simonides’
Plataea poem was how soon after the Persian invasions Greeks began to parallel their experience
with the Homeric contest against Troy.'32 The Plataea poem (POxy 3965, fr.10W2-18W2),

published in 1992, is the earliest textual attestation of a Persian War narrative connected to the

132 The Plataea poem is not uncontroversial. Scholars debate generally whether “historical elegy”
or “narrative elegy” ought to have its own genre, and its fragmentary nature makes it difficult to
arrive at definite narrative forms (D. Sider 2006, Kowerski 2005: 63-73). Kowerski is skeptical
that there is enough evidence for a discernable narrative. Nevertheless, most scholars agree that
there is a discernable narrative, that it involves treatment of the Battle of Plataea, and that
Simonides used Achilles and the Trojan War as an analogue (Grethlein 2010: 52).
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Trojan War.*® Despite its highly fragmentary state, scholars agree that Simonides probably
meant to equate the Greeks who fought at Plataea with the Greeks who fought at Troy (Parsons
2001: 55-64). Most scholars agree that it celebrates Achilles’ death and funeral, and that it
references Priam, Paris’ crime, and the divine retribution which Troy suffered for his crimes. The
poem weds these epic themes to the recent mustering before the battle of Plataea, all prefaced by
an invocation to the muse as a énikovpog “helper,” (line 21). The fragments conclude with a
reference to the Spartan commander Pausanias, who leads a Panhellenic army assisted by
Menelaus and the Dioscouroi.** While such accounts of heroic epiphanies during Greek battles
are not uncommon, Simonides integrates the Trojan War’s raison d’ étre into his account of the
battle of Plataca by recalling Paris’ transgression (10-11) while also reminding his audience of
Troy’s divine destruction (12). As such, the Plataea poem is remarkable for its rarity as an early

example of elegy utilizing the Trojan War as a paradigm for a contemporary historical event.'®

133 T have included West’s heavily restored translation in “Appendix A.” “Accordingly, the
reference to Achilles in the elegy of Simonides is to be understood within the tradition of
memory, which is the earliest evidence of such an analogy (Trojan War as Persian War)
(Michael Jung 2006: 229). “Before 1992 no one would have connected Achilles specifically with
the battle of Plataea or with the Plataiomachoi” (Shaw 2001: 165). Albert Schachter assembles
three points of general scholarly agreement: 1) It was commissioned soon after the battle of
Plataea as part of a festival to honor war-dead, 2) it celebrates Greek victory and demonstrates
strong pan-Hellenism since it commemorates more than one polis, although it grants Sparta top
billing; 3) it celebrates Achilles, paralleling the Persian War with the Trojan War. Schachter
reads Achilles as the most important feature of the poem (1998: 25-6).

134 Other fragments in the New Simonides corpora have bolstered evidence for (and raised more
guestions about) two other poems on individual battles: a likely elegy concerning the sea battle at
Artemisium (480 BCE) and an elegy in praise of the Athenian victory at Salamis (480 BCE)
(Rutherford 2001: 35-38, Kowerski 2005: 63-107). Sider and Boedekker argue that the poem
was performed shortly after the battle, perhaps within the following two years. Boedekker further
suggests that the poem may indicate how contemporary war dead were heroized in the decades
following the war (Boedekker 2001: 153). Rutherford argues that it was performed at Plataea
itself during the Eleutheria festival (Rutherford 2001: 40).

135 D, Boedekker (1995) “Genre of Plataea”; Further evidence for “historical elegy” can be found
in Mimnermus’ Smyrneis and in the Eunomia and Politeia of Tyrtaeus.
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However, Simonides not only parallels the Trojan War with the Persian invasions, but also
presents Paris’ criminal act as an affront which Menelaus still makes him answer for when he
marches with Pausanias and contemporary Greeks in order to vanquish a new eastern aggressor.
The juxtaposition of Paris’ epic violation with the recent mustering of Hellenic forces at the
battle of Plataea elevates the poem and the battle of Plataea to an epic register. Accordingly,
Simonides unites the epic past with recent history in a way that would allow fifth-century Greeks
to see their war against Persia as an iteration of vengeance stretching back to Homeric tradition.

The Plataea poem displays the Homeric tradition thematically and in a Panhellenic
context. By incorporating several named Greek allied city-states, the poem achieves a politically
diplomatic tenor. For instance, in lines 13-14, toi 6¢ moA]v mépoavteg doidyov [oikad’ ik]Jovto
eéptatol plowv ayépayotl Aavaoi[, “the valiant Danaans, [best of warr]iors, sacked the much-
sung-of-city, and came [home,],” the use of the name Danaans, a Homeric term used to denote
all Greeks who fought at Troy, frames the subsequent narrative of contemporary military action
at Plataea with the paradigm of the shared Hellenic mythology of the Trojan War. Despite its
Spartan emphasis in which Spartan geography is mentioned at line 29, “From Eurotas and from
[Sparta’s] town they [marched,]” of pév dp Ev]potav kafi Endptn]g dotv Mmdvt[eg. Spartan
commanders and epic figures are recalled, as the poem also mentions Corinth, Megara, and
Eleusis (lines 36-9). This not only allows the Greek audience to see a thematic parallel between
the Danaans in the allied Greek effort at Troy and Greeks who fought Persians, but suggests that
their contemporary locales represent Homeric contingents in a recent Hellenic war against a new
Troy.

Grethlein (2010: 55) argues that Simonides’ Trojan backdrop for Plataea offers “an

exemplary use of the past, which directly juxtaposes two different events...[so that] the present
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seems to re-enact the past.” Grethlein suggests that by doing this the poem can minimize the
threatening idea that the Greek past is a product of chance, and that this offers stability through
the fusion of the narrative of traditional epic and the memory of contemporary events (2013: 7-
15).1%¢ This forges a sense of cultural regularity and consistency in which the poem can reframe
the accomplishments of contemporary Greeks by presenting Plataea as an iteration, of sorts, of
the Trojan War. Simonides allows Plataca’s contemporary history to attain monumental
significance through juxtaposition with the gravitas of the Homeric tradition.*%’

While the Trojan War paradigm helps facilitate the poem’s Panhellenism, its focus on
leading personalities underscores its Spartan leanings and directs our attention to the movers of
the plots of both the Iliad and the battle of Plataea. The “valiant Danaans” (line 134) who are
instrumental in piloting “the chariot of divine justice” against “[P]aris’ wickedness” (lines 11-12)
can be read as contemporary Greeks subordinated, through a collective anonymity, to military
leaders and this reveals, | suggest, the political reality of post-war Greece. While certainly many
Greek poleis fought at Plataea, it was Sparta whose hoplite infantry held the wing of honor and
led the Greek coalition against Persia (Hdt.9.28.2).1%8 Moreover, as Schachter maintains, when

Simonides uses “Danaans” to describe Greeks who fought at Troy, we may understand this to

136 Grethlein (2010: 7) explains that this contingency serves as “the frame for both actions and
chance, and results in a tension between expectation and experience in our consciousness. On the
basis of previous experiences, expectations about the future are formed and guide our actions.”
For Simonides, Grethlein (13) states that “the presentation of polis history [is] a continuum and
the use of mythical foils are attempts to counterbalance contingency of chance.”

137 The Plataea elegy itself is a way for the Spartans and others who fought at Plataea to achieve
athanaton kleos that Homeric epic provided for Greeks at Troy” (Boedeker 2001: 152).

138 Moreover, Sparta and Athens were building up their own power blocs, with Athens’ recently
acquired trireme armada unsettling many leaders in Sparta. Constant Greek bickering over places
of honor in the phalanx (left or right wing), which Herodotus notes in the Battle of Plataea, belies
the idea that Panhellenism born of a common enemy would quell Greek inter-polis rivalries. That
Herodotus reports the Spartan strategos, Eurybiades had to be given command of the Greek fleet
in the Battle of Salamis due to Sparta’s established prestige, provides another example.
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mean only those from the Peloponnese, that is their Spartan ancestors, since the mythical
Danaus, from whom the Danaans receive their name, is one of the founding figures of Argos in
the Peloponnese. Further, Schachter sees the Plataea poem’s Trojan War paradigm as a way to
minimize Athenian involvement at Plataea, since Athens plays a minimal role in Homeric epic,
and as a way to downplay Athenian action at the battle of Sestos, which occurred one year after
Plataea (Schachter 1998: 29). To be sure, the Plataea poem praises Sparta for its role in the
battle, when it led the Hellenic coalition and held the position of honor on the right wing of the
phalanx. Historical reality notwithstanding however, political faction and interpolis rivalry were
deeply imbedded in the Hellenic ethos, and in the Plataea elegy we ought not to let the smoke of
Hellenic unity in the Persian Wars obscure the ways in which Greek poleis frequently fought
with one another.

For Simonides to name the epic muse éxnikovpog “assistant” is odd. Stehle (2001:110)
argues that at the time of its writing, éxikovpoc meant “foreign auxiliary,” and that as such “the
Muse is not the guarantor of truth” because of “her supplementary status.” Simonides deviates
from epic convention when he initiates his poem in this manner. When the Homeric poet sings,
the muse “sings” through the bard, and the poet becomes a vessel directed by the divinity. The
Homeric muse is an external referent, the guarantor outside of the poem vouching for the
narrative’s veracity. While the Trojan War’s narrative stretches back to the deep past of Greek
oral poetry, and for this Simonides relies on her, as a probable witness to the battle, he positions
himself as an authoritative witness and the muse’s helper. Accordingly, Simonides begins a new
partnership wherein the bard and muse work together, a moment where the epic past and recent

past meet to celebrate contemporary achievements.
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Aloni (2001: 86-105) argues that Simonides himself can act as an external guarantor of
his narrative because he witnessed the battle of Plataea.’®® He notes that the Muse’s assistance is
only partially needed for this reason. Accordingly, Simonides could validate his own work, but
for references to the Trojan War, he relies on the Muse. Moreover, Stehle suggests that
Simonides’ performative role must be taken into account since Plataea veterans would make up a
significant number of his audience.'®® She argues that invoking the Muse as a guarantor of their
experience would discomfit combat veterans who witnessed Plataea’s violent reality (Stehle
2001: 106-119). By partnering with the Muse then, Simonides united the battle experience of the
Plataeomachoi with the epic register of the Trojan War, elevating their recent efforts to the
heroic standard of Achilles, while at the same time conveying the assurance of someone who
witnessed the battle.

In a poem glorifying Sparta so soon after the battle of Plataea, Achilles’ presence is
surprising. He is not substantially connected to Sparta: his cult has associations rather with the
Hellespont region and with Phthia, suggesting as an explanation tenuous connections with his
mother Thetis, and noting that perhaps the poem was performed at an Isthmian festival in her
honor (Shaw 1991). However, as a Panhellenic paradigm the Trojan war allowed Simonides to
parallel Greek figures of the recent past with figures from the Homeric tradition; while Sparta
could not exclusively claim Achilles based on local cult, Simonides could appropriate his status
as the greatest warrior of the Panhellenic Trojan War tradition to foreground Sparta’s reputation

as the most formidable military power in Greece at that time. We know that soon after Plataea,

139 «“In the 470s the speaker’s appeal to the Muse to be epikouros must have been arresting.”
(Stehle 2001: 110)

140 Herodotus and Thucydides’ accounts must surely have been informed by the war stories of
veterans who participated in the battles they narrate; Thucydides was himself an exiled general
as a result of his own actions in the battle of Amphipolis (Thuc. 4.108).
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Greeks began to see coalitional Persian War battles as either Athenian or Spartan victories.
Certainly Herodotus presents Thermopylae as the supreme moment for the Spartan militaristic
ethos, while admitting (with calculated reservation) that the Athenians at Salamis were indeed
the “saviors of Hellas” (Hdt. 7.139.5-6). Aeschylus’ Persians (472 BCE) celebrates Athenian
leadership at the battle of Salamis, despite coloring that achievement with a hue of Panhellenism,
and Pindar’s Pythian 1 (470 BCE) addresses both Salamis and Plataea, neatly dividing Salamis
as an Athenian victory, and honoring Sparta with Plataea (75-8).

However, the Plataea poem is not merely thematically Homeric, but also contains much
Homeric diction. The athanaton kleos of Homer’s Achilles is transferred to the young Greek
dead on the field of Plataea.** The word doidipog “well-sung,” (line 14) and dxvpopoc “quick-
fated” (18) are clear Homeric borrowings, used here in reference to the Trojan War,*2 and to
describe the lives of Greeks who died to take it. This diction unites the locale of an epic Greek
victory with the recent Greek victory at Plataea. Simonides links the epic past and the valorous
present, Troy and Plataea, through the words doidyiog, and axvdpopog, now appropriate for
Greeks who died at Plataea, whose bravery Simonides’ poem ensures to be “well-sung” for
future generations. Moreover, the simile at line 2 probably describing Achilles, in which he falls
as a pine-tree in the glades, heavily echoes Homeric similes of dying warriors (Cf. 11.13.389-91,

16.482-4). As Barchiesi (2001: 258) notes, “the tree-felling imagery must be rooted in Thetis’

141 «Syrely the poet addresses Achilles, who if not a god is a great hero, because he is aiming to
do for Pausanias and the other heroes of the battle of Plataea what Homer did for Achilles and
the heroes of the Trojan War” (Lloyd-Jones 1994: 1).

142 While the Homeric poet used aoidiog only once, the narrative context of its single
appearance at 11.6.357-8 is poignant. When Helen relates to Hector that the Greeks have
proclaimed an ill-fate on herself and Paris, she states that they will both be dgoidyot for future
generations. Because doidov is a hapax in Homer, it may emphasize its appearance in
Simonides, since his audience were likely attuned to its single appearance and context in the
lliad.
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anticipated lament” at 1l. 18.56-7, when Thetis recalled Achilles as a child, “like a young
shoot...a tree on a mountain slope.”**® He sees this as specific to Achilles. Aloni compares line
6, the recollection of Achilles’ burial rites, with 0d.24.36-97, when Agamemnon in the
underworld states that Achilles and Patroclus share the same urn (Aloni 2001: 86). He also
argues that the Homeric recollection of Achilles’ burial would resonate with the
“commemoration of the warriors who had died at Plataca” (2001: 87). Altogether, these allusions
evoke an epic sense of bereavement, appropriate for young warriors whose recent deaths at
Plataea would surely have spurred similar sentiments of grief. Several scholars read Achilles as
a paradigm for the Plataean war-dead, and understand his inclusion and the references to his
death to symbolize all Greeks who perished in battle against Xerxes (West 1993:6, Stehle 2001).
Pavese argues that Achilles appears as an analogue to Leonidas at the battle of
Thermopylae, whose last stand is mirrored in Achilles’ final moments before the Scaean gate
(1995: 24). Although not without controversy, this interpretation promotes the idea that Plataea
was Spartan vengeance for the death of its king, while revealing a tendency to analogize the
greatest warrior of the Iliad with the greatest infantry warriors of contemporary Greece, whose
actions at Plataea are to be interpreted as vengeance.*** Accordingly, Achilles’ Panhellenic

importance is commemorated by intimations of his death and funeral, and murder by Paris at the

143 Barchiesi (2001: 258) argues further that “the tradition has it that Achilles was not struck at
the throat or the breast —as is usually the case with Homeric warriors who fall to the ground “like
a tree”’—but at the heel or ankle. Achilles’ fall is modelled on that of a tall pine not only because
of its height, but also because his body was felled by a blow to the base, just like a tall trunk
assailed almost at its root by the woodcutters.”

144 Shaw suggests that Achilles’ appearance in the poem is a combination of cultic identity and
epic identity and posits that the occasion of its performance, perhaps the Isthmian Games, had
special connections to Achilles. Shaw sees Achilles as a parallel for Pausanias (2001: 164-181).
Leonidas’ recent death, according to Pavese (1995: 22), is relevant in addition to the conspicuous
appearance of Pausanias.
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Scaean Gates; at Plataea, these epic transgressions are transferred onto invading Persians, whose
destruction at Plataea was provoked by the death of a Spartan king at Thermopylae.'#®

Furthermore, the invocation of Achilles offers distinct “military inspiration” (Stehle
2001: 112). Simonides invokes Achilles like a commander does who invokes a divinity or cult
figure for assistance before battle, underscoring the poet’s role as strategos. By doing so and by
naming the Muse an érikovpog, Stehle (2001: 112) thinks Simonides can “foster battle spirit”
and create a persona of bard and military leader, not unlike Achilles’ warrior and singer identity
in the Iliad (11.9.189). Moreover, she (Stehle 2001: 113) points out that Simonides names his
work, “this grateful song-array of mine” (23-4), describing it as kéopog “good-order,” a term
which in military contexts means “the preservation of good order during an advance” (Hdt.
8.86). Simonides describes the advance of the Greek army at Plataea like the forward movement
of his song.1%

While battle invocations often address local deities in proximity to battle, Achilles’
appearance seems to complicate this idea. Hailing from Phthia in north-central Greece according
to tradition, Achilles has no substantial association with Boeotia, whether mythic or cultic. But if
we consider Achilles strictly in his military capacity, as the premier Greek warrior of assault—

the “best of the Achaeans”—he acquires an emblematic role for the Spartan military ethos. In

15 Aloni argues that Simonides focuses chiefly on Achilles’ death and the fall of Troy, noting
that the text “dwells upon these two events” (2001: 94). To my mind, by focusing on these two
events, the poem presents Achilles’ death and Troy’s destruction in a consequential relationship,
which in turn might allude to Persian defeat at Plataea as the consequence of an earlier offense-
the death of Leonidas? Scholars have argued that Herodotus based his narrative of the struggle
over Leonidas’ corpse on the struggle over Patroclus’ in the Iliad. Accordingly, scholars also
note that Patroclus’ death and funeral in the lliad are substantial allusions to Achilles’ death and
funeral in the wider Homeric tradition.

146 Aeschylus also uses the term koopoc at Persians 399-400, when the messenger describes the
advance of the Greek squadron at Salamis as “well-disciplined and in order” gvTdKTOG. .. KOCU®.
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Achilles’ aristeia ending in Hector’s death, the Iliad narrates the most devastating one-man
assault against an enemy position. Wielding his pelian-ash spear, Achilles routs the Trojan battle
line. Until Plataea, the full might of the Spartan infantry had not faced the Persian army; by
recalling Achilles from the Iliad, Simonides can juxtapose the traditional Greek warrior par
excellence with Spartan hoplites at Plataea.

Achilles provided an acceptable model for Greek cooperation within the new zeitgeist of
celebration culture after the Persian wars. Shaw has argued that while Agamemnon led Greeks to
victory at Troy, it was Thucydides who describes the first Hellenes as the “followers of Achilles”
(Thuc.1.3.2-3). She argues (2001:165) that while Homer hardly uses the term “Hellenes,”
preferring Danaans, Argives, and Achaeans, “it becomes understandable that, in an account of
Panhellenic victory, the Hellenes should honor and invoke him.” Moreover, as a figure whose
cultic identity is associated with Troy, and who was sometimes identified as the leader of all
Greeks, Achilles’ Panhellenic status as Hellenic leader serves to buttress Spartan prestige at
Plataea by reframing Sparta’s role as a new Achilles leading a new Panhellenic army.

| suggest that Achilles operates in the Plataea elegy in a manner similar to Ajax in
Aeschylus’ Persians. As an epic paradigm who emblematizes Spartan valor at Plataea, Achilles
supplies the Homeric model of martial excellence to represent Spartan military dominance in the
decade after the Persian Wars. By juxtaposing Achilles and the Trojan War tradition with
Sparta’s role at Plataea, Simonides formalizes Sparta’s ideal moment at Plataea in which
coalitional Greeks banded together under its aegis and defeated the Persian army in battle.
Aeschylus presents the battle of Salamis as Athens’ great moment of Greek defense and depicts
the Iliadic Ajax as its Homeric model. However, before turning to Aeschylus, let us take a look

at the Eion epigrams.
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Athens and the Trojan War as Model for the Persian Wars

After the Plataea Elegy, the Eion epigrams contain the earliest literary evidence for the
Trojan War used as a paradigm for the Persian war. They were commissioned by Cimon and
inscribed on three herms in the Athenian agora shortly after his successful campaign to flush out
Persian troops entrenched in the Thracian coastal town of Eion (476-5 BCE). On the third herm
is an epigram commemorating Cimon’s achievement with an explicit reference to Athenian
action in the Trojan War.'*” The epigrams stand as an early example of the way fifth-century
Greeks attempted to present battles of the Persian War as a renewed Trojan War.'*® The poem
highlights Menestheus and the Athenian contingent of the Iliad as analogues for Athens at the
siege of Eion, directly connecting the Athenians who fought at the siege of Eion with their epic
ancestors who fought at the siege of Troy, led by the Athenian warrior Menestheus. According to
Jacoby (1945:203), the Eion poet “chooses the one Panhellenic title of Athens to glory which is
also the one fact comparable with the historic event he is out to praise --a siege and occupation of
a strongly defended town of the barbarians.”

A minor character in the lliad, Menestheus leads the relatively obscure Athenian
contingent with fifty ships to Troy (1l. 2.557). Counted among his exploits is an ability to muster
troops in the heat of battle (11.7.161), and he once summons Telamonian Ajax for assistance
when he faces assault from Sarpedon and Glaucos (11.17.240). Rosenbloom (2006:14),
commenting on Menestheus in the Eion epigram, notes: “Since Homer depicted the Athenian

Menestheus as a leader, all Athenians are leaders both in war and in manliness; what is true of a

147 The Eion epigrams can be found in Aeschines. In Ctes.183, Simonides. XL FGE, Plutarch.
Cimon 7.4-5.

148 “The Eion poem, inscribed on three herms in the agora, with its analogy between the
Athenians who besieged the Persians in Thrace and those who fought at Troy, shows that these
comparisons were in the air after Plataea.” (Boedeker 2001:126)
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single Athenian in the past is true of all Athenians in the present.” The Eion epigram focuses on
Menestheus, not only because the siege of Eion was an Athenian endeavor, but also because the
poem serves a distinctly Athenian audience, and so celebrates the Homeric heritage of Athens
alone.

Outside Athenian circles, Menestheus was a minor hero, especially in proportion to
Athens’ recent achievement in the Persian Wars. For the Hellenic world, his greatest claim to
fame was that Ajax moored his ships and the Salaminian contingent beside him and his
Athenians in the Catalogue of the Ships (11.2.556-9). Sixth-century Athenians already promoted
this passage to justify their claims to the island of Salamis, competing fiercely with Megara, and
ultimately securing Salamis for themselves.'*® Menestheus’ nearness to Ajax would come to
complement Athens’ geographic nearness to Salamis, an island that facilitated Ajax’s
assimilation as an Athenian hero. After its orchestration of the battle of Salamis, Athens would
come to understand the island’s ramifications for propaganda.

