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Abstract
This investigation centers on the forgotten figures, three Sophoclean women who
exist largely in the margins of scholarship on Greek tragedy and who are often
underutilized in adaptations. For instance, Judith Butler, Hegel, and Jean Racine
each overlook them. These women, Tecmessa, Chrysothemis, and Ismene, have
much in common. They were all royal at one time, have vital rhetorical functions,
such as increasing pity and fear in the spectator and balancing the arguments of
the protagonist and/or antagonist, and they ultimately disappear from their play or
become mute characters, often without explanation or reference.

As a result of hierarchical bias toward tragic heroes, which is inherently
patriarchal, the quieter battles of the forgotten figures against gender inequality,
slavery, and psychological trauma are missed and gender norms and class
structure are reinforced. This study follows the example of feminist Adrienne
Rich, who suggests re-reading canonical plays from a feminist point of view in
order to challenge patriarchy and identify missed opportunities to discuss the
merits of female characters. In doing so, the forgotten figures are shown to not
only be rhetorically significant in Sophocles’ plays and adaptations, but to be a
necessary element of the tragic structure through their increase of pity and fear in
spectators and through their ability to highlight tragic heroes, the main conflict,
and contemporary societal concerns, such as psychoanalysis, gender equality, and
expressionism.

ii

Adding supporting characters, like the forgotten figures, into a contemporary
tragic structure is essential to align it with current interests in supporting
characters, alternate narratives, and ensemble casts as illustrated by John Higgs’
Stranger Than We Can Imagine: An Alternative History of the 20th Century and
Jeremy Rosen’s Minor Characters Have Their Day: Genre and the Contemporary
Literary Marketplace. Such a study will benefit performance, historiography,
adaptation, classical Greek, military, gender, general theatre, and psychology
studies. The forgotten figures are given precedence in this study in the hope that
doing so challenges the dominant narrative, which believes that major characters
are more significant than supporting characters, and ultimately lead others to do
the same.
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Introduction
Forgotten but Not Lost: Reconstructing the Rhetorical Functions of
History’s Least Favorite Sophoclean Women
The study of appropriations in an academic context has in part been
spurred on by the recognized ability of adaptation to respond or write back
to an informing original from a new or revised political and cultural
position, and by the capacity of appropriations to highlight troubling gaps,
absences, and silences within the canonical texts to which they refer.
–Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation1
The abundance of scholarly work on Athenian Tragedy examines tragic
heroes from Oedipus to Medea. Investigations of tragic rhetoric range from
antithesis and thesis to the double bind and from Aristotle on the parts of tragedy
to Judith Butler on proto-feminism. Much of the discussion generally focusses on
the main characters, the protagonist and the antagonist. Infrequent exceptions
have studied the function of the chorus and anonymous characters.2 The leading
topics of interest of scholars who focus exclusively on Sophocles’ extant body of
work are tragic heroes like Oedipus, Electra, and Philoctetes, which causes the
rhetorical function of tragedy to be considered primarily from their point of view.
Yet, there are supporting characters obscured by the protagonists’ shadows and
largely left to be forgotten by adaptors, critics, and theorists. These “forgotten
figures” need to be brought into the discussion because of their seldom recognized
influence on pity and fear within the tragic form in both modern and ancient,
specifically Aristotelian, contexts.

1
2

Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation (New York: Routledge, 2006), 98.
Stephen Esposito, “The Changing Roles of the Sophoclean Chorus” (Arion 4, no. 1: Spring 1996), 85-114;
Florence Yoon, The Use of Anonymous Characters in Greek Tragedy: The Shaping of Heroes (Leiden,
Holland: Brill, 2012).
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Forgotten Figures: The Rhetorical Function of Tecmessa, Chrysothemis, and Ismene in
Tragedies of Sophocles and Selected Adaptations

This project began as a dramaturgical task for Downing Cless’s production
of Oedipus & Antigone at Tufts University in the Summer of 2011 to develop
biographies and stakes for each of the characters in Sophocles’ Antigone. Quickly
I realized that very little has been written about Ismene’s rhetorical function or
her outcome at the end the tragedy. A close reading of the text then revealed that
not only does Ismene have an unclear fate, but when she disappears halfway
through the play she is never even referenced by the other characters again. As a
college educated woman of mixed race background (Native American (Choctaw)
and Caucasian descent), who generally reads as a white, cis-gendered female, I
was drawn to her story. Born the youngest of five half-siblings, both agnate and
uterine, I was sympathetic to the struggles of being overlooked, forced into the
shadows of others, and undervalued. Additionally, my father’s post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) stemming from his experiences as a Vietnam War veteran
further informed my interest in those forgotten figures and their depiction in
classical Greek tragedies like those examined throughout this dissertation.
Forging this connection with Ismene, I resolved to discover if such patterns of
marginalized characters in ancient Greek tragedy were repeated in the extant
texts, especially the work of Sophocles. Through this search, I recognized
similarities in the treatment of Chrysothemis from his Electra and Tecmessa from
his Ajax. The silencing of these three women in Sophocles’ plays and frequently
in later adaptations deserves more exploration than it has received from scholars
and theatre critics focusing on these works. My project aims to correct this
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omission by exploring the rhetorical functions of these forgotten figures, as well
as their place within the tragic form.
While Ismene in Antigone, Chrysothemis in Electra, and Tecmessa in Ajax
are each Sophoclean supporting characters who have been historically overlooked
by critics and adaptors, they have more in common than their relative invisibility.
These “forgotten figures” can be defined as comparatively invisible characters
that are personally impacted by the outcome of the tragedy because their lives or
physical safety are tied to the dramatic events. They either are, or were once,
royalty, are related to the main tragic figure(s) either by blood or carnal bond, and
spend a significant amount of time onstage. More importantly, they serve vital
rhetorical functions, such as supporting or refuting the arguments of the
protagonist and/or antagonist, resulting in a balancing of the two sides and the
creation of an opportunity for the audience to assume the role of adjudicator.
These figures ultimately disappear from the script or are relegated to silent
character status in the midst of the action, at crucial moments in their lives, and
often without explanation.
As a result of critics and theorists like Judith Butler, Hegel, George
Steiner, and Mary R. Lefkowitz reinforcing a hierarchy which favors major
characters, by overlooking the forgotten figures, and of many adaptors of
Sophocles allowing these silences to be perpetuated in their adaptations, the
quieter battles of the forgotten figures against gender inequality, slavery, and
traumatic upbringings are missed and gender norms and social/economic
hierarchies are reinforced. It is here argued that the forgotten figures show how
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the tragic form can be used to challenge the status quo by highlighting these
concerns. Furthermore, reconstructing the rhetorical functions of Ismene,
Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa, in Sophocles’ originals as well as in selected
adaptations, allows for a glimpse into the moments that produced these plays in
ways that their lead counterparts cannot provide.
The forgotten figures are the epitome of quiet activism, the kind where
something as simple as being friendly to a refugee family can make a political
statement, and they exemplify both the latest developments in psychology and
gender studies and the growing call for re-casting supporting characters in lead
roles, such as in Tom Stoppard’s 1966 Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead.3
Moreover, the forgotten figures exemplify an overlooked element of Sophoclean
tragic form, specifically, and Aristotelian tragic form, in general; the supporting
character. It is because of this traditional overlooking of supporting characters in
tragedies that a new tragic formula must ultimately be considered. Adding
supporting characters, like the forgotten figures, into a contemporary tragic
structure would align it with the current interest in supporting characters,
ensemble casts, and alternate narratives or “spin-offs,” as illustrated by John
Higgs in Stranger Than We Can Imagine: An Alternative History of the 20th
Century and Jeremy Rosen in Minor Characters Have Their Day: Genre and the
Contemporary Literary Marketplace.

3

Laura Pottinger, "Planting the Seeds of a Quiet Activism," Wiley Online Library, December 11,
2016, abstract, accessed April 27, 2017, doi:10.1111/area.12318. Pottinger defines quiet activism as
“small, everyday, embodied acts, often of making and creating, that can be either implicitly or explicitly
political in nature.”

4

Referring to characters as “major” and “minor” reinforces the hierarchies
that contribute to the marginalization of the characters my project investigates.
Forgotten figures are still not the common focus of scholars, but this project aims
to shed light on how and why they should be studied in greater depth. Examining
the rhetorical function of the forgotten figures, Ismene, Chrysothemis, and
Tecmessa, will disrupt the popular perceptions of the tragic formula and introduce
the problems of centering privileged characters as opposed to marginalized
characters in analyzing tragedy as a form. This project aims to inspire others to do
likewise with other “minor,” marginal, mute, or generally supportive characters.
They have long been overshadowed, but to those looking to the future, they will
never be wholly forgotten.
Additionally, by discussing the abilities of the forgotten figures to perform
quiet moments of activism, which, as Morgan Gardner explains in Linking
Activism: Ecology, Social Justice, and Education for Social Change, involves
“the skills of trust, empathy, respect, listening, and authenticity [which] can be
overlooked or under-valued within mainstream notions of activism.”4 By
investigating how the forgotten figures use quiet activism, it is possible to see
how even small actions have the possibility of making the world a better, safer,
fairer place to live. While big political statements like attending rallies, picketing
establishments, and making speeches to large crowds are worthwhile and
praiseworthy, smaller acts of protest can be just as important to creating change.