The Eion epigrams, while early examples of the juxtaposition of Trojan and Persian
Wars, may seem to limit Athenian propagandistic efforts to a parochial base. Menestheus’
reputation outside of Attica could not carry the dignitas that an Achilles, Odysseus, or an Ajax
could muster on the Hellenic world stage. By commemorating Menestheus and Athenian glory
on the Eion herms, fifth-century Athens offered itself an epic paradigm, justifying continued

aggression against Persia. This anti-Persian paradigm would develop as Athens assumed more

149 Taylor (1997:42-3) comments that a thorough account of the “war” between Megara and
Athens over Salamis in the 6th century cannot be recovered. “Solon’s poetry supports the idea
that in the early 6th BCE Athens desired to acquire Salamis; Plutarch who gives the fullest
account of the “war,” says that both Athens and Megara submitted to Sparta for arbitration
(Sol.10). Both Athens and Megara recited interpolated passages of the Catalogue of the Ships to
prove that Ajax was associated with either the Megarians or the Athenians.”
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imperial power. In the decade following Salamis and Plataea, with war against Persia continuing
in the North Aegean, broader and more prestigious models of Homeric Panhellenism would be
required as Sparta and Athens jockeyed for hegemonic position.**

Furthermore, Athens’ new role as Greek naval superpower problematized its relationship
to its mythic past. As Shapiro (2012:169) points out: “The biggest problem for the Athenians of
the fifth century was that their national hero par excellence, Theseus, had not been at Troy.”
Theseus belonged to the generation of heroes before the Trojan War, and Athens had to look
elsewhere in order to enhance the heroics of their minor Homeric home town hero (Menestheus)
in the aftermath of the Persian Wars. By turning to Menestheus, Athens was drawing attention to
a glaring disparity: its powerful navy and military achievements for Greece in the Persian Wars
were vastly greater than those of her Iliadic ancestor’s minor glory. Athens’ Homeric backwater
status offered little in the way of real equity with their contemporary status as the “saviors of
Hellas after Salamis.

Menestheus’ nearness to Ajax in the lliad proved beneficial for Athenian propagandistic
efforts in the late sixth century. Solon looked to this Iliadic passage to solidify power over

Salamis, and when Cleisthenes reordered the Athenian constitution based on ten tribal heroes, he

150 Immediately after mainland Greek victory, the Greeks of lonia revolted from Persian rule and
sought help from the Hellenic League. Sparta wanted the lonians to resettle on the Greek
mainland, but the Athenians wanted them to persist. When the Athenian faction won out, the
Greek coalition cut Xerxes’ cabled bridge and lay siege to the Persian controlled city of Sestos
on the Hellespont. With this action, the Spartan general Leotychidas quit his command leaving
the Athenians in de facto command to pursue the ends of the war. This was the germination of
the Athenian Empire. In fact, historians understand Cimon’s siege of Eion (begun in 477) as the
first military action accomplished by the newly minted “Delian League,” the federation of Greek
poleis who banded together under an Athenian banner to continue the war against Persia, and
bring the fight to them, so to speak.
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included Ajax and Hippothoon as the only non-Attic eponymous members.*! The happy
accident that Athens’ great moment of Hellenic defense occurred in the straits of Salamis served
to support Athens’ assimilation of Ajax and bolstered its lordship over the island. In many ways
Athens’ victory around Ajax’s isle could be construed as heroic approval of their new found
hegemony. Moreover, Athens’ relationship with Ajax mirrors Menestheus and Ajax’s
interactions in the Iliad: Athens neighbors Salamis and it looks to the island in its direst moment
of need.

Although Menestheus was Athens’ ancestral warrior at Troy, Athens’ annexation of
Salamis and its assimilation of Ajax would become a powerful tool in forthcoming imperial
propaganda. When Athens’ appropriation of Ajax and Salamis occurred in the sixth century, it
initiated Ajax’s mythic immigration beginning under Solon and Cleisthenes by first promoting
him as an adopted Athenian hero; following the battle of Salamis, this appropriation would reach
its zenith in the mid fifth century.>? After Athens used the Homeric Ajax to credential their
claims to Salamis and to reform the Attic deme, Athens molded Ajax in the celebration culture of
the 470s as a Panhellenic demonstration of its achievement at Salamis that promoted Greek
solidarity under the aegis of Athenian naval superiority.

Emerging from the settling dust of Greek victory, Sparta and Athens began to assert

themselves and vie for hegemony over the Hellenic world. Sparta, the hegemonic polis when it

151 Cleisthenes’ tribal reforms involved the assignment of ten new tribes to ten heroes. Only Ajax
and Hippothon are not Attic; Ajax is from Salamis, Hippothon from Eleusis. See Kearns
1989:80-102.

152 Salamis is distinct from the rest of Attica and Athens treated it differently; Strabo reports that
at one time even Megara was counted part of Attica, but Salamis was organized separately
(9.1.11). According to Pausanias, Philaios, the son of Eurysakes, grandson of Ajax, gave the
island of Salamis to the Athenians in return for Athenian citizenship (1.35.2). In mythological
tradition Salamis is originally separate from Athens until Philaios’ gift (Taylor 1997: 4). Athens
appeared to only want political control of the island.
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entered the Persian Wars, made an uneasy alliance with Athens and its newly acquired naval
armada. Following Salamis and Plataea each side began to promote its own effort and to present
these coalitional victories as battles which either city-state had orchestrated alone. The Trojan
war paradigm helped to solidify this bifurcation. But while Sparta could rely on Homeric
tradition and its epic Peloponnesian forebears as exempla in the Persian Wars, Athens had little
to work with, as its remarkable attempts to secure Salamis through the heavy reliance on a
reading of the Catalogue of Ships show. True, Menestheus played a minor role in the Iliad, but
he had not the status of a Menelaus or Agamemnon. Further, Athens paralleled its fight against
Xerxes’ fleet in the straits of Salamis as a great moment of Hellenic defense, likening it to Ajax’s
defense of the Greek ships in the lliad. In promoting its new Panhellenic defender identity,
Athens would find a ready model in the decade following Greek victory, one which tragedians
like Aeschylus, who likely fought at Salamis, made a significant contribution.

An Athenian Ajax in Aeschylus’ Persians

In the following section, I attempt to construct a new interpretation of Aeschylus’ Persians. |
read Persians as a Panhellenic text with an Athenian preference, arguing that the Homeric Ajax
plays a significant role. Recently, Taplin (2006: 24) has recently argued that Persians is as an
example of “a special edition tragedy in the celebration culture of the 470s.” Taplin sees
Persians in the mainstream of Panhellenic victory literature after the Persian Wars, sharing much
of the Panhellenic ethos of the Iliad. He argues that tragedy was already vying with epic for the
narration of events of the epic past, and was not restricted to an Athenian audience. Aeschylus
was attempting to market tragedy to a larger, non-Athenian audience, and would have had to
appeal to the Panhellenic scope of the Homeric poems, downplaying overt Athenian praise in his

treatment of the coalitional effort of the battle of Salamis.
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Taplin sees Athenian nationalism minimized in the play, but I shall argue that the
cumulative weight of references to Athenian prestige still point to an undeniable “Athenian
Moment,” particularly because the play can be read within this Homeric framework. I interpret
the play’s Homeric landscape as a means to glorify Athens through continuous references to
Ajax, whose island serves as a touchstone of recent history and the epic past-acting as a Persian
War site recalling Ajax’s defense in the Trojan War. By linking the epic past to the recent past,
Aeschylus elevates Athens’ prestige in the Persian Wars to epic status by appropriating the idea
of a Panhellenic military coalition from the Iliad, drawing connections between Ajax’s home
island, his defense of Greek ships at Troy, and Athens’ defense of Greece at Salamis. In other
words, Persians alludes to the Panhellenic moment of Ajax’s defense of the ships in order to
illustrate the “Athenian Moment” at Salamis. Persians evokes Telamonian Ajax, through diction,
reference, and Homeric allusion. This is mostly understated, but sufficient to create a parallel
between Ajax’s defensive acts from the lliad with Athens’ contemporary achievement at the
battle of Salamis.

Some scholars read a strict Panhellenism in the Persians, arguing that Aeschylus employs
vague ethnic descriptions such as lonian, Doric, and Dorian to stress Greek unity in facing the
Persian Empire (Kowerski: 2005, Boedeker 2001, Hall 1996: 123), they often overlook the
reality of inter-polis relations in the archaic period leading up to the Persian Wars. One of the
most discussed passages used to support Persians’ Panhellenism is in the speech of Darius’
ghost, who is concerned about the oracles that are now fulfilled, foresees disaster for his son’s
land forces in Boeotia,

keimep 140 €oti, mAf|00¢ EkkplTov oTpaToD
Aeimel Kevoiov EATIGLY TEMEIGUEVOC.

pipvovot 8 &vBa mediov Acwmdg poaic
apoet, pilov miaouo Bowwtdv ybovi:
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00 6OV Kak®dV Dyiot” Emappével Todely,
UPpewc dmowva KAOE®V PpovnudTmv:

If that is indeed so, Xerxes, seduced by vain hopes,

has left behind a large, select portion of his army. They remain

where the Asopus waters the plain with its stream, bringing

welcome enrichment to the soil of the Boeotians. There the destiny

awaits them of suffering a crowning catastrophe, in

requital for their outrageous actions and their godless arrogance. (803-8)%
Darius intimates Persia’s forthcoming defeat at the battle of Plataea. While the battle of Plataea
will occur outside of the narrative time of the Persians, Aeschylus sets up Plataea as a
consequence of Salamis, that is, without the Athenian naval action against Xerxes’ fleet, the
Spartan infantry would not have been successful. Moreover, Darius characterizes Plataea as a

chiefly Spartan accomplishment, attributing Persian defeat to the “Dorian spear:”

1660G Yap £6TOl TELOVOG OLILOTOGOAYNG
pog YN [TAatoudv Ampidog Adyyng Vmo:

so great will be the clotted libation of slain men’s blood
on the soil of the Plataeans, shed by the Dorian spear. (816-17)

In Aeschylus’ audiences, veterans of the battle would have been sitting in the theater of
Dionysus, which still bore the visible scars of Persian fire on the Acropolis, an act born of
Persian vengeance for Athenian participation in the lonian revolt and the battle of Marathon.
Although foreign domination may have been warded off from all Greece, the effects of the
Persian invasion were not borne by all poleis equally. Indeed, as Taplin (2005:4) has pointed out,
“appeals to shared Hellenism were aspirations which were in reality in tension with deep-seated
and time-honored rivalries.” Rivalry ran deep in the Hellenic world, and Persia’s antipathy for
Athens, although evidenced from Athenian sources, is a notion that cannot be swept tidily under

the rug of pan-Hellenism.

153 Al translations of Persians are from Sommerstein 2009 unless otherwise noted.
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In the aftermath of the Persian Wars, Simonides and Aeschylus played major roles in the
proliferation of celebration culture.’™* Schachter sees “echoes” of the Plataea elegy in Aeschylus’
Persians, and interprets it as a comparable vehicle of political promotion for Athens. While
Persians, unlike the Plataea elegy, does not mention any Athenian strategos by name, its heavy
emphasis on Xerxes’ cables and bridges across the Hellespont emphasize Xanthippus’
campaigns in the northern Aegean against Persia, in which he removed and brought the cables
back to Athens (Persians 65-72,719-26, 745-51, et al.) (Hdt.9.121). Moreover, we may note that
it was Pericles, son of the Athenian strategos Xanthippus, who produced Persians.'*®

Produced just eight years after the battle of Salamis in 472 BCE, Persians imagines the
Persian royal court’s response to Xerxes’ defeat. Perhaps taking a cue from his contemporary
Phrynicus, whose Capture of Miletus reportedly sent the audience into open wailing for which he
incurred a stiff fine (Hdt. 6.21.10), Aeschylus distanced his play from the martial reality of the
naval battle, and buffered his veteran audience with the play’s Persepolis setting. In 472 scars of
the burning of Athens’ acropolis would still have existed, lending Persians a deeper dimension,
since the audience in the Theater of Dionysus would presumably watch the play with their backs
to the Acropolis and to reminders of what the Persian War cost them. By setting the the tragedy
at Persepolis, where the audience witnesses Atossa, Xerxes, and Darius’ ghost respond to the

news of Persian defeat, Aeschylus creates a safe distance for the audience. Aeschylus

15 There is a tradition that they were great rivals; Vit. Aeschylus p.332 ff. Page (Aesch. OCT).
155 Persians is not only the oldest extant tragedy but the only extant example of historical
tragedy. There are two lost plays of Phrynichus, the Capture of Miletus (ca.494 BCE) which
treated an episode from the lonian Revolt, and Phoenissae (ca. 476BCE), another drama that
dealt with the battle of Salamis. Moreover, Persians paraphrases Phrynichus’ Phoenissae’s
opening lines, and offers a clear awareness of the historically dramatic milieu of the decade
following the battles of 480-79 BCE (Garner 1990: 22). Themistocles reportedly produced the
Phoenissae. Like Persians, it was set at the Persian court and dealt with their loss at Salamis.
Garvie speculates that it might have treated the battle of Mycale (479 BCE) as well (2009:xi).
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accomplishes what other tragedies effect by setting their narratives in the distant mythological
past, by centralizing a foreign enemy’s reaction to a recent Greek military victory in a foreign
land whose people were on the losing side.

The main action—the Persian court’s reaction to the battle of Salamis—occurs at a
considerable narrative distance from Aeschylus’ Greek audience. Whereas most plays are set in
the distant mythological past, and privilege legendary stories, Persians occurs in a distant foreign
land, allowing Aeschylus to present Salamis in mythic terms. Moreover, Persians features the
battle of Salamis as an epic tale told on foreign shores. Tending toward epic style, messenger
speeches typically contain Homeric echoes, and the messenger who relates the devastating
speech to the Persian court has been compared to a Homeric bard (Grethlein 2010). In this way,
Aeschylus’ audience can witness their recent martial deeds epicized in the foreign court whose
armies they vanquished. Aeschylus achieves two aims: he can moderate Athenian triumphalism,
facilitating a more palatable story for a Panhellenic audience, while at the same time signaling
Athenian preeminence through Ajax.

While explicit Homeric references in Persians are few, they are nonetheless potent
(Garner 1990:22), and are buttressed by the overall Homeric structure of the Persians.!®® As an
episode of extended royal grief, reminiscent of Priam’s court reacting to Hector’s death in Iliad
22, Persians details Xerxes’ court’s response to a disaster perpetrated by a coalition of Greeks.
Barrett (2002: 40-55) notes that the messenger who relates the disaster operates with an authority

akin to the Homeric bard, and Grethlein parallels the Iliadic Catalogue of the Ships of Book 2

156 Grethlein 2013, along with Barrett 1995, and Rosenbloom 1993, understand Persians to have
an lliadic structure. Barrett sees the messenger as a type of epic muse, and Grethlein stresses the
similarity of the catalogue at 21-58 to the //iad’s catalogue in Book 2. Both examples for
Grethlein 2013: 77 “evoke the Iliad as background for Persians.”
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with the extended inventory of Persian chieftains, forces, and their allies (21-58), in the early
stages of the play (2010: 77). D. Rosenbloom also reads this as an epicizing effect, that suggests
a “New Trojan War which reflects upon the Greeks primarily through the Persians, who are
depicted in Homeric terms” (Rosenbloom 2006: 40-1). Accordingly, the Catalogue motif
provides a thematic and structural impetus to interpret Persians as an inversion of the conquest
of Troy, an interpretation to which Grethlein also adheres, seeing the Trojan War as a foil to the
Persian.
Despite the fact that Persians offers few direct Iliadic references, the chorus provides one

of the most recognizable:

otuyvaiy’ ABdvar d¢oig

pepviicOai Tot Tapa

¢ moArag [Tepoidwv pdtov

gkTicav govidag o Avavopoug.

She is indeed hateful to her foes:

we can remember well

how many Persian women they caused

to be bereaved and widowed, all for nothing. (286-9)
A. Garner (1990: 23) points to the word edvic, and translates it “bereft of children,” noting that it
occurs only twice earlier in Greek literature: Odyssey 9.524 and lliad 22.44. The rarity of the
word and its context in Persians indicates that the Iliad passage is the most likely allusion.™®" In
his grief after Achilles has killed Hector, Priam embarks on a long lament describing how he is

bereft of sons and envisioning what will happen without Troy’s defender:

8c 1’ IV TOAADY TE Kol EGOADY gVVIV EOnKe
KTelvov Kol TEPVAG VoWV ETL TNAESATAMV.

157 The Odyssey passage relates the exchange between Odysseus and Polyphemus after Odysseus
has revealed himself as he departs from Polyphemus’ island. Odysseus employs 0vig in
reference to violence against the Cyclops, “bereaving him of life and soul” and to send him to the
House of Hades.
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seeing he hath made me bereft of sons many and valiant,
slaying them and selling them into isles that lie afar. (11.22.44-5)

Both passages feature old men lamenting the loss of young men at the hands of Greek warriors
(the old men of Susa make up Persians’ chorus). As Garner notes, the passage is “the most
frequently echoed (scene) in the lliad,” and would have been familiar to the Athenian public
(1990:23). Therefore, evvig in Persians could trigger an allusion to Priam’s lament from the
Iliad, providing a distant epic referent for a contemporary moment in Athenian history. Where
govig alludes to Priam’s lament in Persians, it also foregrounds the Iliadic allusion by naming the
party responsible, as does Homer, for Persia’s bereavement: Athens. Accordingly, the Persian
court’s response to defeat at Salamis presents for Athens an updated revision of the fall of Troy —
one in which Athens itself plays the role of victor. Garner also posits that Aeschylus employs
govig elliptically (1990:23), and that when the chorus uses this word, “one must understand the
complement “sons,” which Priam supplies in his lament (ibid). In sum, the allusion equates an
Asian despot’s lament from the epic past with an imagined royal grief from a contemporary
eastern fifth-century despot-both serving to glorify the Athenian achievement at the battle of
Salamis by paralleling it with the epic past.
Aeschylus first mentions Salamis explicitly at 273 where the messenger relates to the

chorus,

TANO0VGL VEKPDV SVOTOTUMG EPOUPUEVDV

ZoAoUIVOC AKToL TAG TE TPOGYWPOG TOTOG,

The shores of Salamis, and all the region near them, are
full of corpses wretchedly slain. (272-3)

The “shores of Salamis” theme recurs often throughout Persians (Salamis is mentioned at least
six more times: 284, 421, 449, 570, 953, 964-5). For an Athenian audience in the 470s, Salamis

was a point of considerable socio-political complexity, notably with Athens’ recent acquisition
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of Salamis in a struggle with Megara, and its appropriation of the island’s mythic tradition when
Cleisthenes formed ten new tribes, with one named for Ajax. After 480, being the locale of a
pivotal coalitional victory against the Persian Empire, Salamis was commemorated as a site of
Panhellenic victory. Salamis and its environs provides the “off-stage place” for Persians’ action,
serving as the traditional locale of tragic violence which is typically related by a messenger on
stage (Garvie 2009: 153). Persians does not specify that the disaster actually occurred in the
straits of Salamis, where the naval battle occurred, but on the “shores of Salamis,” a consistent
periphrasis that connects the events of the naval battle to the island nearby. This enables
Aeschylus to conflate the island and its cult-hero Ajax as a divinity operating offstage,
attributing to them responsibility for the violence that the messenger relates to the Persian royal
court.

Aeschylus names Salamis island “the isle of Ajax” three times (307, 368, 596).1%¢ He
first names Ajax and his island at lines 306-7, when the messenger addressing Atossa relates the
fate of a Bactrian general’s corpse,

Tevayov T dpiotog Baktpiov iBaryevng
folaccominktov vijoov Afavtog omodel. 1>

158 The epitaph of the Corinthians (IG 12927) who died at Salamis also mentions Ajax’s isle in
connection with their action at the battle of Salamis:

o Eéve, eBvdpov ot dvaiopev dotv KopivOov,

vov &” G’ Alavtog vaicog €yl Zalapic.

&vBdoe Dowvicoog vijog kai [Tépcag EAdvteg kol Mndovg,

iepav EALGSa puoduedoa:

Stranger, we once lived in the well-watered city of Corinth,

but now Salamis, Ajax’s island holds us.

Here we took Phoenecian ships and Persian and Mede,

and saved holy Hellas.

Plutarch records the epitaph in his De Malignitate Herodoti and condemns the report that the
Corinthians fled after battle was joined at Salamis (Hdt.8.94) as an Athenian concoction after
relations had soured between Athens and Corinth in the mid fifth century.

159 Garvie notes that while “all codd. have moAei, ‘ranges over,” with the accusative vijcov, the
verb should mean ‘ranges over the island, not comes and goes over the shores.” The correct

101



Tenagon, noble and best of the Bactrians
pounds Ajax’s island beaten by the sea. (306-7)

The couplet positions man against island, with Salamis pointedly belonging to Ajax and
demonstrating a defensive ability to withstand Tenagon’s assaulting corpse. The compound
adjective OolaococomAnktov, “sea-beaten” indicates Salamis’ characteristic resistance.
Groenebloom and Mazon suggest line 307 intimates that Ajax in some way assisted the Greeks
in their victory, and Garvie reminds us that Herodotus reports that Athens sent a ship to fetch
Ajax and the Aecidae before the battle, eventually erecting a dedicatory trireme in his honor
(8.64.2 and 8.121.1). Moreover, Salamis and its environs are connected with Ajax’s hero-cult
and would demarcate the locale of Ajax’s cultic power. In this way, Aeschylus features the
island of Salamis as the combination of geographical terrain and divine agency as a defense for
Athens.

I further suggest that while Aeschylus names Salamis “Ajax’s island,” diction concerning
the fate of Tenagon could also indicate Ajax’s defensive identity associated with him in the Iliad.
The chief warrior of defense in Achilles’ absence, Ajax is the Epkoc Ayoudv, “bulwark of the
Achaeans” (11.3.228, 6.5, 7.211). Idomeneus describes Ajax’s ability to resist assault in a way
similar to that in which Aeschylus describes Salamis island and the way in which Tenagron’s
corpse will uselessly pound its shores:

avopi 6¢ k™ ovk giéete péyag Tehapmviog Alag,
0G Bvntog T €l Ko, YOAK® TE PNKTOC LEYAAOLOL TE YEPUASIOIOLY.

Nor would huge Telamonian Ajax give way to any man,
one who could be broken by the bronze and great stones flung at him.
(11.13.321-323)

meaning is “pounds the island with his body” which the verb omodei supplies (Garvie 2009:
164). In the translation I follow Garvie’s emendation.
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Adversaries are “broken” on Ajax like the ocean around Salamis that is BoAlacconAnktov. The
messenger gestures to the manner in which Tenagon’s corpse “pounds” harmlessly upon Ajax’s
island, an action commensurate with the sea’s useless pounding against the island.

While Tenagon may very well be an Aeschylean invention, the epithet following his
name evokes a distinct Homeric borrowing.'®° As épiotoc Baktpimv “best of the Bactrians”
Aeschylus places Tenagon, the superlative warrior of the Bactrians in a Homeric context,
echoing the Homeric epithet for Achilles in the Iliad, Gpiotoc Ayaidv “best of the Achaeans,” as
we saw earlier in chapter 1. Ajax too receives this title, but always qualified with “after the
blameless son of Peleus.” However, Ajax becomes dpiotog Ayoudv when Achilles withdraws
from battle. Moreover, in Achilles’ absence, the Greeks become besieged in their ships, and Ajax
alone leads the defense. Aeschylus’ inclusion of Tenagon as the Gpiotoc Baktpicmv may indicate
a play on the inversion topos, wherein Greeks are besieged by an invading Asian army, and in
which one of Xerxes’ most formidable warriors cannot overcome the Athenian led defense at
Salamis. In this way, when Persians refers to Salamis as Ajax’s island, it equates the island with
the warrior, and recalls his spectacular defense of the Greek fleet, all in a couplet expressing
Salamis’ capacity for unassailable defense.'®

Persians evokes Ajax’s epithet again, yet couched in distinctly pro-Athenian sentiment.

This occurs in dialogue between Queen Atossa and the messenger. When the queen inquires how

160 Garvie notes that his name does not “sound Persian” and surmises that Aeschylus’ knowledge
of Bactria would be very slight (2009: 163).

161 It also suggests Ajax’s battle prowess when Achilles has withdrawn from battle, and Ajax
alone defends Greek ships from Hector’s assault. Accordingly, we remember that the Aeschylean
battle of Salamis presents the inversion of the Trojan War motif in a great sea-battle between
besieged Greeks and a besieging foreign eastern enemy; yet, more precisely we may observe the
inversion that occurs in the Iliad when the Trojans attack the Achaean wall, with Ajax as the lone
defender (J. Morrison 1994: 212-17).
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Hellenes could have possessed the confidence to wage a naval battle against the might and
number of the Persian navy, the messenger replies at lines 337-49:

Ayyerog: TAN00vG pEv av o’ 160’ Exatt BdpPapov
vawetv kpatficat. kai yop "EAANGy pudv qv
0 Talg apOpog ég TPLOKAdOG dEKaL

va®V, 0gKdG O NV TOVIE YOPIg EKKPITOG:
Hspén 8¢, 1ol yap o1da, IAdg Hev TV

@V NYe n?»n@og, ol o’ DTCSpKOTEOl Tdyet
éxatov Sic foav Entd 07 dS Exel Adyoq.
U1 6ot dokov eV Tf|o€ AetpBfjvar puaym;
BN D3 Saipnmv Tig KaTéPDEPE GTPATOV,
tdAavta Bpicag ovK icoppodm® THYN.

Beol oMy odlovot [Tardddog Oedg.

Atocca: £T° ap’ AOvay &0t dndpOnTog TOMC;

Ayyerog: AvOpdV Yap SVTOV EPKOG EGTIV AGPAALS.

Messenger: | assure you that, so far as number are concerned,

the fleet of the Easterners would have prevailed. The Greeks had a

grand total of about three hundred ships, and ten of these formed a special

select squadron; whereas Xerxes —I know this for sure —had a thousand

under his command, and those of outstanding speed numbered two

hundred and seven. Such is the reckoning; I hardly imagine you’ll

consider we were inferior in that respect in the battle! It was some

divinity that destroyed our fleet like this, weighting the scales so

that fortune did not fall out even: the gods have saved the city

of the goddess Pallas.

Atossa: Then the city of Athens is still unsacked?

Messenger: While she has her men, the bulwark is secure.
The messenger relates the events of Salamis by moving from the general to the specific,
beginning with a calculation of the entire Greek fleet, and ending with Athens, whose salvation
the gods intended. Atossa asks if the polis of Athens has been sacked, and the messenger
responds that the city is a &pxog “bulwark,” he does not say that the city’s physical structure is

destroyed (it was burned, actually), but that Athens still stands because its people live. While

indeed “the gods preserve the city of Pallas,” the messenger means that the gods have saved the
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city through its men who man the fleet, so long as they are living (6vtov). Aeschylus employs
gpkog to describe the Athenian polis and equates its immoveavility with the citizens who defend
it, charging the word with epic meaning. Its most iconic poetic use is as Ajax’s famous epithet,
gprog Ayoudv, “bulwark of the Achaeans” (11.3.229, et al.), an epithet that Ajax activates when
he alone defends the Greek ships from Hector’s onslaught. The allusion combines a description
of Athenian defensive valor at Salamis with Ajax’s epithet in the lliad. As a critical naval
encounter for Greek survival, the battle of Salamis offers an optimum moment for Aeschylus to
harmonize Athenian defense with the Iliadic connotations of £pkoc.

Furthermore, the use of &pxog at line 349 looks back to an ironic use in lines 85-90. There
the chorus of Persian elders describes Xerxes’ unstoppable host on land and sea and first claims
that he leads a “war-like host of archers against a people renowned for the spear” (éndyet
dovpkAvtolg av-/dpaot to&ddapvov Apn, 85-6). In what may be a veiled reference to the
“Dorian spear” (817), and perhaps alluding to the battle of Thermopylae when Xerxes’ archers
defeated Leonidas and his Spartans, the chorus suggests a future glory where Xerxes’ army will
overcome Sparta’s celebrated infantry prowess, “a people renowned for the spear.” However,
when the chorus turns to naval warfare, it boasts:

JOKIOG & 0VTIC VTOCTAG

HEYAA® PEOLOTL POTDV

Exvpoic Epkeoty eipyewv

auoyov kouo Boldcoad:

anpocototog yap o [epodv

oTPUTOG AAKIPP®V TE A0LOG.

No one can be counted on to withstand
this great flood of men

and be a sturdy bulwark to ward off
the irresistible waves of the sea:

none dare come near the army
of the Persians and their valiant host. (87-92)
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The chorus indicates that no power can withstand Xerxes’ immense armada, while suggesting
that no navy is comparable in celebrity to Sparta’s infantry. Yet in the report of the battle of
Salamis, roughly 300 lines later, the messenger directly addresses and refutes this point, and
specifically names Athens as the £€pkoc “bulwark,” that will resist the irresistible Persian navy.
By claiming that no armada exists to counter Xerxes, and conceding the established fame and
reputation of Sparta’s warrior class, the chorus pinpoints Salamis as the “Athenian moment”
where Athens secures its reputation (comparable to Sparta) as a formidable naval power by
repelling Persia’s unstoppable navy.

Moreover, where the chorus of Persian elders boasts that no person with £€pkecwv
“bulwarks,” can resist the Persian fleet, the messenger directly answers this claim, refuting it
with the same word, &pxog, and giving further definition to what this bulwark is: the Athenian
people. Taking into account the epic shading of &pxog, Ajax’s Homeric epithet, utilized here in
intra-textual relation to describe Athens fighting for survival around the “island of Ajax” vijcov
Alavtog (368), a periphrasis that occurs only 19 lines after Athenian people have been defined as
a &€pxog (349), an epic association begins to appear between Athens, the battle of Salamis, and
the greatest Greek defender at Troy: Ajax.

We should note that at this moment, that as a matter of historical fact, non-combatant
Athenians had been ferried to Troezen or Salamis, and that a small group of resisters in Athens
had barricaded themselves on the acropolis—to no avail (Hdt.7.141).1%2 Moreover, &pxoc

“bulwark” may reference Themistocles’ interpretation of the wooden wall prophecy. The

162 Herodotus mentions 3 places of refuge for evacuees in the Persian invasions: Aegina,
Troezen, and Salamis, (although he mentions only some Athenians went to Salamis and to
Aegina, and most went to Troezen, Hdt. 8.41); some Athenian children and women were on
Salamis (Hdt.8.60) See Taylor 1997: 124-5.
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Delphic oracle, who initially advised Athens to flee from the Persians, on second counsel stated
that a wooden wall would become a stronghold for Athens (Hdt.7.141.3). While a small faction
fortified the wooden palisade on the Acropolis in light of the oracle, Themistocles interpreted the
wooden wall to mean Athenian ships. Although Herodotus uses the word t&iyog “city-wall,”
gpkog would allow Aeschylus to capture the essence of the Themistocles’ prophecy while
associating a distinctly Homeric word with Athens and its fleet, £pkog, Ajax’s epithet.

Lines 353-432 of the messenger’s speech, the “centerpiece of his report and the
play”(Garvie 2009: 182), contains the second mention of Salamis in reference to Ajax. The
messenger tells Atossa that an “avenging or evil spirit” dAdotwp 1} kokog daipmv, appeared in
order to deceive Xerxes about Greek naval movements. We may assume that Aeschylus refers to
Themistocles and his plan to deceive Xerxes. Moreover, the messenger characterizes the battle as
a conflict between Greeks aided by divinity against Xerxes’ ignorance of these matters (361-2,
372-3). After the trap is set, Xerxes orders his ships into position:1®

A&t vedV oTIQOC PEV &V GTOlYO01G TPLoLV

EKTAOVG PLAGCCELY Kol TOPOLG AAppdOoC,

dAlog 6& KOk vijoov Alavtog mépiE

They were to arrange the mass of their ships in three lines

and guard the exits and the surging straits, while stationing

others so as to surround the island of Ajax completely. (366-8)
Aeschylus depicts Xerxes’ battle plan as a great encircling of “the island of Ajax.” Garvie notes
briefly that vijcov Alavtog “is perhaps more than a poetic circumlocution” (2009:187), and

leaves it there. However, the detailed description of Persian ships encircling Ajax’s island, home

of the greatest defensive fighter in the Homeric tradition, presents a critical image of Greek

183 Aeschylus describes the Persian fleet in terms familiar to Athenian trireme crews who would
have participated in the battle and who would also be part of his audience.
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divinity and terrain pitted against foreign aggression. Moreover, Ajax and Xerxes are the only
named figures in this section of the messenger’s speech; the others are all indefinite and
anonymous “Greeks” or “Hellenes,” suggesting an equivalence between Xerxes and the cult hero
of Salamis.
Furthermore, diction concerning night and day suggests cosmological justification for

Greek victory. As night falls, Persian forces prepare for battle, and they deploy patrols
throughout the night: énel 6¢ péyyog fAiov katépbito kal v émmetl “when the light of the sun
disappeared and night came on” (377-8), and kai wdvvuyot 61 ditémhoov Kabictacov vamdy
dvakteg mavto vautikov Aewv “all through the night, the masters of the ships kept the whole
naval host sailing to and fro”(382-3). However, when the sun first appears, the messenger
reports,

émel ye pévrotl AevkOTmAOG NUEPaL

TAGOV KATECKE YOIoV EDQPEYYNG 10ETV,

Tp®dTOV HEV NI kéAadog EAMvav Ttapa

HOATINOOV NOeruncev, 8pbiov 6™ aua

avtnAdiace voldTIO0G TETPAG

Xd

Instead, when Day with her white horses

spread her brilliant light over all the earth,

first of all there rang out loudly a joyful song from the Greeks,

and simultaneously the echo of it resounded back

from the cliffs of the island. (386-91)
The disappearing sun serves as metaphor for the Persian fleet’s futile preparations,
foreshadowing the outcome of the battle. However, when attention turns to the Greek fleet, the

messenger borrows Homeric diction, describing it as Aevkoémwiog, “with white horses” (CF.

0d.23.246).1%4 Where Persian forces seemed sure to conquer at night, daylight reveals a Greek

184 This line is remarkably similar to Sophocles’ Ajax 672-3,

108



fleet singing loudly, followed by their “holy paean-song,” moudv’ épvpvouvv cepvov (393). This
balancing effect of Persian nightfall and Greek sunrise suggests cosmic alternation which
Finglass sees as the “fundamental principle of a just and ordered universe” (2011:336). In short,
the time of Persian imperialism wanes, and yields to an emergent Greek self-determination.
Moreover, a strong aural component initiates the battle of Salamis, one that suggests a

supernatural factor to the battle’s beginning. Recalling that the messenger attributes Persian
defeat to “some divinity” daipmv t1g (345), and dldotwp 1 Kakog daipwv “some destructive or
evil spirit” (354) we note that he narrates the battle as a manifestation of divine retribution,
focusing on the sounds, songs, and shouts emanating from the Greek side. When the battle
begins, Salamis itself echoes the kéladog, the Greek battle-cry from the vhoidtidog nétpac,
“cliffs of the island,” an event suggesting coordination between landscape, divinity, and mortal
effort, as if Salamis and its local divinities shout their support for the Greeks. Furthermore, the
resounding paean is met a few lines later with an anonymous rallying cry. At lines 400-5, the
messenger relates

devtepov 6 O miG 6TOAOG

gneleympel, Koi Taptiiv Opod KAVEWY

moAv Borjv, ‘@ maideg EAMvav ite,

€levbepodte Tatpid’, Ehevbepoite O

Taidag, yovaikog, 0edv € matpdwv €0,

Onkoc te TPoyovemV: VOV DIEP TAVI®V AYDV.

and then the whole fleet coming on behind,
and from all of them together one could hear a great cry:

g€lotatol 0& VOKTOG aiavig KOKAOG
] ASVKOTTOA® PEYYOG NUEPY PAEYEV

“night's dark orbit makes room for day
with her white horses to kindle her radiance.”

As in Persians, the idea of cosmic alternation is strong in Ajax’s speech as well. I will return to
this idea and passage in the next chapter.
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“Come on, sons of the Greeks, for the freedom of your homeland,

for the freedom of your children, your wives, the temples of your fathers’

gods, and the tombs of your ancestors! Now all is at stake! (400-5)
While the voice’s owner is not revealed, Gurd sees the voice’s “diffused presence and
mysterious origin” as a way to “reinforce the messenger’s supposition that the Persian defeat was
due as much to divine forces as to human ones” (Gurd 2016: 65-6). | suggest that because of its
anonymity, its proximity to the paean, the locale of Salamis, specifically named Ajax’s island,
that the voice displays a supernatural quality, and that Ajax may be included as its possible
owner.'% Further, Herodotus reports that on the day before battle, the Greeks “decided to pray to
all the gods, [and] they summoned Ajax and Telamon from Salamis” (Hdt.8.64.2). Bowie writes
that “they [Telamon and Ajax] must have been thought to be physically present at the battle,
because heroes had only local influence” (2007: 151), and Mikalson argues that Ajax must have
contributed to the victory, because he received one of the three dedicatory Phoenician ships after
the battle (2003: 130).

Furthermore, the disembodied harangue begins with a Homeric formula noideg EAMvov,
fashioned like vieg Ayoudv “sons of the Achaians” (II. 1.162) and lends an epic distance and
grandeur to the moment battle is joined. Additionally, the voice occurs at a critical moment for
Greek survival, and if one looks to the Iliad for parallels, Ajax’s solitary defense of the ships in
Books 15-16 provides the clearest analogy. In fact, the Athenian situation at Salamis corresponds
with Achaean fortunes in the face of Hector’s assault in the Iliad. For instance, ceding ground to
Xerxes’ armada, and with Attica overrun, the Athenian acropolis razed, and most non-military

citizens transported to Salamis and Troezen, Athenian men of fighting age sought refuge behind

185 Disembodied voices attributed to divinity of this sort are found at Sophocles OC 1610 and
Euripides Bacch.1078-9.
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their “wooden wall” of triremes. Similarly, with Achilles absent, Hector has rallied Trojan
forces, overrunning the makeshift Greek palisade on the beach and at last forcing the Greeks to
their ships.

Greek survival hangs in the balance at Salamis and on the Trojan beachhead. Compelled
to turn to their fleet, Athens and its coalition mount a last defense in the straits of Salamis;
pressed against the beached ships by Hector and the Trojans, Ajax alone fends off the attack,
leaping from deck to deck, furiously exhorting his compatriots to stand and fight,

O¢ Alog €ni moALd Bodwv Tkpla vndV

oita paxpd Bipdg, pwvn o€ ol aifép’ Tkavev,

aiel 6¢ opepdvov fodmv Aavaoiot kéAeve

vnuot 1€ Kol KAMGING QUUVELEY.

so Ajax was ranging over the many decks of the swift ships,

striding greatly, and his voice went to heaven,

and ever shouting fearfully, he called to the Danaans

to defend their ships and huts. (11.15.685-88)
The greatest Greek defender at Troy, in the most critical moment of collective defense, offers a
fitting exemplum for Athens at Salamis. In addition to his redoubtable martial skill, Ajax
provides stark words of admonishment, commanding and exhorting his comrades to fight,
indicating how dire their situation is,

Né TvaG @opev eivar dosontiipac dmicom,

Né T1L TeTY0G Gpetov, & K avdpact Aotydv dpdvar;

00 HEV TL 6YedOV €0TL TOMG TOPYOLS ApOpLINL. ..

Do we think that there are defenders behind us,

or some stronger wall, to ward off destruction from men?

There is no city nearby fashioned with towers... (11.15.735-77)

Like the disembodied voice at Salamis, Ajax is the voice shouting aloud to his compatriots, with

a cry that “went to heaven” in his attempts to goad the Greeks into fighting.
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In addition to these uses of Ajax in connection to Salamis, I would like to suggest that
Ajax’s name echoes through the text in instances of wordplay involving variations of the words
aio, “earth,” “land,” and aiod “alas!” This wordplay includes diction with variations of the
diphthong ai-, which modulates the ideas of grief, terrain, and divine retribution with allusions to
Ajax’s name. These allusions are activated through their phonetic similarity to Aiac, through
Salamis’ association with the Homeric hero, and because of Ajax’s cultic associations with the
battle which Athenians in Aeschylus’ audience would have been familiar.

Moreover, the Greeks themselves have connected Ajax’s name to the diction of grief. In
fact, they attributed great significance to names, understanding critical connections between
6vopa “name” and @voic “nature” (Griffith 1978: 84n.5), believing that names reveal their
bearer’s character and destiny (Hesk 2003: 60).1% The Sophoclean Ajax puns on his own name
and connects his misfortune after he fails to kill the Greek commanders to his name’s etymology
as a cry of sorrow, aioi (Aj.430-1). While the idea that Sophocles’ popular etymologizing of
Ajax’s name is his invention, and although the Ajax is the first attestation of the etymology,
Aeschylus offers precedent in other works for the way | suggest that he plays on Aiog as a name
to denote a cry of lament in Persians.

For instance, Aeschylus draws attention to Polyneices’ name, and clearly connects veikog
meaning “quarrelsome” with moAvg in Seven Against Thebes (658-9) érwvoum 6¢ kapta,
[ToAvveikel Aéyw, “for this man so well-named —Polyneices, I mean.” In Agamemnon 681-99,

Aeschylus puns on €kelv, “to seize” connecting Helen’s name to Troy’s destined capture. In each

166«Take care that Pentheus not bring grief to your house, Cadmus! ITevOsdc §° émaog pr mévhog
elooioel 06p01G /101¢ 6oiot, Kadue (Ba. 367). Discussing the pun on Pentheus’ name, Dodds
(Dodds 1960: 116) remarks “To us a pun is trivial and comic because it calls attention to the
irrelevant; but the Greek felt that it pointed to something deeply relevant.”
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example, the play on a name’s etymology suggests its larger function in the narrative. However,
the Suppliants provides the strongest Aeschylean parallel for the type of plaintive wordplay that |
suggest operates in Persians. When the chorus of Danaids connect their ancestry to the “cow,
driven by the gadfly,” a periphrastic reference to lo, and then exclaim, “Ah Zeus, of lo, io!”
[Greek text needed] they pun 10’s name as a cry of lament. The date of the Suppliants (ca.470-
63) places it close in time to Persians, and suggests that Aeschylus, at an even earlier point in his
oeuvre, could have resorted to wordplay of the sort that | suggest occurs with Ajax.

| suggest that there are allusions to Ajax which, by their phonetic resemblance to his
name, play on his function as an avenging divinity of Salamis. Beginning at line 59 Aeschylus
writes,

T010vd~ AvBog [epaidog aiag
ofyeton Avopdv,

such are the warriors, the flower of the Persian land
has departed. (59-60)

Aeschylus employs the word oia in the genitive to describe either the land that the Persian
warriors departed from (separation), or the “flower of the Persian land” (partitive). The word
Alag is striking, particularly in connection with a play treating the battle of Salamis, since merely
capitalizing the initial alpha would yield Telamonian Ajax’s name. But ¢vBog cannot be
separated from aiog, “the flower of the land of Persia, consisting in its men,” “the flower of the
men departed from the Persian land,” or “the flower of the men of the Persian land” (Garvie
2009: 70). While &vBog belongs to and is limited by oiog in the genitive, and oo is an epic
variant of yaia, here, aiag in the genitive spells out Ajax’s name in the nominative, the name of
the epic warrior most associated with Salamis, his birth place, site of cultic honor, and now the

locale of Athens’ greatest victory.
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Nikoletta Kanavou has suggested phonetic similarity between Ajax’s name Aiag, and the
Homeric aia “earth” (e.g. 11.3.850, 8.1) (2015: 41-2). Discussing Ajax’s possible “proto-hero”
name, she speculates that linked with aia, Ajax’s name may indicate his “earthly” identity,
especially in relation to his role as the foremost warrior of defense. She draws further
connections to characteristics of immovability with his epithet €pxog, a literal “carthwork.”
Accordingly, Aeschylus plays on the epic connotation of aia, “land” on several levels; the
warriors of the Persian land have met their doom by sea, and have perished off the coast of
Ajax’s land, Salamis.*®’ In this way, Aeschylus compounds the epic, Homeric register of oio
with Ajax’s cultic association to Salamis by employing the genitive form of aia, the literal name
of one of the Trojan War’s greatest heroes, in a play to celebrate an Athenian-won battle that will
share the name of Ajax’s island.

Further, Persians relies strongly on a plaintive, aural component through interjections of
grief, aiai, and its adjectival variations. In the atmosphere of the Persian court’s lament, the
interjection’s frequency seems well-suited. However, considering how often variations of the
aiod words appear with variations of aia. meaning land, aiai, aiavij, meaning woe, sorrow, and
particularly as Salamis as the island of Aiag appear, the play reveals a strong association between

words for sorrow and land.1®® Moreover, | would like to suggest that both meanings are

167 Men of fighting age are often referred to as the “flower” of a country, as they are two more
times in Persians (252, 925), and GvBog often indicates the vitality of a young warrior (Garvie
2009: 70). If we read &vBog with Aiag, according to later mythic tradition (and perhaps one that
was operating at this moment) when Ajax committed suicide on the beach at Troy, his blood
spilled over onto the common larkspur (Delphinium Ajacis), and spelled out his name as a cry of
woe: AlAI! The tale is attested for the first time by Euphorion in his Hyacinthus, a Hellenistic
writer, and is treated briefly by Ovid (Met.13.394-6), but the narrative may date to an earlier
period.

188 I the chart on the following page below, I have listed instances and line numbers for
variations of 1) aio “earth,” “land,” 2) aiai, grief or lament, and 3) Aiac, “Ajax.”
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discernable in a play concerning Xerxes’ defeat around Salamis, Ajax’s island, and that we can

read the isle of Ajax as the isle of sorrow, particularly Atossa and the Perisan court’s sorrow.

For instance, as the chorus laments with Xerxes, newly arrived, it sings,

The connection between land and grief is emphasized through the heavy assonance of the

diphthong ai and vowel o, creating an aural wailing effect when read aloud. Further, the

yoi aidletl tav Eyyaiav
fPav EépEa kTapévay Atdov
odxktopt [lepoav.

The land laments its native youth
killed by Xerxes, who crammed Hades
with Persians. (922-24)

conflation of land and grief receives further intensity as a result of the line’s pathetic fallacy, in

which the land cries aloud for the dead Persian youth.

Persian elders cries:

otototoi, pdtov

T TOAAQL BEAEQ TTOLLULYT
ydg dn” Acidoc nA0ev, oiod,
dawav ‘EALGOa ydpay.

“Earth,” “land” Grief, “Alas!” Ajax
olov 2 aiod 257 Alavtog 307
aiag 59 aioi 270 Alavtoc 368
aiog 131 dvcataviy 281 Alavtog 596
oio 250 aiod 283
olov 486 aiod 331
olov 495 aiod 433

aiovi 636
aioi (2x) 673
aidlet 922
aiod (2x) 928
aloktog 931
aiod (2x) 1039
aloktog 1069

Further, when the messenger appears and first relates their army’s disaster, the chorus of
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Otototoi! It was all in vain

that those many weapons, all mingled together,
went from the land of Asia, aiali,

to the hostile land of Hellas. (268-71)

Once more the assonant wailing effect of ai and a is achieved by linking lament with terrain. In
this instance, however, grief aiai, connects the land of Asia with the hostile land of Greece, in
effect bridging the course (or interrupting) which the “many weapons, all mingled together” take
to arrive in Hellas. Moreover, variant textual readings of line 270 speak to the phonetic
resemblance of aiod, for grief, and aia, for land, which heavily colors this passage. While the
transmitted text reads oiov, which Sommerstein keeps, | follow Garvie and Murray who suggest
aioi. Additionally, Weil reads aiag, which would also fit well with my interpretation (Garvie
2006: 153).

Salamis also appears at line 597, where the chorus describes the greatest ramification of
Persian defeat, that mortals have been set free from tyranny—an idea consonant with the
developing idea of political freedom, and linked with the notion that Persian blood nourishes
Ajax’s isle:

o0d’ &t YA®oGo Ppotoicty

€V puAakaic: AéAvtot yop

Aaog ElevBepa Baletv,

¢ EA0ON Luyov dAKaG.

aipaydeica & dpovpav

Alavtog meptkAvota

vaocog &yet ta [lepoaiv.

Nor do men any longer keep their tongue
under guard; for the people

have been let loose to speak with freedom.
now the yoke of military force no longer binds them.
In its blood-soaked soil

the sea-washed isle of Ajax
holds the power of Persia. (591-97)
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The chorus proclaim, with clear implications for democratic Athens, what its defeat means to
Atossa: men henceforth will be able to “utter their thoughts at will.” Aeschylus thus presents
Greek victory not only in terms of political freedom from foreign domination,*®® but explicitly
ties it to the survival of free speech, mappnocio or ionyopia —a concept integral to Athenian
democracy. When the chorus appraises the disaster, it links the inception of free speech to
Persian defeat, and celebrates through its lamentation a distinct ideal of Athenian political life as
a boon to all mankind.

Because Athens defeated Persia at Salamis, the chorus can proclaim a new political
trajectory for mankind (Bpotoiotv). When it prophesies Athens’ future, attributing its political
situation at 472 BCE to its victory at Salamis in 480 BCE, the chorus reveals a key feature of
Athens’ ideological development. According to Georges Duby (Duby 1985: 154), cultures
construct ideology through history as “a projected future in which society will be closer to
perfection, built on the memory, objective or mythical, of the past.” Persians accomplishes this
by retelling Athens’ achievement at Salamis as an event fully invested with the implications for
the present Athenian political situation of 472 BCE. Further, Aeschylus unites Athens’ recent
past in 480 BCE with the revelation of its inevitability of 472 BCE, all framed within the
Homeric tradition. The juxtaposition of the recent past with a prediction for the political climate
and time in which Persians’ audience exists mitigates what Grethlein calls the “contingency of
chance.” He posits that Greek authors represent their past in such a way as to reduce tensions

between past experiences and expectations. By pointing their audience to familiar narratives,

169 Persians in general and this passage specifically underscore what has been called “the
ideology of freedom” (Rosenbloom 1995: 91). The “ideology of freedom” emphasizes the
destruction of hubris and the eradication of external domination. Rosenbloom asserts that this
ideology “functions as a transparent template superimposed upon events, an inference from
history” and is particularly true for Athenian civic ideology (ibid.).
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continuity, and the inevitability of events, authors can allay the audience’s anxiety at the
unpredictability of chance in their past (2013:5-11). Due to the traumatic nature of Xerxes’
invasion, allowing “the audience to re-experience a recent event that involved an extreme
experience of contingency” would lessen its tension (2013: 86-104). By featuring the battle of
Salamis as an instance in the continuum of myth stretching back to Homer, and presenting it as
an analogue to readily available Greek topoi, Aeschylus reframes the unexpected outcome to a
discernable pattern consonant with the epic past. Moreover, and pointedly, when Aeschylus
describes the carnage of Salamis’ aftermath, he depicts the island as an unassailable bastion of
resistance, emphasizing its connection to the greatest Greek defender in the Iliad through a
periphrasis, naming it “Ajax’s island.” Aeschylus connects the shores of Ajax’s island, cluttered
with o Tepodv “all that once was Persia,”*"® and seemingly nourished by its enemy’s blood

)}t with the chorus’ forecast of Greek freedom:

(cipayBeion 6™ dpovpav “blood-stained soil”
because Ajax’s island withstood the Persian invasion, Greece is free. By placing in sequence the
recent historical moment of Athenian resistance at Salamis with Ajax’s resistance on the ships at
Troy allows Athens in 472 to understand its great moment of 480 as a discernable iteration of its
cultural tradition.

Conclusion

Greeks began to articulate their memory of the Persian invasions within a framework of the

Trojan War tradition soon after Persian mainland defeat in 479 BCE. The decade following

99 ¢¢

170 gyer to TMepodv: “has in its possession the things of the Persians,” “all that once was Persia.”
“It includes all that once made Persia Persia, its empire, its power, and its hope for the future”
(Garvie 2009: 248).

171 As an internal accusative, &povpav perhaps connotes arable land, with the implication that
Persian blood has fertilized Salamis island, and as a result all Greece is nourished from its
harvest.
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would witness the proliferation of commemorative media, described as “celebration culture,” in
which Greece used art and architecture to laud its expulsion of Persians from its shores. An
important aspect of this celebratory atmosphere was the renewed image of epic Greeks fighting
Trojans, an apt analogue for contemporary Greeks fighting Persians. In Simonides’ Plataea Elegy
—perhaps composed for Plataea’s victory celebration, Sparta is commemorated as leader of the
coalitional army, integrating Achilles as an epic and Panhellenic analogue for the battle of
Plataea to promote its interests in the Greek world.

By turning to Achilles and the Trojan War as comparanda for contemporary history,
Greeks of the early classical period could look to an established cultural tradition in order to
make sense of their experience in the Persian Wars. That Simonides so soon after Plataea treats it
as an event that prevented Sparta and Greece from seeing “the day of slavery,” reveals how
thoroughly the Persian invasions disrupted the Greek world. Contemplating such a narrow
escape from political domination would lead Greeks to turn to relevant stories from tradition in
order to commemorate what happened through a consonant narrative palatable to Greek
sensibilities.

The Eion epigrams provide the earliest evidence for Athens’ assimilation of the Trojan
War as a model for its action in the Persian Wars, depicting Athens’ role at Eion with
Menestheus and the Athenian contingent from the Iliad. While Menestheus’ role in the Iliad is
well attested, however, his connection to Telamonian Ajax lends greater importance to Athens’
association with the much more famous Homeric warrior. Although Athens’ assimilation of the
Ajax myth began in the sixth century in local disputes between Megara and Corinth over

Salamis, and it used Ajax’s proximity to Menestheus and the Athenian contingent in the /liad’s
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catalogue of the ships to support its claims, the battle of Salamis would provide a serendipitous
moment to appropriate Ajax as a model for their leadership in the Persian Wars.

In 472 BCE, Aeschylus produced Persians, a historical tragedy which depicted the
Persian court’s reaction to defeat at the battle of Salamis. Despite its general diplomatic tone,
Persians attributes Salamis to Athenian orchestration, and underscores Athens’ role as the
defender of Hellas through references and allusions to the Iliadic Ajax. Similar to the
relationship of Menestheus with Ajax, Athens emphasized the naval battle’s proximity to
Salamis island in order to promote its prestige and to project itself as the Ajax of the Persian
invasions likening itself, in turn, to the great defensive warrior par excellence of the Homeric
tradition. By associating itself with Ajax as the “bulwark of the Achaeans,” Athens can articulate
for itself and the Hellenic world an ideology as the preserver of Greek freedom.

Accordingly, as the fifth century continued, Athens asserted its hegemonic claims as it
led the newly minted Delian League -the former Hellenic alliance sans Sparta, and manipulated
its identity as defender of Greek freedom in order to justify oppressive tactics in dealing with
Delian League member states. In the unfolding century, this identity of liberty that Athens
cultivated in its experience with Persia would be used against itself as the Delian League was
transformed into the Athenian empire. However, criticism would arise from Athens itself and
once again a tragedian would turn to the Homeric Ajax in order to critique the political life of his

polis.
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Chapter 3: Sophocles’ Athenian Ajax

In this chapter, I argue that Sophocles’ Ajax can be read as a meditation on Athens’ shifting
identity from Panhellenic defender in the Persian Wars to imperial aggressor in the
Peloponnesian War. | suggest that when Ajax recalls his duel and weapon exchange with Hector
(654-665 recalling 11.7.161-312), he invites Athens to recall its former identity in the Persian
War to contrast it with its current imperialist identity. Ajax sees the moment he received Hector’s
sword as the beginning of his present misfortunes, understanding that “the gifts of enemies are
no gifts” (661-5). Similarly, by acquiring its massive trireme armada in order to confront Xerxes,
Athens received the weapon of its enemy, establishing its imperial infrastructure, and
fundamentally altering its former identity as the defender of Hellas. | also examine how the Ajax
evokes Aeschylus’ Persians through several intertextual allusions, suggesting that Sophocles has
embedded the Athenian moment of Salamis in the epic past of the Ajax myth, which in turn
portends the battle of Salamis in Aeschylus’ play. This in turn aligns the heroic trajectories of
Athens and Ajax, inviting Athens to contrast its current imperious activity of the 440s to its own
epicized past. In this sense, | read the Ajax as a reproach to Athens, which contrasts the city’s

current imperial hegemony with its former “Greek Bulwark™ identity.!

The Ajax is Sophocles’ most Homeric tragedy. Concerning the final day of the //iad’s second
most prestigious warrior, the play spotlights the contrast between two Ajaxes, examining the
difference between Ajax’s former Iliadic character and the figure on stage responsible for the

attempted murder of his Greek comrades. By detailing the stark about-face of a highly politicized

172 pj, fr.76.
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Athenian epic hero, Sophocles, | suggest, invites his audience to compare Athenian history with
its recent turn toward imperial hegemony.

Athens spent considerable political capital linking the Ajax myth to its polis, especially in
connection to Salamis, Ajax’s home island and the inaugural site of Athenian imperialist
ambitions. From the 6™ century, Athens had vied with Megara, Corinth, and Aegina in efforts to
claim Ajax and Salamis as its own native hero (see above).1’® In 480 BCE, the battle of Salamis
cemented Athens’ reputation as the defender of Hellenic freedom, and Ajax and his island were
ever after linked to Salamis as the “Athenian moment” of Greek salvation. When Sophocles
depicts Ajax on stage, forming his chorus from Ajax’s Salaminian sailors and treating the final
moments of a hero who reportedly fought at the battle, the political and historical implication for
his thematic choice is readily apparent. Thus, Ajax’s myth provided an accessible political
model, which features a hero contemplating present misfortunes by recalling his former
prestige.1’

As a dramatis persona, Sophocles’ Ajax brings a unique mythico-political biography to
his stage character, partly due to Athens’ extensive efforts to appropriate Ajax and Salamis in the
decades before the play, and partly as a figure of cult (Hdt.8.121.1).17 In this way, Ajax was an
Athenian hero existing both in the epic and recent historical imagination, one thoroughly

embedded in Athens’ fifth century imperialist foundation. Further, the Sophoclean Ajax

173 For extensive discussion, Taylor 1997.

174 | approach the Ajax from a standpoint not unlike P. E. Easterling (1997:52).who argues that
tragedy features “subjects which were multivalent enough to be used for dramatizations of a
range of possible issues, political, social, moral or existential, without imposing a narrowly
limiting interpretation in any of them.”

175 According to Herodotus, Ajax was summoned before the battle of Salamis, and afterward
received one of three Phonecian triremes. After Salamis, Ajax’s cult was associated with
Athenian victory at Salamis. See J. Mikalson 2003:130.

122



represents the Athenian heroicized recent past, offering Athens a politically charged avatar with
which to contemplate and contrast its tumultuous contemporary political atmosphere. The
concept of “Ajax” for Athens carries with it something akin to the portrayal of an historical or
political figure in film today, an act that inevitably informs, in some fashion, the contemporary
political landscape of the audience which “constructs” that figure.

Concerning the Ajax, Peter Rose (1995:63) writes that “the dramatist’s choice of myth
entails a prima facie presumption that the myth and version chosen reflect some specific
problematic as a focus of interest.” From a historicist’s perspective, the pressing issue at the time
of Ajax’s production was the defection of subject states, formerly willing allies, from the
Athenian empire. In the Ajax, Sophocles complicates this problem through a Homeric warrior
who revisits his own recent past in an effort to understand his current problem. Because the Ajax
contrasts and contemplates the heroic past and problematic present of Ajax, a figure who has
Iliadic, geographical, and religious ties to Athens,*’® it provides a parallel point from which to
consider contemporary Athenian geopolitical turmoil in comparison to its epic, Persian War past.

Further, the 4jax’s concern with its protagonist’s epic past finds similarities in the
Homeric tradition. The Iliad and Odyssey demonstrate an awareness of a time previous to the
epic characters they depict, supplying the history of an earlier generation of heroes to which
Greek warriors frequently compare themselves.’” This generation, whom the aged Nestor

represents, consisted of the fathers of the heroes of the present Trojan War such as Tydeus, and

176 Eurysakes and Philaios, sons of Ajax, had shrines at Melite and Braurion, respectively.
Wickersham (1991:18) notes in reference to this, Athens’ claims to Salamis were “unshakable”
in its dispute with Megara, “since the tradition included the details that Philaios had settled in
Brauron and Eurysakes in Melite, with Philaios being the eponym of the deme Philaidai.”

177 For example, Diomedes and Glaucus stop fighting one another when they recognize that
Xenia exists between their ancestors (11.6.119-236).
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Telamon, and just as they surpass in martial strength the current generation, so too the generation
of the lliad and Odyssey surpass the generation who listen to epic now, (e.g. “those who lift a
stone that not two men today could lift 11.5.302-4). Rooted in this Homeric tradition, the Ajax
also conveys an embedded perspective on Greek history. Yet, whereas the Iliad illustrates
warriors living beneath the previous generation’s heroic standard, setting for them a premium
exemplum to imitate, the Ajax interprets Achilles’ death as a new line of demarcation which
separates and distances Iliadic heroes from the figures in Sophocles’ play.

Jonas Grethlein (2012:15). has termed Homeric poetry’s awareness of its own epic
history, the “epic plupast.” He describes it as “the past that preceded the main action of the
song... an embedded past of the heroes that mirrors the heroic past presented in epic poetry.”
The span of time envisioned to separate the the epic present of Achilles from the past of
Meleager, for example, is commensurate with the amount of time separating Achilles from the
present rhapsodic performance. In other words, the link existing between the audience of the
Homeric performance and the poem’s heroes, exists between Achilles and the generation
preceding him. Likewise, the tragedian’s depiction of a Homeric episode can lend itself to a
similar “mirrored distancing,” with the tragic audience acting like the audience of a Homeric
performance. Moreover, the Athenian tragic audience reassembles the reenactment of a Homeric
episode to construct a model for comparison and meditation on one or more of its contemporary
problems. Thus, the tragedian’s art is geared toward direct reflection on current communal

activity, expressing an amplified link between the epic past and the present.1’”® When a play treats

178 On tragedy and epic’s relation to temporality, Eric Csapo and Margaret Miller (1998: 100-11)
note Goethe and Schiller’s distinction between the two, that epic is “absolute past,” and tragedy
IS “absolute present.” Nagy argues that since the Archaic mimesis of epic is the reenactment of
an archetype, that the performer does not perform per se, but channels Homer, and thus the bard
looks to the “ultimate model,” taking part in a chain of reenactment reaching back to an ultimate
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a Homeric character like Ajax, with inherent historical ties to Athenian polis identity, and whose
depiction before the community concentrates heavily on criticism of his own epic past, the play
lends itself to a self-reflexive examination of contemporary Athenian politics.

While Greek myth as a whole provided subjects for drama, certain myths are more
explicitly linked with Athenian civic ideology and history than others. For example, Persians
relates a historical account of Athenian victory at Salamis, Theseus’ appearance in Medea and
Hippolytos reflects his role as one of Athens’ earliest kings, the lon addresses Athenian civic
foundations through the story of the eponymous hero of the Ionians, and Sophocles’ Oedipus at
Colonus considers the distinctive Athenian habit of integrating foreign exiles and suppliants.’®
The Ajax myth of Sophocles’ play, however, occupies a liminal space somewhere between the
explicit historical narrative of the recent battle of Salamis and the far distant mythic past of lon.
In this way, the Ajax provides a unique opportunity for Sophocles to bridge the epic past of
Homeric poetry with its own recent epic past at the battle of Salamis, while linking it to the
present of the Ajax’s production.

Grethlein (2010: 94) has suggested that Aeschylus employs a similar tack in Persians. He
sees “the link between the past on stage and the present of the audience mirrored” in the Darius
necromancy scene, arguing that it can be read as a mise-en-abyme. Since Darius belongs to the

generation before Xerxes, his appearance represents a “plupast” in Persians, which in itself

archetypal past (Nagy 1996). Tragedy, on the other hand, represents the composition of a single
production, and unlike epic, pertains to the “ill-disguised present unperturbed by glaring
anachronism” (Csapo and Miller 1998: 111).

178 Athenians prided themselves on accepting foreign exiles and suppliants. R. Scodel (2006: 77)
notes that in the Oedipus Colonus and the Ajax there is “a discourse that maintains the
separateness of Athenians [that] is intimately linked with one that praises willingness to accept
outsiders. The paradox invites speculation that, for Sophocles, Athenian autochthony is the basis
of a nobility of character that makes the acceptance of foreigners possible.”
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crafts an epic past for Xerxes and the battle of Salamis, and positions the Athenian audience as
the audience of a Homeric performance separated from heroes of the epic past, and the
generation before them. Similarly, the Sophoclean Ajax demonstrates an awareness of the epic
plupast when he questions how his father Telamon could ever look upon him, not having gained
the prize of glory which his father had won (Aj.462-5). However, whereas this dramatic
performance juxtaposes Ajax’s current predicament with the epic “plupast” of Telamon, Ajax
later settles on his more recent history as a source for criticism, and cites his aborted duel with
Hector and weapon exchange as the start of his troubles (Aj.661-3). Accordingly, for Athens,
Ajax’s recollection of his own recent epic past gives further epic distance to that Iliadic episode,
in the way that Darius’ necromancy provides for Persians. Although Persians is more
historically explicit than the Ajax, the Athenian audience shares a communal moment of critical
epic memory with the Ajax figure whose link with Salamis and active participation in that battle
can be paralleled by an episode of the recent Athenian epic past. In this way, the Ajax addresses
the battle of Salamis as an event from Athens’ epic past, which it may examine with the same

critical esprit that Ajax employs for his epic past.'&

180 performance and the tragic mask may facilitate the perception of the epic past’s distance from
the present moment of the audience. David Wiles (Wiles 2007:251) argues that when “actors
animate timeless masks” they resurrect the dead for the living audience, creating moments of
mutual spectatorship in which the masks’ blank expression reflects back the gaze of the
audience. Concerning the Ajax, he states that the performance “make(s) Ajax the Homeric hero
engage with the world of the present... to create a living encounter with a figure from the past”
(ibid). While other aspects of Wiles’ thesis have been hotly contested, this idea that the “living
encounter” with Ajax can bridge the Athenian present to the epic past suggests a unique and
stark way to juxtapose the value system, history, and ideological identity of Athens with the
tragic downfall of Ajax, an adopted Athenian hero, and native son of Salamis.
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Perhaps dated to the mid 440s, the Ajax was produced in the shadow of the Samian
revolt, during the build-up to the Peloponnesian War,'8 and at the height of Athenian imperial
activity. In conrast to 472, when Aeschylus celebrated Athens at the battle of Salamis, the 440s
witnessed Athens’ transformation from Delian league hegemon to brutal imperial master.'® The
Delian league, at first a joint Hellenic venture to check Persian encroachment, became for Athens
the vehicle of its empire. One of the Ajax s political subtexts is the transformation of the
defensive alliance, and the play poses for Athens in mythic form the problem of its contradictory
socio-political identity —the intractable freedom fighter polis who defended Greece in the Persian
Wars, now the brutal imperial master of Hellas.

The Ajax and the Persians

In the previous chapter, | argued that Ajax lurks within the text of Aeschylus’ Persians,
suggesting that the Iliadic Ajax’s defense of the Greek fleet at Troy parallels Athens’ Panhellenic
defense of Greek liberty in the Straits of Salamis. While Aeschylus lived and fought in the
battles of Marathon and Salamis, and died ca. 456, Sophocles too witnessed the Persian Wars,
yet he also lived to see Athens transform into an imperial power, descending into the brutality of
the Peloponnesian War. Accordingly, in contrast to the laudatory political tenor of Persians, the

Ajax reveals a critical and unsettling depiction of Athens’ adoptive Homeric hero, depicting the

181 At the time Ajax was performed 443-40, Sophocles was chosen as the chairman of the board
of the Athenian Hellenotamiae, an office of ten magistrates (from the ten Athenian tribes) which
served to collect the contributions of the allied poleis of the Delian League —essentially the
financial officers of the Athenian Empire (Thuc.1.96). Moreover, Sophocles more than likely
served as strategos during the Samian Revolt and was probably instrumental in its suppression
(Thuc. 1.115.1).

182 For the “Athens as the new Persian enslaver” motif, especially in the words of Spartans, cf.
1.122.3, 2.63.2, and for the Mytilinean take, 3.10.3-5.
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suicide of the cult figure who fought with the Athenians at Salamis for Athens in the turbulent
440s.'83

Scholars have commented on several links between these two disparate plays. G. Wolff,
for example, in the late nineteenth century, compiled an impressive list of diction shared between
Persians and the Ajax,'3* and although Jebb relegates this prevalence to Sophocles’ early
Aeschylean influence, he also adds two more instances. However, recent scholars have taken up
Wolff’s torch, interpreting the resonant Aeschylean diction of Sopohocles’ Ajax as a critical nod
to Persians. Recently, Francis Dunn (2012) utilized Wolff’s suggestions and argued that
Persians and Ajax share a “metonymic connection” between their plots, and because Persians
showcases Ajax specifically as Salamis’ owner (307, 367, 596), that when Sophocles’ play
echoes Persians it evokes the battle of Salamis as a point of contemplation for Ajax’s audience.
He also suggests that echoes of the messenger speech from Aeschylus’ Persians appear
throughout the first half of Sophocles’ Ajax.

By employing the verb payilo to describe how the maddened Ajax slaughtered the herds
and flocks, for example, Sophocles alludes to the Persians’ messenger speech when he describes
how Greeks fell on Persian sailors at the battle of Salamis. In the opening scene of the Ajax,
Athena, preening over Ajax’s maddened state, describes how he attacked the livestock,

&v0’ elomecmv Ekelpe TOADKEP®V POHVOV
KOKA® payilmv:

then he fell on the many horned beasts and slaughtered them, hacking at
them all around him and cutting through their spines. (55-6)

183 R. Kennedy (2009:140) encapsulates Ajax’s suicide, stating “it is the downfall of a
generation’s ideal. Through his relationship to both the allies and to the Salaminian heroes of
Athens’ past, Ajax represents an era in Athenian history when bravery and freedom came before
safety and moderation. In the new world of the empire, such bravery is self-destructive.”

184 Wolff lists: Aj.56 = Pers. 426, Aj.412 = Pers. 367, Aj.673 = Pers.386, Aj. 740 = Pers. 489,
Aj.172, 954 = Pers. 633, Aj. 1404 = Pers.584; Jebb adds: Aj.789 = Pers.248, Aj. 769 = Pers. 477.
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Persians relates:

101 8" dhote Buvvoug ) v’ OOV fOAov

ayoict kondv Bpadpaciv T épeutiov

gnoauov, éppaylov.

But, as if our men were tuna or some haul of fish,

the foe kept striking and hacking them with broken oars

and fragments of wrecked ships. (424-6)
According to Dunn, payifwm is used in this sense, meaning to hack, only in Persians and the Ajax,
and its appearance links Ajax’s bloody slaughter of animals with the slaughter of Persians in the
Straits of Salamis.'®® He also suggests that Sophocles presents Ajax’s killing of the livestock as a
monumental event, and that it provides a distancing effect, meant to emphasize its consequence.
Further, Athens’ foundational civic identity as the defender of Greek freedom, established
through the violent “hacking” of Persian invaders at Salamis, takes on new meaning in the Ajax
who “hacks” animals who he thinks are Greek comrades in the Ajax. Considering Ajax as
Athens, the allusive payilw that connects both events contrasts through parallel diction the
Athenian moment at Salamis in Persians with Ajax’s savagery in Sophocles’ play.

Another instance where the Ajax shares similar diction with Persians occurs at 596-8,

where the Salaminian chorus exclaims:

O KAEWVA Todapic, 6O pév o

voielg aAimAaKTog, DALMY,

AoV TEPIPAVTOC AEL.

Oh famous Salamis, you lie, | think, beaten by the sea and prosperous,
forever conspicuous to all men’s eyes. (596-8)

the correlative Persians’ passage relates:

Tevayov " dpiotog Baktpiov iBaryevng

185 According to Hesychius, the verb payilm seems also to have religious connotations, with the
initial stroke and then the division of the meat.
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0olaooominkTov vijcov Alovtog omodEl.

Tenagon, noble and best of the Bactrians
pounds Ajax’s island beaten by the sea. (306-7)

The word aAimhoktoc, occurring elsewhere only in Pindar’s Pythian 4.14, is modeled on
Aeschylus’ Oohaccominktov. Both adjectives refer to Salamis, and in each instance a speaker
mentions the island in a form of lamentation —the Persian messenger laments Tenagon’s death,
his corpse now beating against the island, and in the Ajax, Salaminian sailors speak in nostalgic
apostrophe to Salamis, anachronistically referring to it as famous from the Trojan beach. The
anachronism, however, is pointed. For Sophocles’ Athenian audience, & xAewvo Zatapic will
evoke Athenian fame at the battle, and perhaps conjure the prophetic cadence of the Delphic
oracle, related later by Herodotus in apostrophe,

o Oein Zatapic, dmodeic 8¢ 6V Tékva YOVOIK®Y

O Holy Salamis, you will destroy children of women (Hdt.7.142.2).

O KAEWVA Todapic, 6O pév o

vaiglg arimhaxtog, vdaipwv. (A].596)
As noted in the last chapter, the appearance of Ajax at Pers. 307 implies that he assisted in the
battle of Salamis,®® and if & xAewve Zadapic evokes the oracle’s @ Osin Zoopic (and they are
metrically equivalent), the 4jax’s aAimhoktog has created an allusive link constructed around two
separate appearances of Salamis island. While the Persians’ passage praises Athenian victory at
Salamis through an enemy’s report, the Ajax passage casts Salamis island as an already famous

landmark, one which the chorus of Salamininan sailors anticipates. This allows figures of the

186 An implication that Herodotus confirms when he relates that after the battle the Greeks
dedicated three Phoenician triremes to the gods, one was sent to the Isthmus, one to Sounium and
one to Salamis for Ajax (Hdt. 8.121.1).
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epic past and the contemporary present of Sophocles’ audience to focus on the single glorious
moment of Salamis in 480 BCE. By linking these three temporal perspectives, Sophocles invites
Athens to contrast its current political machinations with its own heroic recent past.

Sophocles offers another link connecting Salamis island and Ajax’s domain in
Aeschylus’ Persians. After Tecmessa attempts to dissuade Ajax from committing suicide, he
relates:

i

nopolL arippoBor

TApord T  GvTpa Kol VEHOG ETAKTIOV,

TOADV TOAOV pE dapdv Te on

katelyet auei Tpoiav ypovov

Oh, you paths of the roaring sea,

you caves beside the sea and wooded pastures by the shore,

for long for far too long

a time you have detained me at Troy. (412-414)
The line “paths of the roaring sea” is the same phrase that Aeschylus employs when the
Persians’ messenger describes Xerxes’ battle plan at Salamis,

TaEa vedV oTiPoG LEV &V GTOTYO01G TPIGLV

EKTAOVG PLAGCCELY Kol TOPOVS aAppoBovg,

GAA0G 0¢ KOKA® vijoov Alavtog TEPLE:

to arrange the array of ships in three columns, and

to guard against (Greeks) sailing out on the paths of the roaring sea

and the others in a circle around Ajax’s island. (Pers.367-8)
In an appeal to natural surroundings, Ajax repeats the phrase topovc aiippdOovg “paths of the
roaring sea,” used in Persians of Xerxes’ plan to trap Greeks koxAim vijoov Alavtoc népi€, “in a
circle around Ajax’s island.” This phrase appears elsewhere only in Euripides' Hippolytus
(1205), and its rarity causes it to resonate all the more loudly, especially considering the fact that

in Persians it follows immediately upon the mention of Salamis. Commenting on this, Dunn

writes that it “implies a connection between the living hero in one play and the place that
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commemorates him in the other” (2012: 276). In this way, Sophocles promotes a
transgenerational moment of civic reflection, one that spans the Trojan War, the Athenian
recollection of Salamis, and the time of the 4jax’s production. As a project that serves to
engender civic identity, the 4jax’s incorporation of the epic past, of Athens’ epicC recent past, and
the inclusion of the problematization of Athenian imperialist activity provides for Athens a point
of ideological examination.

Finally, in the passage most noted for linking Ajax with Persians, when Ajax offers his
long speech on cosmic change and alternation, he employs the same phrase for daylight that the
Persians’ messenger uses when he describes day’s arrival, and the turning of the tide at the battle
of Salamis,

énel ye pévrol Aevkémmiog Nuépa

TAGHV KATECKE Yooy EVQEYYNG 10€Tv,

Tp®dTOV HEV NI kéAadog EAMvav Ttapa

LOATN OOV noenunoev, 8pbov & dua

avnAdrace violdTIO0C TETPAG

Yo

Instead, when Day with her white horses

spread her brilliant light over all the earth,

first of all there rang out loudly a joyful song from the Greeks,

and simultaneously the echo of it resounded back

from the cliffs of the island. (386-91)
In the Ajax, in what seems like Ajax’s newfound acceptance to live, he aligns himself with the
natural cycle of the universe,

Kol Yop T OEvaL KO TO KOPTEPDTATOL

TIHOAG VTeikeL: TODTO eV VIPOOTIPETS

YEWDVEG EKYMPOVCLY EVKAPT® OEPEL:

é€lotatal 0& VOKTOG aiavig KOKAOG

Ti AEVKOTTOA® QPEYY0S NUEPQ PLEYELY:

For even things that are terrible and very strong
yield to what is held in honor; firstly, winters
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which cover the roads with snow give way to

summer with its lovely fruit;

and the eternal rotation of the night

withdraws for day with its white horses to kindle its light. (669-73)
The rare phrase Aevkonmiog uépa only appears earlier in this form at Odyssey 23.246. In each
passage, it describes day bringing light to earth (evgeyyng in Persians and @éyyoc in Ajax). To be
sure, the dramatic occasion sets each instance apart, and the historical account of the battle of
Salamis seems poorly matched to the philosophical tone of Ajax’s soliloquy. Nevertheless, this is
perhaps Sophocles’ intention. On this passage, Richard Garner states that both plays “remind us
that Salamis is the home of Ajax” and that the “phrase, thythm, and thought have all been
borrowed by Sophocles from [Persians] which describes the most famous event at his hero’s
home” (1990:50). Despite Garner’s general claim that their “dramatic contexts preclude
allusion,” I would argue that allusion is not bound by dramatic convention, but that it also
extends to political subtexts. Where Aeschylus fetes Salamis as the inaugural site of Athenian
military preeminence, Sophocles depicts its most famous denizen in existential turmoil, and has
him utter the same phrase that Aeschylus employed to begin the narrative of the greatest victory
in Athenian history.

Moreover, the appearance of AevkormwAog uépa in Persians marks the beginning of the
battle of Salamis. When dawn’s white horses spread their kindly light across the land, Greeks
begin the paean, the land resounds its supernatural assent, and the light presages the disembodied
voice that will exhort the allied Hellenes to victory (400-1). Prior to this, Xerxes and his armada
were confident of their victory, and had uselessly sailed all night to prevent Greek forces from

escaping —something they never intended to do. Thus, Aevkdénwlog fuépa ushers in the

beginning of the turning of the tide for Greece —it marks a moment of profound historical
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transition, the moment the Persian advance has reached its limit, and the point where Athens
begins to forge its political fortunes.

In a similar tack, Ajax employs AevkonmwAiog nuépa in order to describe the alternation
principle, the force responsible for shifting natural phenomena as well as the vicissitudes of his
social order. The principle of alternation is the idea that time causes the observable world and
social relations to yield to their opposite.'®” Night yields to day, winter’s snow yields to
summer’s fruit, friends become enemies, and warriors who fought honorably descend into
humiliation (666-77). Ajax centers on the interval between his former state and his new
immediate condition, and finds the salient point where former identity has shifted to new —the
moment when his fortunes worsened —when he received Hector’s sword in gift exchange after an
aborted duel. Ruminating on his heroic past, he considers Hector’s sword, given in friendly
exchange in the past, only now to reveal itself as his killer. The force of Ajax’s recollection of
receiving Hector’s sword from the Iliad, of considering his own recent epic past activates the
allusion to Aevkomwioc nuépa found in Persians. Ajax models for the Athenian audience a
heroic recollection and recognition of degraded contemporary standards in contrast to an epic
and honorable encounter that occurred before. The AevkomwAoc nuépa, accordingly, alerts us to

an Athenian political subtext since it links the celebration of the battle of Salamis, a glorious

187 Ajax couches his soliloquy on cosmic reciprocity within the trugrede, or deception speech —
the most controversial part of the play. For interpretations debating whether Ajax has decided not
to kill himself, and become a model of sophrosyne see Bowra 1944, Stanford 1978. Whether he
deliberately misleads akin to the methods of his rival Odysseus see Blundell 1989. Garvie sees
Ajax’s eloquent exposition on the alternation principle as sufficient reason to “believe that it is
not all deceit or bitter sarcasm...It is hard to believe that all of this is expended on a lie” (1998:
186). There is the idea that Ajax “deceives without actually lying” (Finglass 2012). When Ajax
declares that he will submit to the Atreidae, as part and parcel to the alternation principle, he
states “the power that yields is extinguished,” indicating his intention to die (Heath 1987).
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moment in Athens’ recent past, and a play concerning the suicide of the island’s most famous
son, produced in a turbulent time witnessing Athens’ increasing imperialistic brutality.

These textual allusions to the Persians clarify how the Ajax looks backward in order to
consider contemporary Athenian politics. By alluding to Persians, the Ajax can depict a Homeric
myth that foreshadows Athenian military preeminence, since the allusions are found in sections
which alert us to the battle of Salamis in Aeschylus’ play. As such, the allusions draw attention
to an intentional anachronism. While the Ajax looks back to Persians to contrast its optimism to
current Athenian political fortunes, the mythic time of the Ajax looks forward to the battle of
Salamis. By including this type of temporal loop, Sophocles has created a current of reflection
flowing from the celebratory tenor of the battle of Salamis in 472, to the dark moment of Ajax’s

madness, his attempt to murder comrades, and his suicide featured in the 440s.

Sophocles’ lliad: Ajax and Hector

The Iliad is ever present in the background of the Ajax. Depicting for fifth century Athens the
problematic closing arc of the /liad’s second greatest warrior, the play complicates any clear-cut
attempt to idealize the Homeric warrior ethos in service to the democratic polis.'®® In
communion with the Iliad, the Ajax looks to the relational dynamics between its characters to
inform the thoughts, actions, and trajectory of the figures in the play. For the Sophoclean Ajax, it
is the haunting presence of two deceased lliadic warriors, Achilles and Hector that come to

define his character’s dramatic path.

188 Scholars have written copiously on Iliadic intertextual allusion in the Ajax and its implications
for the Athenian polis. Hesk (2003:32) notes, “the Ajax can only make sense if its implied
dialectic between Homeric ‘intertext’ and Athenian context is acknowledged and pursued. Most
notably for this study, see Bradshaw 1991:99-125, Rose 1995: 59-90, Hesk 2003, Futo-Kennedy
2009:113-146, Mueller 2016.
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Ever second best (11.2.768-9), The Achilles’ standard is always just beyond reach of
Ajax. In fact, the Iliad emphasizes this ranking to such a degree that the Homeric audience is
treated to a pathetic irony in its extra-narrative knowledge of the outcome of the judgment of the
arms. It is fitting then, as scholars have noted, that the Ajax reads like a miniaturized version of
the story of Achilles’ rage.’® It is Ajax’s lliad. The Iliad and Ajax relate the aftermath of
denying a hero the material representation of his kleos. Agamemnon takes Briseis, while the
Greek leaders vote away Achilles’ arms to Odysseus. But, where Athena restrains Achilles from
killing Agamemnon (11.1.188-223), she darkens Ajax’s mind, crafting his humiliation, and
fueling his rage upon the livestock (Aj.50-65).1%° Ajax’s reaction is the natural result of an
insatiable devotion to the standards of his warrior society. What is more, Ajax fails to achieve the
mark of distinction that his devotion to his warrior ethos has groomed him-as indeed the /liad’s
audience expects with repeated mention of Ajax’s second place standing —to attain the armor of
the “best of the Achaeans.” For Ajax, losing Achilles’ armor is an intolerable failure, that the
greatest warrior after Achilles should not receive Achilles’ armor at his death.'%!

As best of the Achaeans, Achilles exists at the pinnacle of arete, and in this security he

better manages his initial anger in the assurance of his heroic identity —he is more amenable to

189 In most assessments, scholars note the disparity in Achilles’ and Ajax’s response to dishonor.
See Heath 1987: 173, Garvie 1998: 11.

190 Ajax’s reaction seems disproportionate compared to Achilles, but Achilles’ response may not
seem that different, particularly in relation to Athena’s role in each case. Operating under the
precept of double-determination, Ajax’s rage actually surpasses Achilles’ initial anger in this
moment. Achilles’ choice is 7| 6 ye pdoyavov 6EL €pvocipevoc Tapd unpov / ToLG PeEV
avaoctoetey, 0 8 Atpeidnv Evapilot, “whether to draw from beside his thigh/ the sharp sword,
driving away all those who stood between and kill the son of Atreus” (11.1.190-1), or to restrain
his anger.

191 While Ajax directly attacks his comrades (so he thinks), one could argue that Achilles is also
responsible for the same scenario since his rage and self-imposed exile result in the affliction of
“pains thousandfold upon the Achaeans, hurled in their multitudes to the house of Hades, strong
souls of heroes” (11.1.1-4).
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Athena’s pliant suggestion that “with words you may abuse (Agamemnon),” and that “three
times over such shining gifts shall be given you” (11.1.211-14). Heroic insecurity plagues Ajax,
who enjoys no such rapport with Athena, nor the consideration that he may receive comparable
recompense (what could compare with the greatest award of his warrior society?), rather the
opposite, he enjoys her enmity. Athena not only “cast grievous imaginations on his eyes” (Aj].51-
2), but she “urged the man on in his frenzied movement with attacks of madness” (59-60). In the
Ajax’s intertextual communication with Iliad book 1, Sophocles depicts Athena’s disparate
relationships with Achilles and Ajax: one in which Athena cooperates with Achilles and the
other in which she revels in humiliating and exercising control over Ajax, a former comrade in
their expedition against Troy.®?

The death of Achilles divides the world of the Iliad from the world of the Ajax. While
Achilles lives, his existence marks the pinnacle of heroic achievement, when warriors better
understood their position in relation to his primacy. The Ajax depicts a heroic generation
wrestling with its existence in the aftermath of the heroic ideal, and lacking Achilles as arbiter,
the judgment of his arms seems underhanded.!%® Ajax gives voice to his world without Achilles,

Kaitol tocodtov ¢’ éEemictachot §0Kd):

ei L@V Ayhdedg TV OmAmV TdV OV TEPL

Kpivew Euelie KpATOG APLOTEING TV,

oVK &v 11 adT’ Epopyev BALOC VT ELOD.

And yet this much at least I think I understand:

if Achilles were alive and was to assign to anyone

the victory for excellence in the matter of his own arms,
no one else would have seized them instead of me. (Aj.441-44)

192 Rebecca Futo-Kennedy aligns Athena’s comments in the play’s prologue with the Athenians’
sentiments in the Melian Dialogue of Thucydides (134-41). She reads Athena’s language as
indicative of the realpolitik of asymmetrical power relationships.

193 Additionally, consider Achilles’ arbitrational role in distributing prizes for Patroclus’ funeral
games —often checking violent eruptions between warriors who would ultimately defer to
Achilles (11.23.257-897).
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Without the adjudicating living presence of Achilles, Homeric warriors struggle to secure their
identity. Accordingly, this model invites the Athenian audience of the 440s to consider historical
comparisons. For example, living in the shadow of the generation of Marathon, Salamis, and
Plataea —those Greeks who encountered and repulsed the existential Persian threat, the Athenian
generation viewing Sophocles’ Ajax now administer an imperial bureaucracy originally founded
as a willing coalition of mutual protection based on the expression of the heroic ideal at Salamis.
Athenian leadership failed to provide a commensurate encore to Greek victory in the Persian
Wars in the decades after the “Athenian moment” of 480BCE, and devolved into an oppressive
empire, capable of lashing out in reprisal at allies if they refused to acquiesce to Athenian
demands.

The Sophoclean Ajax epitomizes this decline, and analogizes an older aristocratic order’s
inability to reconcile its accustomed position of prestige with the allied and multilateral
confederation of Hellenic states, when they began to chafe and rebel against Athens’ lead. Ajax’s
suicide is the self-destruction of the Homeric warrior ethos, and the result of an inability to
integrate in multilateral alliances. Looking to Rose’s description of Ajax as an Athenian
strategos (2003:32), we see Ajax as an aristocratic naval commander leading his Salaminian
sailors, a concept reflected in the relationship between Athenian strategoi and the majority of
Sophocles’ audience, sailors for Athens’ trireme navy. While Rose sees the figure of Ajax as a
means to discuss Athenian class struggle (an argument with which I agree), Ajax can also serve
as the representation of Athens’ past heroic Persian War ideal in contrast with its contemporary

dealings with allied city-states. The point is emphasized in the argument over whether Ajax
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should receive burial, as Teucer and Odysseus argue with Agamemnon and Menelaus, a
significant Athenian/Spartan debate.'%*

Besides Achilles, Hector is the other dead Homeric warrior whose presence permeates
the Ajax. Whereas Achilles’ arete subordinates all other warriors, Hector and Ajax are most
often depicted in balance —they are doubling figures. As | discussed in chapter 1, the Iliad depicts
Ajax and Hector as counterpoints, whose names are metrically equivalent, and are paired more
often in battle in the Iliad than any other Greek and Trojan warrior. Additionally, Ajax and
Hector share an insatiable dedication to aidmg, the “shame of something thought to be
dishonorable” (Redfield 1975: 113-119). Moreover Hector and Ajax serve as symbols of their
city’s defense —they are the “walls” of their people. Hector is the chief defender of Troy, and
when he dies, Troy will soon fall too. Likewise, when Achilles withdraws, and Ajax defends the
ships alone, he activates his epithet as the £€pkoc, “bulwark of the Achaeans.”

Without Achilles and Hector, the Sophoclean Ajax exists in a world lacking worthy
peers, a theme which Sophocles returns to in the Philoctetes.'% That the outcome of the hoplon
krisis denied the second best of the Achaeans the glorious armor of Achilles, confirms for Ajax
that men of his and Achilles’ quality no longer exist. In the void of competent rivals, Sophocles

presents the figure of Hector, Ajax’s counterpart in the Iliad. The 4jax’s frequent allusions to

194 Rose (1995:85n.46) suggests that the debate carries “fervent anti-Spartanism,” but that it is
Athenian imperialist propaganda, noting that in the growing enmity between Athens and Sparta,
we may see the “mechanism of projecting the imperial nation’s aggression onto the objects of
that aggression.

195 Notably, Philoctetes laments that heroes like Achilles (Ajax included) should have died while
a man like Odysseus lives, @ed @eb: Ti dfjTa Ol oKomelv, 60 0ide pev / tebvac’, Odveceng &
Eotv av kévtodd’ tvo / xpfv avti tovtev adtov anddcdot vexpov; (Phi.428-30) “Alas! What
then are we to look for, when these men have died, but Odysseus here again lives, when in their
place he should have been announced as dead?”
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Hector craft an awareness of his absence that takes shape over the first half of the play.!%
Further, Sophocles employs the Hector-Ajax counterbalancing imagery of the Iliad to

illustrate Ajax’s isolation. Garner argues that Sophocles employs diction linking the martial feats
of the Iliadic Ajax to his savage rampage against the livestock, in mistaken belief that they were
Greek comrades. One such moment to which Sophocles alludes appears in the Ajax-lion simile
of Book 11 of the Iliad. When Odysseus is surrounded by Trojans, Ajax appears and drives the
Trojans away from Odysseus. In response, Hector and Kebriones see this and decide to confront
him,

Alag 82 khovéel Tehapdviog: €0 8¢ pv Eyvov:

€0pL Yap aApe’ duotsy €yl GAKOG:

¢ dpa povnoog ipacev kaAditpryog inmovg

pacTiyl Ayvpii.

‘The Telamonian Ajax drives them; I know him surely

for he carries the broad shield on his shoulders...’

So he spoke and lashed forward the bright-maned horses

with the singing whip. (11.11.526-32)
When the Trojans press back against Ajax’s assault, Ajax is likened to a savage lion that only
begrudgingly cedes ground. Overwhelmed and repulsed, the lion retreats, hungry. In this way,
Garner (1990:58) sees the Iliadic lion simile employed in the “action and imagery of his
[Sophocles’] play.” He further argues that when the play opens, Sophocles features “Ajax the

flashing and devouring lion” as a figure who has just preyed on the Greek livestock.'®” Garner’s

evidence (1990:55) is the fact that the adjective aibwv “blazing,” often “crops up” in Ajax

196 Melissa Mueller (2016: 15-16, Gell’s idea) argues that Hector’s sword is depicted on stage in
such a way that it exhibits “distributed personhood,” a key concept in crafting Hector’s presence
for the play in light of his physical absence.

197 Bradshaw (Bradshaw 1991: 102n.9) states, “I doubt that there is any connection between the
image of Ajax as the devourer of the stag and the description of the slaughter of the cattle by
Ajax in Sophocles.” Garner’s analysis of similar diction shared between the Iliadic passage and
the Ajax strongly counters Bradshaw’s claim.
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passages from the Iliad, and that Sophocles plays with this language, employing it in proximity
to the verb mamtaive “to glance around,” and to pdotiyt Aryvpt] “shrill whip,” which also occur
together in the Ajax-lion simile from the Iliad. Moreover, where in the Iliad Hector’s appearance
stalls Ajax’s attack as the lion simile itself bears out this rebuff, in Sophocles, Hector’s absence
allows the lion to ravage the livestock unabated. In Garner’s words: “Ajax’s problem in the Ajax
is that there was no one to drive him back from the Greek livestock which he attacked in non-
metaphorical fashion” (ibid).

While Garner draws attention to the allusion to the Iliad, there are other thematic
connections that link the Iliadic Ajax and Odysseus with their characters in the Ajax.%® Shortly
before Hector repulses Ajax’s attack, when Odysseus first becomes encircled by Trojans, he is
likened to a wounded stag facing the “rending scavengers.” When Ajax appears,

éni ¢ Av fyaye daipwv
olvinv: Bdeg pév e diétpesav, avTap O dAnTEL:

A¢ pa. TOT” A’ ‘Odvota daippova TowIhounTnV
Tpdeg Emov moAlol Te Kal dAkiol, avTap O v Hpmg

198 While Animal similes in the lliad are numerous, particular attention must be given to the lion
type. In the hierarchy of heroic arete, with Achilles foremost, the best of the Achaeans will
address Hector in such terms before he kills him, “"Extop pi pot dhaote cuvnpochvag ayopeve:/
®¢ 00K £0T1 A£0V6L Kail avdpacty dpkia motd,/ 00dE Adkot T€ Kai dpveg opuo@pova. Bupov
&yovowv,/ AAAL Kakd @PovEOVOL Slapumepes AAMAoIo,/ G 00K £0T° EUE Kol G€ PIALEVAL, 0VOE
T V&IV dprio Escovtar, Tpiv vy §j ETepdv ye mecdvtal aipatoc dcot Apna ToAadPVoV
noiepiotny (11.22.261-7). “Hector, you wretch, do not speak to me of compacts: just as there are
no oaths to be trusted between lions and men, nor do wolves and sheep have like-thinking minds,
but always have hostile intent against each other-even so there can be no friendly treatment
between me and you, and we will make no oaths.” Clarke (1995: 144). regards Achilles’ use of
the lion simile on himself as a departure from its typical deployment when warriors analogize
others as beasts, and that Achilles has crafted the simile “in terms of his own personality rather
than the fixed codes of warrior society. His words do not merely characterize the immediate
situation or the addressee: instead, they present the speaker in a startlingly new aspect.” Achilles
effaces his humanity by applying the lion simile to himself and affirms Hector’s in his
helplessness. When the lion-Ajax scatters Trojans in the Iliad, he corresponds in a normative
animal simile usage, however, in the Ajax, he attempted to become the lion in his attack on the
livestock, in another failed volley in his attempt to reach the Achilles-state.
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dicomv @ Eyyet AuOvETo VAesc Nuop.

Alag & &yyvlev qA0e pépmv cdxog fite mopyov,

oth] 0¢ mapés: Tphdeg 6& 01Etpecay AAAVIG BALOC.

fitot Tov Mevéraog apniog EEay” Opidov

But some spirit leads that way a dangerous

lion, and the scavengers run in terror, and the lion eats it;

so about wise much-devising Odysseus the Trojans

crowded now, valiant and numerous, but the hero

with rapid play of his spear beat off the pitiless death-day.

Now Ajax came near him, carrying like a wall his shield,

and stood forth beside him, and the Trojans fled one way and another.

(11.11.480-6)
Ambiguity exists as to what connects Odysseus as stag, set upon by scavenging Trojans, and
Ajax as lion, who disperses the scavengers to eat the deer alone.'®® Bradshaw (1991:102)
suggests that a connection points to Ajax and Odysseus’ adversarial relationship, which, due to
propriety, cannot “be part of the text.” Moreover, to complete the simile, the dispersed Trojan
“scavengers” would make way for the lion Ajax to consume Odysseus as stag, a scenario
precluded when Hector appears and Zeus instills fear in Ajax.
Book 11’s lion simile epitomizes Ajax’s character in the Homeric tradition. In the Iliad,

Ajax is a figure who effects rescue, comrades call upon him for defense; when Menelaus hears
Odysseus’ cries for help, he turns immediately to Ajax and declares that they must go to his
assistance (11.11.459-71). As Ajax appears, he defends his comrades and disperses the enemy,
only to be frustrated at the last and forced to retreat. In thematic terms, the Ajax summoned to

defend his comrades embodies the great bulwark of the Achaeans. As the battle continues, Zeus

interferes and Ajax is precluded from attaining his desire: routing the Trojans.

199 In the ambiguous analogies, there may be a veiled reference to extra-lliadic stories about Ajax
and Odysseus.
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Sophocles adapts the //iad’s frustrated lion imagery for a diminished heroic age in which

Hector fails to appear to rebuff Ajax’s savage night attack.?®® Whereas in the Iliad Odysseus is
the wounded stag and Ajax the prowling lion, now the lion reappears and ravages the livestock in
Sophocles’ play, with no Hector to counter, and with Odysseus assiduously on its trail.
Sophocles’ inversion of the scene begins in Athena’s opening speech, when she says of
Odysseus,

gvdov yap avnp aptL tuyyxavel, képa

otalov 10pdTL Kol xépag ELYoKTOHVOLG.

Kol 67 o0&V lom TNodE MATTAIVELY TOANG

&t €pyov €otiv...

For Ajax has just arrived home, his head and sword Kkiller’s hands

dripping with sweat. There is no longer any need for you to

peer inside this gate... (9-11).
Athena employs the verb mantaive to describe Odysseus apprehensively looking into Ajax’s
tent, and while nantaive is rare, and “exclusively poetic in classical Greek,” it appears in the
Iliad seventeen times, and as Garner (1990: 231) notes, five times in Ajax passages: 4.497,
8.269, 11.546, 12.33, and 17. 115 (Finglass 2011: 141). Garner linked the verb to the lion simile
passage from book 11, but in my opinion, he did not pursue the connection far enough. In
Garner’s examination of the book 11 passage, he fails to tie Odysseus’ initial predicament —being
overrun by Trojans to Hector’s appearance, and the repulse of Ajax’s attack. I argue that

Sophocles distorts and inverts this passage in order to illustrate how much Ajax’s world has

changed, an idea consonant with the corrupting power of time which he later laments. After Ajax

200 In the aftermath of the night attack, the Ajax emphasizes the surprise that a human is
responsible for the slaughter when Odysseus says to Athena, épBapuévag yap apting
gvpiokopev/ Aeiag amdoog Kol Katnvoplopévag /ék yeipog antoig moluviov Emotatog (25-7) For
we have just discovered all the plundered animals destroyed and killed by human hand, together
with the overseers and the flocks.” Perhaps there was question at first as to whether a lion or
other wild animal was responsible.
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rescues Odysseus (the stag) from death, and launches an offensive against the Trojan line, Zeus

“drove fear on Ajax,”

Zevg 8¢ matnp Afavd’ vyilvyog v poPov dpoe:
oTh] 0¢ Tap®V, Ombev 8¢ cdog BdAev Entafdsiov,
TPE6GE 08 TUTTIVAGS €@ Opidov Onpi £otkag
gvrponalOpevog OALyov YOVL youvog aueifmv.
®¢ 6" aifwva Afovta PodV G0 peccavroro
£060£00VTO KOVES TE Kol AVEPES aypordTON,

ol € pv oK gidot Bo@v ¢k map EAEcOm
Tévvuyol £YpNGGOVTES: O 08 KpeldV Epatilmv
i00et, AAA" o0 T Tprooel: Bapéeg yap drkovteg
avtiov dicoovct Bpaceldmy amod yepdV
Kodpeval te detal, TG te TPEl E66VUEVOC TTEp:
N®Oev 6 amd vosey EPn tetnoT Bopud

He stood stunned, and swung the sevenfold ox-hide shield behind him
and drew back, throwing his eyes round the crowd of men,

like a wild beast,

turning on his way, shifting knee past knee only a little;

as when the men who live in the wild and their dogs have driven

a tawny lion away from the mid-fenced ground of the oxen,

and will not let him tear out the fat of the oxen, watching

nightlong against him, and he in his hunger for meat closes in,

but he can get nothing of what he wants, for the raining javelins
thrown from the daring hands of the men beat ever against him,

and the flaming torches, and these he balks at for all of his fury

and with the daylight goes away disappointed of desire;

so Ajax, disappointed at heart, drew back from the Trojans (11.11.544-55)

In the midst of Ajax’s rampage, Zeus hurls @o6Pog into his heart. Fearing death, Ajax looks

around anxiously (romtaivm), and, stalled by @6Bog in his attempt to rout the Trojans, he is

featured in simile as the lion once more. This time the lion is aiBwva Aéovta, picking up where

his earlier lion simile left off a few lines before when he comes to Odysseus’ defense (11.11.480-

1). The word aifwv, an adjective occurring often in the Iliad, is used to describe the color of

Ajax’s lion, as well as to describe Ajax’s sword in connection to the slaughter of Greek
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livestock.?%* When the Chorus of Salaminian sailors repeats the rumor, attributed to Odysseus,
that Ajax has destroyed the Greek livestock, they state that he did so by “killing the animals with
the flashing sword” aibwvt o1dnpw® (Aj.147). The sword, as will become known later, was
Hector’s —given in gift exchange after their duel in the lliad. But its connection here with Ajax’s
nighttime raid draws a distinction between Ajax’s epic past and the savage act he has recently
committed. The audience is cued early to this allusion when Athena mentions the sword in
adjectival form at line 10 (&poxtovoug), weaving weapon, warrior, and crime in a single
word.?% That Ajax wields Hector’s sword, gained in the ethos of xenia, to butcher cattle by
night, contrasts the warrior of aristocratic sensibility in book 7, with the animalistic savagery that
has turned his tent into an abattoir. The irony now is that Ajax has become the lion of his simile
from Book 11, allowed to fulfill his onetime frustrated homicidal impulse against his Greek
comrades in the absence of Hector’s counterbalancing presence, using Hector’s sword. Again,
the Ajax presses its audience to contemplate Ajax’s epic past in contrast to his current deeds by
means of Hector’s sword.

The Ajax also alludes to Hector by playing on Ajax’s familial relationships, paralleling
Tecmessa with Andromache and Euryakes with Astyanax.?%® Ajax and Tecmessa revive

Andromache’s speech to Hector at 11.6.407-39 in Tecmessa’s speech to Ajax at 480-582, and

201 While Garner has noted shared diction between episodes, an expanded commentary and
interpretation for its importance to the Ajax is still needed. I springboard from his observation
and interpret the episode wholly, attempting to examine the play in relation to Athenian socio-
political identity.

202 Mueller (2016:20) notes that compound adjectives such as this are markers for “high literary
diction,” and “have the effect of framing the sword as a kind of heroic “actor.” She also notes the
aural quality of these adjectives describing weapons, which are heard by the audience before
they even appear on stage.

203 Both sons are named for their father’s epithets: Astyanax is “lord of the city” (Actudvag) as
Hector alone defends the city. Eurysakes is the “broad-shield,” and Ajax is the greatest Greek
defender, who alone wields the éxtafolov dppnkrov cdxog.
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Ajax’s prayer for Eurysakes at 6.545-82, recalling Hector’s playful encounter with Astyanax. 2%

Ajax seems nearly swayed when Tecmessa describes her isolation, lack of familial ties, and
pleads for her son’s welfare. Additionally, like Hector, Ajax demands that Eurysakes be brought
before him and prays for his son. However, although these allusions cue us to parallels, they also

heighten our awareness of the differences. Consider first how Hector addresses Astyanax,

avtap 6 v Ov eilov VIOV Emel KOoE THAE TE YEPCIV
gine & dmevéduevog A T dloisiv te Ogoiot:

Zeb dAlot te Beoi dOTe oM Kol TOVOE yevéaha
ToAd™ EUOV MG Kol £Y® mep apupenéa Tpoesoty,
e Binv T° dyadov, kai Thiov ipt dvicocety:

Kol woté TG €imotl moTpOg Y™ 60 TOALOV dpeivov
€K TOAELOL AvidvTa: eEpotl & Evapa Ppotdevta
Ktetvag ontov avopa, yopein 6& ppéva untp.

Then, taking up his dear son he tossed him about in his arms, and kissed

him, and lifted his voice in prayer to Zeus and the other immortals:

‘Zeus, and you other immortals, grant that this boy, who is my son,

may be as | am, pre-eminent among the Trojans.

great in strength, as am I, and rule strongly over Ilion;

and some day let them say of him: “He is better by far than his father,”

as he comes in from the fighting; and let him kill his enemy

and bring home the blooded spoils, and delight the heart of his mother.’
(6.473-81)

Turning now to Ajax’s speech to Eurysakes,

alp’ odTdv, aipe Sedpo: TapPioset yap od
VEOGPAYT] TOL TOVOE TPOGAELGC WOV POVOV,
eimep dwcaiwg €0t €UOC T TATPOOEY.

OAA" aOTiK OUOTG aDTOV €V VOUOLG TATPOG
Ol mwAodapvelv Ka&opolodaOat eHov.

® 7ai, YEvol0 TaTPOG EVTVYEGTEPOC,

0 & GAL" Opo1og: Kol yévolr dv 0O KaKOG.

204 Echoes of Homeric diction link each scene: Hector and Ajax mention évéykn (Aj.485,
11.6.458), each piece employs the verb tapBéw to describe Astyanax’s fear of his father’s helmet
(11.6.469), and to describe how Eurysakes will not fear Ajax (Aj.545). In fact, the Sophoclean
Scholia refer six times to the Hector and Andromache scene from 11.6 in order to inform the
Ajax, Tecmessa, and Eurysakes scene from the Ajax. See Garner 1990:51-64
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Lift him, lift him up here, for he will have no dread,

when he looks on this newly-slaughtered blood, if

indeed his inheritance makes him rightly mine. He

must immediately be broken in like a young horse in

his father’s savage ways, and be made like him in his

nature. My son, may be more fortunate than your father,

but in other respects, like him; you could not then be bad. (545-51)
Each episode depicts a father’s wish for his son’s future, and gives vision to that son living and
fighting in a world without their father. Whereas the Iliadic scene begins in nonverbal exchange
between Hector and Astyanax —Hector reaches out for his baby, opé&ato (6.466), Astyanax
shrinks back crying, éxAivon idywv, terrified tappnoac, as the horsehair crest of Hector’s helmet
nods, vevovto —Ajax gives voice to these actions by negating them: he does not pick up
Eurysakes, but commands that he be lifted up before him, and instead of shrinking back from his
father’s bronze-helmed visage, Ajax declares that he will have no dread tappricet yap o, “when
he looks on this newly-slaughtered blood” (546). Sophocles omits key details of what the
Homeric poet includes, and what Sophocles does include, he alters.

Compared to Hector and Astyanax in Troy, the tableau outside of Ajax’s tent blurs the
boundary between domestic and martial life. When Hector sees that Astyanax is afraid of his
helmet, he removes it. By recognizing his son’s fear Hector recognizes the separation of home
and battlefield, a gesture that bears a degree of pathetic irony considering what will occur in this

same domestic space in the near future.?®> Conversely, Ajax commands that his son gaze upon

the unwashed gore of his father’s helmetless face,?® and that he “immediately be broken in like

205 One may imagine that when Troy falls, helmeted (Greek) men will once more terrify
Astyanax, and this time the child’s fear will be justified.

208 rapProel yap oD /veoo@ayh Tov TOVEE TPosAevGGmV pOvoV (545-6). “For he will have no
fear when he looks upon the newly slaughtered gore.” I interpret this to mean that Ajax is still
covered in the gore and blood of the livestock slaughter, and that he commands Eurysakes to
look at his face (mask) that is also spattered. Garvie (1998: 175) writes that “It is almost as if he
(Ajax) were standing among, not the slaughtered animals, but his enemies on the battlefield.”
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a young horse” (moiodauveiv).??” The paradox of “taming into savagery” and Ajax’s interaction
with Eurysakes indicates the distorted world which Ajax inhabits. Public and private boundaries,
military and domestic, childhood and warfare, and friends and enemies are called into question
before Ajax’s tent.

The difference between the Ajax and the Hector and Astyanax scene reveals a political
subtext for Athens. In disturbing imitation, Ajax dismisses out of hand a concern for his son’s
feelings, “for he will have no dread, when he looks on this newly-slaughtered blood.” Where
Hector’s interaction with Astyanax looks to a domestic life partitioned from the sphere of war,
Ajax wants Eurysakes immediately initiated into his “savage ways,” and “be made like his father
in nature” (548-9). On the Trojan walls, where Hector removes his helmet to soothe his son, he
sheds the warrior identity and partitions domestic sphere from the battlefield;?% at his tent, Ajax
appears bloodied before Eurysakes, declaring that he will not fear, enjoining Eurysakes to take
up his father’s shield, the physical representation of his warrior identity, and to actualize his
given name,

GAL" adTo ot 6V, mad, Aapav Er@vopoy,

Evpiocaxkeg, ioye 610 TOAVPPAPOV GTPEPMOV

TOPTOKOG, EXTAPOLOV APPNKTOV GAKOG:

0 0" GALQ TEVYM KotV €uoi tebdyeTat.

But you, my son, Eurysakes, must accept from me the very thing
from which you get your name, and keep it, wielding it with its

well-stitched loop, my unbroken shield, made of the hides of seven
bulls; the rest of my armor shall be buried along with me (574-77).

C.E. Sorum (1986: 368)writes that “Ajax insists that the boy establish his parentage by becoming
acquainted with the blood and gore that is evidence only of the father's shame.”

207 Garvie (1998:175) notes the paradoxical nature of employing this verb, that to break a horse
IS to tame it, but here, Ajax desires that Eurysakes be tamed into savagery, into “his father’s
savage ways.”

208 Mueller (2016:142) suggests that when Hector removes his helmet the haptic action has
“transported Hector into a reverie about his son’s future—the weapon itself acting as the medium
for his meditation.”
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The shield and Eurysakes blend together in the language of Ajax’s “will” for him. Saying AaBav
gndvopov, “take up your surname” or “assume my broad shield” (Evpvoaxeg), Ajax desires
Eurysakes to continue his father’s existence, albeit one predicated only on Ajax’s shield, the
emblem of his former heroic prowess from the Iliad. Further, emphasis on his son’s name links
to the beginning of this scene when Ajax laments at line 430-1, aidi: tig &v mot’ Hed’ @S
Em@vopov Toupov Euvoicely dvopa toig Epoig Kakoig; “Aiai! “Who would have thought that the
name by which I am called would so correspond with my misfortunes!” The onomastic power
for misery that Ajax attributes to his name, he sees as a means of future arete for his son —so
named for the defensive implement of his past epic glory. P. J. Finglass reads Ajax’s
pronouncement with a “tone of optimism,” particularly “if Ajax’s name marked him out for
sorrow, onomastical destiny links Eurysakes to deeds of prowess” (Finglass 2011: 304-5n.574-
6). For Ajax, his sakos is the only honorable material possession he can bequeath to Eurysakes —
the lone symbol of his former kleos, uncorrupted by present misfortune, which he pointedly
refers to as éntdpoiov appnkrov caxkoc, “the unbroken shield, made of the hides of seven
bulls.” Since onomastic origins foretell future behavior, Ajax specifically entrusts his shield, his
Iliadic legacy, to Eurysakes.?%®

Heroic identity and the hero’s weapons are closely entwined —so much so that weapons
are often bywords for their wielder. This is a key feature of the Ajax, which emphasizes Ajax’s

great shield in connection to his identity and legacy, but one that Sophocles also manipulates by

209 Goldhill (1987: 70-1) interprets this scene in light of a ritual at the Dionysia where state-
supported war orphans parade about in hoplite gear. Finglass (2011:305) doubts this premise,
noting among other things, that Eurysakes receives the shield directly from his father, not as an
orphan “from a third person,” and that the two sources for this ceremony fall one century after
the date of the Ajax (Isoc.8.82, Aesch. 3.154).
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focusing on Ajax’s ownership of another warrior’s weapon, Hector’s sword. Indeed, the plot of
Ajax is predicated on what Ajax sees as the misallocation of armor, since Ajax’s heroic identity
is effaced when he is denied Achilles’ arms, which are his by aristocratic right, as the Homeric
poet continuously reiterates that Ajax is “best in Achilles’ absence,” or “best after Achilles”
(11.2.768-70, 17.279-80). For Ajax, the hero indistinguishable from the seven layered tower
shield, he soon discovers that all his trouble has originated from Hector’s sword, given in philia
in exchange for a war-belt. When Ajax recalls this moment (657-666), he realizes that he not
only exchanged weapons, but somehow corrupted his identity.

Ajax’s shield is his iconic weapon. The massive “tower shield,” conspicuous on the
battlefield, visually identifies Ajax and functions in tandem with his epithet to solidify his
identity as the bulwark of the Achaeans, the Greeks’ greatest defensive fighter in the lliad.?*
When the Ajax mentions the shield at the beginning (18), it foregrounds Ajax’s iconic implement
in order to evoke the Iliadic Ajax, setting up the disparate image of exhaustless defender and
manic slaughterer of livestock.?!! It is jarring therefore that the Ajax focuses such great attention
on his connection to Hector’s sword, the weapon of his Iliadic enemy counterpart. Linking with

the Iliad, the sword spotlights, Hector and Ajax’s monomachia from Iliad Book 7, setting their

epic confrontation as the catalyst of present evils for Ajax.2*2 Ajax recalls more than the weapon

210 Ajax’s shield type, the Mycenean body-shield, perhaps in figure-eight form, was obsolete
probably 100 years before Homer’s time. See A.M. Snodgrass, Arms and Armour of the Greeks.
London 1967.

211 On line 18, Garvie (1998: 126n.18-19) writes, “the epithet is not ornamental. We are meant to
recall the lliad, in which he is the possessor of the great, tower-like, body shield...Even more
than his sword, which will turn into a symbol of his destructive madness and tragedy, his shield
symbolizes his status as a warrior and hero and as the protector of his people.”

212 The exchange also wrought evil for Hector. In fact, Sophocles may have introduced the idea
that 1) Achilles did not kill Hector with a spear thrust, but that he was dragged to death behind
his chariot, 2) that Hector was fastened at the ankles with the war-belt he received from Ajax,
instead of ox-hide straps in the Iliad (22.395-404).

150



exchange since the preliminaries for the duel reveal for us the most detailed description of his
shield. In lieu of a traditional arming scene, his shield receives an origin story, a description in
miniature of its construction in the tradition of Achilles’ shield from Iliad 18. The detail of
Ajax’s shield corresponds to the significance of the duel in which he fights Hector. When Ajax
faces his counterpart in hand to hand combeat, it is Ajax’s shield that receives distinction, and we
understand what the Sophoclean Ajax means when he names it ppnktov. When Hector makes
the first spear-cast, he

Kol Barev Alavtog 0evov 6dkog Entafosiov

aKpOTATOV KATH YOAKOV, OC YS00g eV &’ adTH.

8E 8¢ S0 mroyac M dailov yarkodc dreprc,

év T1) 0° époopdtn Ppv@d oyéro:

threw it and struck the sevenfold-ox-hide terrible shield of Ajax

in the uttermost bronze, which was the eight layer upon it,

and the unwearying bronze spearhead shore its way through six folds

but was stopped in the seventh ox-hide. (7.244-8)

Resorting to large stones, Hector hurls a boulder at Ajax, and he

1@ Paiev Alavtog devov 6dkog éntapociov
UEGGOV EMOUPAMOV: TEPUYNCEV O Apa YOAKOGS.

struck the sevenfold-ox-hide terrible shield of Ajax
in the knob of the center so that the bronze clashed loud about it.(7.266-8)

In each exchange, Ajax’s sakos remains intact while each of his volleys compromise Hector’s
armor and shield. In this episode, more than others, the shield’s integrity indicates Ajax’s warrior
integrity.?!® The encounter formalizes Ajax’s defensive identity and introduces his role as the

only warrior able to maintain the Greek defense in Achilles’ absence. Featuring the single

213 On the “dynamic interplay between man and weapon” in Ajax and Hector’s duel, Mueller
(2016: 138-9). notes how “the weapons (shields and projectiles) are presented as the true
combatants,” and that “the fighting hero is a perfectly blended person-weapon, the boundaries of
his autonomous self vanishing into those of the panoply he has donned. Weapons fuse with the
warrior identity, which for Ajax is his shield —the material accident of his protective essence.
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warrior most responsible for their people’s survival in single combat —Hector for Troy and Ajax
for the Greeks, the Homeric poet presents in miniature the type of impasse that will ensue since
Acbhilles has quit the field. If the duel were allowed to continue, the progression would result in
Hector’s death or concession, but this is not permitted.

With Ajax’s final throw, the boulder smashes through Hector’s shield, breaking it
“inward under the stroke of the rock like a millstone,” causing Hector’s knees to loosen,
knocking him on his back with shield falling on top of him. Yet before Ajax can land the
winning blow, Apollo resuscitates Hector and heralds of Zeus interrupt, imploring them to stop
fighting, declaring that “to Zeus who gathers clouds both of you are beloved” (Il. 7.280). At this
request, Ajax curiously defers to Hector, prompting him to speak first and to declare terms.
While Ajax remains silent, Hector suggests a gift exchange,

d®dPa O™ Ay’ AAANAOIOL TEPIKAVTA OMOUEV AP,

dppd I M’ elnnov Ayoudv 1€ Tphwv Té:

NUEV Epapvactny €pidog mépt BupoPopoto,

NS’ adt’ &v GIAOTNTL StéTpoyev ApOUNGOVTE.

Come then, let us give each other glorious presents,

so that any of the Achaeans or Trojans may say of us:

‘These two fought each other in heart-consuming hate, then

joined with each other in close friendship, before they were parted.

(11.7.299-302)

As Mueller reads the scene, Ajax grants Hector full authority to dictate the terms of their weapon
exchange, and in the “act of trading objects, (Hector) ventriloquizes a stranger’s (Ajax’s) point of

view” (2016:24).21* Ajax loses agency by silently acquiescing and accepting Hector’s sword, and

since warrior identity is tied to weaponry, Ajax adulterates his heroic character by receiving and

214 Mueller (2016: 24) understands Hector “affix(ing) his own interpretation to the exchange. As
Hector suggests, the gifts will be seen as a pledge of friendship, though in reality they serve as a
placeholder for future conflict.”
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owning his enemy’s weapon. When Hector speaks for Ajax, he offers no resistance, and he
permits and believes that Hector’s prediction of the future will come to pass, which, when we
read Ajax 1028-40, Teucer contradicts and falsifies,

okéyacbe, mpog Bedv, TNV TOYMV dvoiv Bpotoiv.
"Extop pév, @ 5 1008’ é5wpnon mépa,
Lootiipt Tpiobeig inmikdv €5 avToywmv
EKVOTTET aiév, 0T’ anéyviev Plov:

00T0¢ & ékeivov THVde Swpedy Exmv

POG 10D OAmAE Bavaciji® meonpartt.

ap’ odk 'Epvdg todt &ydikevcey Eipog
Kakeivov Adng, onuovpyog dypiog; (1028-35)

Consider, I entreat you, the two men’s fortune.

Hector, with the belt which he received as a gift

from this man here, was fastened to the chariot rail

and continuously mangled, until he breathed out his life;

while Ajax, the possessor of this gift of Hector,

has been killed by it in a fatal fall.

Was it not a Fury that forged that sword,

and Hades that belt, a savage craftsman?
The Ajax answers Hector’s wish for the future, when Teucer repudiates his words after Ajax kills
himself. Teucer, in this sense, has activated Hector’s imagined scenario when he becomes the
future speaker, Tic ®3” gimnov Axoudv e Tpodov € “someone of the Greeks and Trojans will
say of us.” Tendered here is the theme that an enemy’s gifts are fatal gifts, that Hector and
Ajax’s newly found philia (friendship) at the duel’s end was never bereft of hostility.?*> For a

match that witnessed the full expression and sustainability of his dppnkrtov shield, its origin, and

how Ajax nearly defeated Hector in monomachia, Ajax walks away, “happy in his victory” with

215 Stanford (145n.665) notes that the proverb “an enemy’s gifts are no gifts” appears here,
probably for the first time. For a similar idea in Euripides, cf. Med. 618. The weapon exchange
does not establish a lasting tie of xenia, but serves as a bookmark for their hostility (and mutual
recognition of warrior prowess), which is meant to be revisited at a later date (11.7.302). A
constant theme running through the Ajax saga is the misallocation of weapons and armor, and
the misallocation of kleos.
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Hector’s sword in hand.?! It is this moment of exchange and the weapon he receives, Hector’s
sword, that the Sophoclean Ajax recalls in the deception speech —an object imbued with
“Hector’s personhood” (Mueller 2016: 42). To own an enemy’s weapon is to retain an essence of
that warrior. Thus by bequeathing his shield to Eurysakes and killing himself with Hector’s
sword, the Sophoclean Ajax aligns his tragic identity with his Iliadic character.

Book 7°s monomachia for the first time illustrates Ajax’s quintessential quality as the
Greeks’ greatest defensive warrior. With Achilles gone, the Achaeans turn to the warrior next in
line “after Peleus’ glorious son,” Ajax. During the battle phase of Hector and Ajax’s encounter,
Ajax’s proficiency with his shield, and the shield’s &ppnkrov “unbroken” quality evince the
integrity of his warrior’s arete, which reaches its fullest activation at the defense of the Greek
ships. It is this element of his identity that Ajax wishes to bequeath to Eurysakes in his
unbreakable shield. When Ajax receives Hector’s sword, he accepts his enemy’s weapon on his
enemy’s terms, and it becomes a cause of misery for him. The sword represents the enemy’s
corrupting influence, as an item which in Ajax’s keeping has annexed his identity by keeping an
enemy’s weapon, born from a moment when Ajax willingly received it.

For the Sophoclean Ajax looking back regretfully to this moment, the duel demonstrates
on a small scale a pattern that is repeated until Achilles returns: 1) Ajax and Hector fight, 2) Ajax
gains advantage over Hector 3) Zeus intervenes and frustrates Ajax. We witness this in the single

combat with Hector (7.273-82), again when Ajax rescues Odysseus and Zeus thwarts his

216 While the duel clearly ends in a tie, the lliad reports that Ajax departs “happy in his victory”
(7.311-12). Commenting on this scene, Irene de Jong reads Ajax’s understanding of the duel’s
outcome as if he has won the duel, that is, Ajax’s happy victory is his own focalization of the
outcome. See I. de Jong Narrators and Focalizers: The Presentation of the Story in the “lliad.”
London 1987. Ajax’s happy mental state post duel may also indicate how he views the outcome
of the weapon exchange.
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onslaught against Hector and the Trojans (11.537-73), and lastly when Ajax battles Hector alone
at the Greek ships, attempting to prevent Hector from setting their vessels ablaze (16.101-121).
Losing Achilles’ armor was the final insult for Ajax, and even then, Athena intervenes to thwart
his intention to exact revenge. Receiving Hector’s sword has set Ajax on this path.

Accordingly, by bequeathing the shield to Eurysakes apart from his other weapons, Ajax
casts the honorable element of his warrior identity into the future. Buried with his armor, and
with Hector’s sword “buried” in his body, Ajax secures his “bulwark” legacy by having
Eurysakes assume the implement most responsible for his &pkog epithet and the icon of his
defender identity as a type of inheritance for Athens.?!” Athenian descendants watching
Eurysakes accept Ajax’s caxog can witness the origin of Ajax’s shield as an emblematic token of
Athenian civic identity.?'® When Eurysakes received the shield, he assumed and bestowed a
protective identity for the Athenian people, projecting this role for Athens into the future. As a
Panhellenic warrior, Ajax and his Iliadic shield offered protection for all Greeks, not just the
Athenians, and in the 4jax’s nod to the future moment of Athenian glory at the battle of Salamis,
when the shield “warded off the day of slavery” for Greece, the evocation of this moment in the
440s perhaps called into question current Athenian imperial practice.?'® In this way, as Rose
(1995: 78) notes, Ajax functions for Athens as the “ideological response to the contradictory

needs of the empire” —a way for the polis to justify its exploitation of Greek resources and

217 Athenians of Sophocles’ audience would be quite familiar with the Eurysakeion, often
confused with the Aiakeion, a shrine attributed to Ajax or his son in the agora. On the shield as
epic heirloom, Mueller (Mueller 2016:147) notes that “it requires little to imagine then that this
“relic” could be taken from Troy to Salamis and from there to Athens, where it would give rise
to the foundation of a shrine that the Athenians themselves called the Eurysakeion.”

218 Rose (Rose 1995: 70) employs the term “interpellate” as a way to understand how the
Athenian audience identifies with Ajax and his Salaminian sailors.
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violent suppression of allied city-states while at the same time promoting itself as the defender of
Greece and the apex of sophistication.

Ajax and Eurysakes’ imitation of Hector and Astyanax’s paternal-filial moment invites
the Sophoclean audience to contemplate intergenerational Athenian identity. Each tableau
emphasizes the son in proximity to a consequential piece of his father’s panoply. Astyanax
recoils from Hector’s helmet, prompting Hector to remove it and allowing the brief moment of
familial relief to play out.??® The hopeful prayer for Astyanax’s birthright and the intimate
interplay between father and son are separated by the sequential acts of the helmet’s removal, its
placement on the ground, and Hector picking up his son. Like Ajax’s shield, Hector’s helmet
identifies him on the battlefield —he is “Hector of the flashing helmet,” the defensive implement
that responsible for his epithet. Both helmet and shield are defensive armaments, and each object
is a centerpiece for the interaction between father and son. Where Hector demarcates warrior
from household by removing his helmet when Astyanax shrinks back in terror, Ajax operates
with a sense of urgency and disturbs the boundaries of domesticity and warfare by hurriedly
bestowing his shield upon Eurysakes.

Despite nearly vanquishing the greatest Trojan warrior, the Sophoclean Ajax looks back
on this episode as the catalyst for his present miseries. Now, humiliated by having lost Achilles’
arms, and regretting that he accepted Hector’s sword, on the Athenian stage Ajax looks to his
shield, deeming it the only implement worth bequeathing to Eurysakes. For Ajax, the sakos

retains and represents his steadfast, uncompromised warrior persona. His glory originated in his

220 On the scene with Astyanax, Thomas van Nortwick writes “Hector, by taking off his helmet,
sheds the war.” See “Like a Woman: Hector and the Boundaries of Masculinity.” Arethusa, Vol.
34, No. 2, The Personal Voice in Classical Scholarship: Literary and Theoretical Reflections
(Spring 2001), pp. 221-235.
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identity as the bulwark of the Achaeans, the lone defender who preserves the Achaean army, not
the maddened warrior who attempts to murder comrades.

Ajax’s sword is a material focal point of the play. Indeed, as Mueller (Mueller 2016:19)
points out, the sword has a strange kind of agency, possessing a biography with its own epic
history, and even “inflects Ajax’s decision-making.” Searching for a definable turning point in
his past, the Sophoclean Ajax recalls the aborted duel from Iliad 7, when he received the “silver-
studded sword,” and claims “for ever since I received it in my hand as a gift from Hector, my
worst enemy, | have never yet had any good from the Argives.” Ajax’s sword thus establishes an
allusive link bridging the Iliadic Hector and the Sophoclean Ajax. From the outset, the focus
given to Ajax’s sword as the instrument of his misdeeds (10), foregrounds Ajax’s tragedy with
intimations of Hector’s presence, and as the play unfolds, we glean more information about its
last possessor (661-6, 1026-39). Mueller (2016: 42) reads the sword as a “material, metonymic
link to its past owner, Hector. It is Hector’s personhood that is evoked with his sword.”
Accordingly, the moment Ajax received the sword he invited the hostile Trojan prince into the
Greek camp.

While Mueller pays special attention to the sword as an object of “distributed agency,”
that is, to the idea that inanimate objects are often imbued with vitality and are capable of
eliciting human response, I focus on the sword’s multivalent quality as an instrument of socio-

historical memory for mid fifth-century Athens.??! I read Ajax’s recollection of acquiring

221 Mueller (2016: 15-16) argues in favor of applying Alfred Gell’s idea of “distributed
personhood” to the field of objects in Greek drama, particularly to the sword and shield of Ajax.
She argues that these weapons possess “uncanny agency”, and function as objects replete with
epic biographies, allowing them to interact and inform. Mueller contends that their usage would
allow an Athenian audience to draw intertextual allusions from the aborted duel between Hector
and Ajax at lliad 7 to a fifth-century tragic performance. While | agree with Mueller’s treatment
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Hector’s sword, and his idea that this past exchange marked the decline of his life’s trajectory,
as analogy for a transformative event from Athens’ past, the acquisition of its trireme fleet to
confront the Persians, and the ultimate source of its imperial power.??? Rosenbloom (1995: 95),
writing about the Persians, argues that the newly constructed fleet was “a radical innovation both
in Athens and among Hellenic poleis,” and that by managing the fleet through oppressive levies
and tribute to dominate the Aegean post Salamis, Athens’ “fleet was an invention of Persia, an
importation and transformation of an eastern concept.??® In this sense, Athens accepted the
armament of its enemy when it confronted Persia —the war with Persia altered Athens through
“cultural exchange in which the victor adopts the identity of the vanquished” (Rosenbloom: 96).
Fighting the Persians altered Athenian martial identity. In order to preserve its
civilization, with its acropolis destroyed and city razed, Athens took to the sea —a marked
departure even from its previous hoplite-centered encounter with Darius in 490 at Marathon.
Thucydides’ Sicilians remark on this Athenian transformation from a land-based people to a
naval one, declaring that Athens’ naval enterprise is “neither ancestral nor eternal; they were
more a land people, compelled by Persians to become a naval people” (Thuc.7.21.3). Athenian

anxiety over its naval power stems from aristocratic fears of foregoing its tradition as a hoplite,

of Ajax’s sword, she focuses more on its performative and epic aspects; I view the sword as the
symbol of Athenian imperial initiation.

222 Sailing and expeditions in general were viewed suspiciously. Ships in Homer indicate war,
and are often at the mercy of vengeful deities. Hesiod writes that the just 6dA\ovoty 6™ dyaboict
dapmepég: ovd” Emi vdv /vicoovtat, Kopmov 6& pépet (eidmpog dpovpa. (Hes.Op.236-7)
“flourish continually with good things, and do not travel on ships, for the grain-giving earth
bears them fruit,” and he views shipbuilding as the end of agricultural independence. In
Persians, David Rosenbloom (1995: 95-8) argues that Athenians of the aristocratic, hoplite order
were wary of the new trireme power that their democratic polis had acquired. He argues that the
fleet “was a source of anxiety to Aeschylus both as a citizen and as a poet,” since “naval power
was foreign to (Athenian) civic tradition.”

223 Rosenbloom (1995) also cites Plato who refers to the Athenian fleet as “a base imitation of
the enemy” (Leg.705c9-d1).
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infantry based society in favor of the relatively new concept of isonomia and enfranchising the
demos. In this way, the Ajax myth offers a tale amenable to Athenian political apprehensions.
Accordingly, in order to confront the Persian Empire, Athens assumed a facet of that Empire, a
massive fleet, which facilitated its transformation into the kind of despotic force it once fought
against. In this way, Ajax’s soliloquy on time and the alternation principle, triggered by his
reflection on receiving Hector’s sword from his own heroic past, provides an epic model for
contemporary Athens, and suggests that the alternation principle also operates in the arc of
Athenian history.

Events from the Iliad and the Ajax coalesce in the sword in a way that Ajax cannot
accept. The sword was an object of warrior-honor spoiled by time and by his own hand —the gift
of an enemy that was really no gift. Like Ajax, the sword is a relic of an epic past no longer
viable in the new world of devalued warrior values, a world in which Odysseus receives honor
over the second best of the Achaeans, a world of flux, and of yielding. Thus, thematically, the
sword conveys time’s corruptive power through its tangible presence and bridges what Ajax
conceives as the honorable souvenir of a cessation of hostilities in the Iliad to the inescapable
reality that he experiences on the Athenian stage.

In the Trugrede, the “deception speech,” Ajax understands that he is not immune to the
cosmic principle of alternation. Recalling his duel with Hector, he sees alternation at work in his
own epic biography, when in hostility he entered into single combat only to depart in amity with
a guest-gift, the sword with which he now ends his life. Now the sword is a memento of his
former status. Ajax, once the honorable bulwark and greatest defender of the Achaeans, has now
plotted murder against his Greek comrades under the cover of night. Contemplating his

ownership of Hector’s sword spurs his comments:
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GAL" €0t aANONG 1 PpotdV Tapouia,
EXOpdV Adwpa ddPA KOVK OVIGLLLAL.
ToLyap TO Aomov eicdpecta pev Beoig
glkey, pobnoouecta 6’ Atpeidag oéPev.
dpyoviég gioty, OGO vmeTéOV. TL U V;
Koi yOp T 0£va Kol T0 KApTEPDTOTOL
TIWOAG VTeiket:

True is men’s proverb,

that the gifts of enemies are no gifts and bring no benefit.
Therefore we shall know in future to yield to the gods,

and we shall learn to reverence the sons of Atreus.

They are rulers, so one ought to yield- of course one ought.
For even things that are terrible and very strong

yield to what is held in honor. (664-70)

In Ajax’s “deception speech,” his newfound acquiescence to the alternation principle rouses
justified skepticism as does his resolve to live. Whether Tecmessa has persuaded Ajax, and he
has accepted sophrosyne, or whether Ajax is deceiving us, when he appears outside of his tent at
this moment, he counters an audience expectation of his death, and instead says,

amoavd’ O pokpog Kavapiduntog ypovog
QUEL T donAa Kol QovEVTH KPOTTETOL:
KoUK €01 Gelmtov o0dEV, GAN™ aAloKeTOL
YD OEVOG OPKOG Y0l TEPIOKEAETG PPEVEG.
KAy® yap, 0¢ T deiv’ Ekaptépouy TOTE,
Baoij cidnpog idc £OMAVLVONY oTdLO
POG THodE THG YLVAIKOC.

Long and immeasurable time brings forth all things
that are obscure and when they have come to light
hides them again; there is nothing that is beyond
expectation, but even the terrible oath falls into time’s
power, and minds which are too strict. For even I,

who at the time was so terribly firm, like iron
hardened by dipping, have been softened like a woman
in my speech...(646-51)
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For Ajax, time’s elemental aspect discloses and nullifies mankind’s feeble pretense to
permanence—it renders the mortal oath useless, and causes intractable minds to fall, even turning
Ajax into a softened iron implement.

Here, Ajax presents two ideas. First, while time generates the cosmic cycle for mankind,
it degrades the quality of each generation. This idea comes close to the Hesiodic conception of
the universe, that is, the decline of the diminishing ages of man. In fact, Ajax deploys a
metallurgic simile to instantiate how time has corrupted his character, he has become “like iron
(cidnpog) hardened by dipping,” like Hesiod’s yévog o1dmpeov (176). In the ages of mankind’s
degeneration, Ajax straddles the interval between the heroic and the iron —the age of the Trojan
War and the current age of man, Hesiod’s fifth generation. Evoking the idea of this iron
generation at 651, Ajax comments on the bleak state of human existence which he has become a
part in his failed attempt to murder Greek compatriots. Second, the simile of iron’s corruptibility
funnels our attention to Ajax’s sword. Despite the fact that Homeric weapons were made of
bronze, Sophocles has referred to Ajax’s sword as “iron” at line 147 where the chorus refer to the
aifovi c1oMpe “glittering iron” which Ajax uses to kill the flocks. When Ajax follows the
softened iron description with his intention to “hide his sword” and “dig in the ground,” and
comments how acquiring his sword was the start of his problems, we can trace how Ajax’s
allegedly weakened “iron” will links to his comments on Hector’s sword, which he now realizes
was no true gift.

Ajax’s deception speech shares other similarities with Hesiod’s description of the fifth
generation of men, the yévog cidmpeov in the Works and Days. Treating the Golden, Silver,
Bronze, and the Heroic, Hesiod regretfully describes his own age:

UNKET EMELT” DOEAAOV €YD TEUTTOIGL PETETVOL
avopdotv, AL’ 1| Tpdcbe Baveiv 1 Enerta yevésOan.
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VOV yaip 81} Yévog £6Ti 6181 peov: 00dE moT” Tpap

TaovTol KOUAToL Kol 000G, 00dE TL VOKTOP

@BepopeVoL. YoAeTag 08 B0l dDCOVGL pEPipvVaG:

Would that I were not then among the fifth men,

but either dead earlier or born later!

For now it is a race of iron; and they will never cease

from toil and misery by day or night,

in constant distress, and the gods will give them harsh troubles. (174-8)
Focusing on the deterioration of social bonds, Hesiod’s description suggests a temperament
similar to Ajax’s exposition on time. Yet, where Hesiod rues his current membership in the iron
age, Ajax distances this as an eventuality from his current state by employing the future tense to
describe an existence not yet realized,

therefore we shall know in the future to yield to the gods,

and we shall learn to reverence the sons of Atreus...

how shall we not learn good sense? | shall; for at this late hour

I understand that our enemy is to be hated only to the extent

that he will later become our friend, while as far as a friend is concerned

I shall want to serve and help him only so far, believing that he will not

always remain so.
For the audience, the proliferation of the future tense marks Ajax’s speech with an unexpected,
yet unclear tinge of hope. Contrary to even the oldest variant of his myth’s trajectory, it seems
Ajax may actually avoid death. However, the future tenses may not intend to mislead but to
create temporal distance for an Ajax who understands that his existence has changed. The Iliadic
Ajax of aidos, the greatest friend and defender of the Achaeans is also the Sophoclean Ajax, the
most hated Greek who attempted to kill the Achaeans. Ajax realizes that he has become an
unwilling player in the incessant dance of cosmic alternation.

Moreover, Ajax’s realization arises from an epiphanic moment with Hector’s sword, as

indeed in it is the most physically present and tangible object that he discusses in his exegesis on

cosmic alternation. Ajax is caught in a transitional period, caught between the final moments of
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the age of heroes and the advent of the age of iron. The audience is explicitly disabused of any
notion that Ajax intends to live when it witnesses Ajax’s suicide on stage. What Ajax says
concerning his intention to understand sophrosune, and to accept that bonds of comradeship and
friendship will ultimately yield to hostility, receives the starkest rebuttal in the form of his
suicide; Ajax will not live.

A key to understanding the deception speech follows from the way Ajax understands his
epic past. Ajax zeroes in on the moment when he exchanged weapons with Hector in the Iliad,
understanding this point as the moment when his fortune plummeted and when either he or
Hector ought to have perished by the other’s hand:

gyo yop &€ oD yeipi DT £5eEhpmy
nap’ "Extopog ddpnua SUGHEVESTATOV,

oUTm T1L KeGVOV Eoyov Apyeiwv Tapa.

For ever since | received it in my hand as a gift from Hector, my worst
enemy, | have never had any good from the Argives (661-3)

That he possesses his enemy’s sword as a token of friendship, reveals the moment of
compromise that led to the corruption of Ajax’s intractable nature. He understands that the
alternation principle affected him when he took Hector’s sword. Accordingly, by planting
Hector’s sword in the Trojan beach, Ajax kills himself in a manner seeking to compensate for
this error —with hilt buried in the earth. Perhaps Ajax envisions Hector receiving back his sword,
holding it beneath the earth as Ajax falls on it.

Recalling the weapon exchange with Hector, Ajax remembers the moment when his
warrior fortunes began to turn. That encounter set in motion a series of events responsible for his
contemporary humiliation. When the Athenian audience witness Ajax recall this personal
moment of recent history, by analogy, it is invited to consider its own recent “epicized” past. The

chorus’ concerted emphasis on Ajax’s Salaminian identity (134), together with his and the
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Salaminian sailors’ ancestral ties to Athens, casts Ajax’s recollection of his epic past as an

Athenian reflecting on their recent past. For example, when Tecmessa first addresses the

Salaminian chorus she laments,

vaog dpmyol thg Alavtoc,

veveds y0oviov an’ ‘Epeyfeddv,
&xopev oTovaydg ol kndouevot
100 Telapdvog TAdOev oficov.

Crew of Ajax’s ship, men of the race descended from the earth-born line
of Erechtheus, we have cause to walil,
we who care for the house of Telamon. (Aj.201-4)

Erechtheus, the autochthonous ancient king and founder of the Athenian polis, is ancestral father

to Ajax’s crew. Tecmessa has, in effect, elided the distinction between Salaminian and Athenian.

By calling them the “men of the race descended from the earth-born line of Erechtheus” she

aligns them with the Athenian viewership, and her collective appeal that “we have cause to walil,

we who care for the house of Telamon,” echoes beyond the stage.

Moreover, Ajax utters his final words to praise “divine” Salamis in connection with

“famous” Athens,

O Qéyyos, O Yiig iepov oikelog médov
Talapivog, & Tatpdov Eotiag BOpov
KAewvai T AOfjvar Kail 10 VUVTPOPOV YEVOS
kpfivai te motopol 07 oide, kai td Tpwika
nedio TPocod®, yaipet’, & TPofig &poi:
000" vuiv Alag todmog Hotatov Oposd,

0 0" AL €v A1d0V TOIC KAT® podncouat.

Oh light, oh holy soil of my native Salamis, oh foundation
of my father’s hearth, and famous Athens, and the race
that has grown up with me, these springs and rivers,

and the Trojan plains I call on, farewell, my nurses;

this is the last word that Ajax speaks to you; the rest |

shall say in the House of Hades to those below. (Aj.859-65)
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With his last words Ajax beatifies the “holy (iepov) earth of Salamis” in tandem with “famous
(kleinai) Athens.” Salamis’ soil is a light, a éyyog, and that light extends to Athens, bestowing
upon it an anachronistic fame for Ajax’s time. We have heard similar language from Ajax
before. When waxing on the inevitability of the cosmic cycle, he comments

g€lotatol 0& VOKTOG aiovg KOKAOG
T AevKoTOA® PEYYog MUEPQ PAEYEWY (A]. 672-3)

the eternal rotation of the night withdraws
for day with its white horses to kindle its light.

As noted earlier, this line is strikingly similar to the appearance of dawn right before the battle of
Salamis in Aeschylus’ Persians, when the Greeks begin their paean of war, and Salamis island
curiously echoes back its assent,

énel ye pévrol Aevkémmiog Nuépa

TAGAV KATECKE YOIV EVQPEYYNGS 1OETY,

Tp®dTOV HEV NI kéAadog EAMvav Ttapa

LOATN OOV noenunoev, 8pbov & dua

avnAdrace violdTIO0C TETPAG

Nyo:

But, when Day with her white horses spread her

brilliant light over all the earth, first of all there

rang out loudly a joyful song from the Greeks, and

simultaneously the echo of it resounded back from the

cliffs of the island. (Pers.386-91)
As | remarked earlier, scholars have linked Ajax’s light (€yyog) to the AevkomwAog uépa
which brings “brilliant light” (ed@eyync) in Persians. When Ajax echoes this Aeschylean line,
tied as it is to Daylight’s arrival on the morning of the battle of Salamis, and proclaims Salamis
island as @£yyoc, he links his final moment from the epic past to Athens’ future moment of fame
at Salamis. In a type of refracted allusion, Ajax’s final address to Salamis as a @€yyoc, and yfig

iepoOv oikelag médov Taiapivog in his play, embeds himself as the possible source of the echo to

the Greek paean in Aeschylus’ drama.
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Besides the word ¢éyyog, Ajax employs diction connecting his final words to the battle of
Salamis. Invoking Salamis island as @ yfic iepov oikeiag médov, “Oh holy soil of my native land,”
Ajax uses the adjective iepdg, “holy,” “consecrated,” or “filled with divine power,” to address his
native country. Jebb notes that iepdg is the “epithet given to cities for their toMocobyot,” or
“eponymous heroes dwelling in the city,” and that “Ajax refers especially to Zeus and the
Aiakidai,” when he speaks & matpdov £otiog PaOpov, “oh foundation of my father’s hearth”
(Jebb 1907: 859). Further, the vocative phrase @ iepov nédov Zaiapivoc, while employing a
different adjective, evokes the Pythia’s second response to the Athenians in Herodotus, when she
proclaims Salamis to be & 0sin Taiauic, “Oh divine Salamis” (Hdt.7.143).224 Accordingly,
Salamis’ holiness in the Ajax derives from a salvific link to Greek victory in 480 originating in
its cultic ties to Zeus, Ajax, and the Aiakidai, when Ajax proclaims its sacredness aloud on the
Athenian stage.

Moreover, the vocative sequence connecting “holy Salamis,” to the BédOpov “foundation”
of Ajax’s ancestors, to famous Athens and its race, and to the Trojan plain, weaves together
elements of the epic past with Athens’ recent past. When Ajax names Athens, kAewvai t” ABfjvar,

“famous Athens,” he speaks as a semi-divine being from the standpoint of the epic past in which

224 This passage also serves as Herodotus’ formal introduction to Themistocles, who correctly
interprets the oracle for Athens:

NV 82 TV TIc AOMvainv aviyp ¢ TPATOVS VEOGTL TaPIdV, TG oBvoua HEV v OecTokAENG, TG
8¢ NeoxAéog kodéeto. oDTOg VNP 0VK &N Tdv OpODS TOVG YPNGLOAGYOVS SVUPEALesOar,
Léymv To168e: €1 &g AOnvaiovg eiye O Emog eipnuévoy ddvime, ovk dv obTm v dokésty fming
ypNoOfjval, GAAL OSe ‘® oyetAin Zolopic’ dvii Tod ‘® Oein Tatapic,” £l mép ye Euedhov oi
OIKNTOPEC AUQ AT TEAEVTNGEWY.

Now there was a certain Athenian, by name and title Themistocles son of Neocles, who had
lately risen to be among their chief men. He claimed that the readers of oracles had incorrectly
interpreted the whole of the oracle and reasoned that if the verse really pertained to the
Athenians, it would have been formulated in less mild language, calling Salamis “cruel” rather
than “divine ” seeing that its inhabitants were to perish. (Hdt.7.143.1)
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Athens is not yet k\ewai, and portends its fame in an oracle-like manner. Kiewai was, however,
a common epithet for Athens in the mid fifth century, especially in connection with its leading
role at the battle of Salamis, and its appearance here may be an allusion to a fragment of Pindar
which states,

Q tai Mmapai koi iootépavot kai doidiot

‘EALGO0g Eperopa, Khewval ABGvo,

dapoviov troriebpov.

Oh gleaming and violet-crowned and celebrated in song,

bulwark of Greece, famous Athens,

divine city. (Pi. fr.76)
These lines were famous at Athens and were frequently alluded to in tragedy.??® Yet, while the
Ajax evokes kiewvai ABavou of the Pindaric fragment, its allusion cues us to the preceding phrase
in Pindar’s line: 'EALGSOG Epeiopa, the “bulwark of Greece.” The word £petopa is synonymous
with &pkog and each is applied metaphorically to the protective identity of a hero.??® Further,
Pindar praises Athens as the “bulwark of Greece” for its leading role in the battle of Salamis and
its victory that protected Greece’s political freedom. Thus, when the Ajax alludes to kiewai
Abdvan it also evokes Athens as the ‘EALGdoc Epeiopa, an epicized designation in imitation of
Ajax’s epithet in the Iliad. In sum, Ajax’s final words recall the future moment of Athenian
victory in which he and Athens share a common epithet for their protective service to Greece.

The Sophoclean Ajax evokes the battle of Salamis in Persians in order to invite the

Athens of the mid-fifth century to contrast its current imperial management with its foundational

identity, established with victory at Salamis in 480BCE. The Ajax facilitates a triangulation in

225 Especially in Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus at lines 54-8.

226 CF. Pi. 0.2.6-6: Onpova 8¢ tetpaopiog Eveka vikapopov / yeymvntéov, dmt Sikatov E&vav,
épewop’ Akpayavrog “Theron who is just in his regard for guests, / and is the bulwark of
Acragas, the bulwark of the city.”
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perspective in which figures of the epic past such as Ajax look to the future moment of Athenian
fame at the battle of Salamis, while the Athenian audience in the current moment of the theater

of Dionysus look to that battle as a moment of their recent epic past.

Conclusion

Considered to be the “maintenance and development of its mental infrastructure,” tragedy
allowed Athens to consider problematic political and social issues filtered through the safe
medium of performative myth (Meier 1993: 4).2" The Ajax, however, provided Athens with a
unique interpretative nexus, as it depicted the downfall and rehabilitation of an adopted hero
which it appropriated in service to its imperial foundations. As the native son of Salamis —island
of Ajax’s birth and locale of Athens’ most prestigious naval victory —Ajax carries connotations
for Athens’ former military exploits, particularly as an avatar for Athens’ salvific feat for Greece
in the straits of Salamis. Thus, he is imbued both with historical and epic implications when he
appears on stage in the 440s.

The Ajax is a play about the disparity of identity over time. On stage, Ajax distinguishes
his existence from his former self in the Iliad, identifying the moment he exchanged weapons
with Hector as his life’s turning point —when he faced his enemy, and received his sword, the
source of his present troubles. Ajax then kills himself, incorporating the sword into his body, and
becoming a point of contention to be discussed among Greeks. In this way, Athens aligns itself
with Ajax and understands that its civic identity has also altered through time. Founded on the

principle of Panhellenic liberation, Athenian civic identity must synthesize the disparate idea that

168



the acquisition of its naval fleet in service to Panhellenic victory against Persian domination was
the catalyst for its transformation into empire. The Ajax allows Athens to incorporate these
dissonant ideas. Accordingly, the Ajax can be read as a way for Athens to problematize shifting
civic values and to incorporate that problematization into a civic identity based on the exemplum
of Ajax.

Accordingly, the arc of Ajax’s story can be paralleled to the arc of Athenian history —the
bulwark of the Achaeans has now attempted to slaughter the Achaeans, while the defender of
Greek liberty is now the enslaver of Hellas. In this way, the Ajax allows its audience to
reexamine the formative event of Athenian imperialism, the battle of Salamis, through Ajax’s

deluded slaughter of cattle, his final moments, and suicide, and of a dishonored Homeric warrior.
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Appendix 1

Simonides fr. 11W? Plataea poem, reconstructed and translated by M. L. West

ni[oé] o.[ oL & fipureg, mg Ote TEVKNV
1] witov év Po[oot’ obpeog oiomdLoV

vAotopoL Tap[voot
TOAAOV O fipdo[

7N péya mévo]og Aadv [Enédhofe moAAd & Etinwmy,
kot peta [atpdkiov 6™ dfyyel kpdmoav Evi.

oV oM Tig 6~ &€d]dpacoey £p[nuéplog Ppotoc adTdc
AL O’ AmoAL]wvog yepi [tumeig £daung.

[MaArag & €yyv]g éodoa me[puchess dot[v KGO ey
ovv 8" “Hpn, [Ip]idpov mousi y[orent]op[evar

gvex’ AleEa]vopoto kakoep[ovo]g, mg TOV [dAtrtpdv
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strfuck you... and you fell, as when a larch]
or pine-tree in the [lonely mountain] glades

is felled by woodcutters...
and much...

[A great grief seized] the war-host; [much they honored you,]
[and with Patr]oclus’ [ashes mingled yours.]

[It was no ordinary mortal] laid you low,
[‘twas by Apoll]o’s [hand that you were struck.]

[Athena] was at[hand, and smote the famous tjow[n]
[with Hera; they were wro]th with Priam’s sons

[because of PJaris’ wickedness. The car of God’s
Justice o’ertakes [the sinner in the end.]

[And so] the valiant Danaans, [best of war]iors,
sacked the much-sung-of city, and came [home;]

[and they] are bathed in fame that cannot die, by grace
[of one who from the dark-] tressed Muses had

the tru[th entire,] and made the heroes’ short-lived race
a theme familiar to young men.

[But] now farewell, [thou son] of goddess glorious,
[daughter] of Nereus of the sea, while |

[now summon] thee, i[llustriou]s Muse, to support,
[if thou hast any thought] for men who pray:

[fit ou]t, as is thy wont, this [grat]eful song-a[rray]
[of mi]ne, so that rem[embrance is preserved]

of those who held the line for Spart[a and for Greece,]
[that none should see] the da[y of slavery.]

They kept their co[urage, and their fame rose] heaven-high;
[their glory in] the world [will] never die.

[From Eu]rotas and from [Sparta’s] town they [marched,]
accompanied by Zeus’ horsemaster sons,

[the Tyndarid] Heroes, and by Menelaus’ strength,
[those doughty] captains [of their fath]er’s folk,

led forth by [great Cleo]mbrotus’ most noble [son,]

...Pausanias.

[They quickly reached the Isthmus] and the famous land
of Corinth, the [furthest bounds] of Pelops’ [isle,]

[and Megara, NJisus’ [ancient] city, where the r[est]
[then joined the army from] the country round.

[Again they marched, the ome]ns giving confidence,
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[and soon they reached Eleusis’] lovely plain,
driving [the Persians from Pan]dion’s [land, by help]
of that most godlike se[er, the lamid.
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Appendix 2

Eion Epigram I11 (transmitted in Aeschines In Ctes. 185), translated by H. A. Shapiro

&k mote Thode moAnog Gu’ Atpeidnot MevesBevg
nyeiro (absov Tpwkodv ap mediov,

6v o0’ "Ounpog Epn Aavadv TOKo YOAKOYLITOVOV
Koountipa pwdymg EEoyov dvopa LOAETY.

oUTmG 0008V dekeg ABnvaiolst KaAeicOan
KOGUNTOG TOAEUOV T AL KOl VOPENC.

Once from this city Menestheus, together with the sons of
Atreus,

Led his men to the divine Trojan plain;

Menestheus, who Homer said was an outstanding marshaller of
battle (kosmeter)

Among the well-armored Achaeans who came to Troy.

Thus there is nothing unseemly for the Athenians to be called

Marshallers (kosmetai), both of war and manly prowess. (trs. H.A. Shapiro)
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