4

Morgan Gardner, Linking Activism: Ecology, Social Justice, and Education for Social Change (New York,
NY: Routledge, 2013), 201.
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Something as simple as writing a Twitter or Facebook post supporting a
certain cause, researching companies in order to determine whether to support
their establishment, buying organic, or befriending an asylum seeker can make a
political statement. Ultimately, these small ripples can then cause big waves when
others join in. The forgotten figures cause smaller ripples like these in their
tragedies and though they never personally cause any change, it can be argued
that the attempt is what matters most. If people stopped trying to change the world
just because a few people failed in doing so, nothing would ever change.

Defining a Term
It is important to differentiate between the forgotten figures being
silenced, here referring to their opening loquaciousness and eventual muffling,
and the academic term “silent characters.” Only three actors were allowed onstage
in ancient Greece.5 If a fourth character needed to speak, then a non-speaking
supernumerary would silently stand in place of one of the main three actors, while
the speaking actor would become the character needing to speak.6 This stand-in is
often referred to as a “silent character” by academics. The forgotten figures are at
times “silent characters,” but they are also silenced characters. Tecmessa, for
example, would become a “silent character” at line 1168 of Ajax so that
Agamemnon, Odysseus, and Theseus can speak, but she is ultimately silenced

5

Aristotle, On Poetics, trans. Seth Benardete and Michael Davis (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press,
2002), 13-14; Horace states the same in Ars Poetica [Horace: Satires, Epistles, and Ars Poetica, trans.
H. Rushton Fairclough (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), 445]. There are scholars who
believe that there was never an actual rule about the number of speaking actors onstage, such as Kelley
Rees and Alfred Cary Schlesinger, who even declares the so-called rule “a post-classical invention,” but
whether or not there was a rule is not the subject of this inquiry.
6
P. E. Easterling and Bernard M. W. Knox, Greek Drama, vol. 1, The Cambridge History of Classical
Literature, Greek Literature (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 22-23.
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long before this when Sophocles turns her mute at line 973, even though there
were speaking actors available to play her. This means that she, and similarly
Ismene and Chrysothemis, was silenced and ultimately forgotten in Sophocles’
play because she never again interacts with another character.
In the same vein, a character may be mute but not necessarily a forgotten
figure. In Sophocles’ Electra, Pylades is invariably onstage when Orestes is, but
has no lines and therefore serves no rhetorical function, so he is not a forgotten
figure. In contrast, Tecmessa stands mutely at the end of Sophocles’ Ajax, but had
been communicating eloquently prior to this, so she is rhetorically significant.
Incidentally, the moment of transformation from speaking to silent is crucial in
understanding the politics of the forgotten figures’ silencing.
Notably, a forgotten figure does not exist in every surviving Greek
tragedy, but can be found in three out of Sophocles’ extant seven (Ajax, Electra,
and Antigone). In addition, in his Oedipus at Colonus, Ismene possesses many of
the necessary traits of the forgotten figure, such as her familial connection to the
protagonist and antagonist, her personal stake in the outcome of the story, and the
fact that she is silenced in the last third of the play. Ultimately though, Ismene
does not serve a vital rhetorical function beyond that of an expositor, something
that Creon and Eteocles also do. The similarities of three characters in three
separate surviving tragedies by Sophocles, and a comparable fourth in Oedipus at
Colonus, cannot be ignored.

7

Exclusively Sophocles
The forgotten figure does not appear to exist in the surviving tragedies of
Aeschylus or Euripides, though some of Aeschylus’ plays do have similar
characters. Cassandra in Agamemnon and Orestes in The Eumenides are
analogous to Ismene in Colonus. In the former, Cassandra is a spear-won bride,
like Tecmessa, that Agamemnon brings home, even though he has a wife,
Clytemnestra. In revenge for both sacrificing their daughter Iphigenia, in return
for good weather to aid their ships in the Trojan War, and for bringing home
another woman, Clytemnestra murders Agamemnon. In The Eumenides, Orestes,
a child of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, had previously avenged his father by
murdering his mother and is now being prosecuted by the Furies on behalf of
Clytemnestra’s spirit for the sin of matricide.
Cassandra and Orestes are silent for substantial periods of time, their
safety is tied to the dramatic events, and they are intimately connected to the
protagonist, Cassandra by carnal bond and Orestes by actually being the
protagonist. Nonetheless, they do not disappear from their plays without
explanation or a conclusion to their stories, nor do they provide counter
arguments to the protagonist or antagonist. At first glance it may seem as if
Orestes fulfills the latter component, since he is the defendant in a case prosecuted
by the Furies, but his defense is actually being presented by Apollo. Thus, Apollo
is the challenger, not Orestes. The silences of Orestes and Cassandra are also
logical. For instance, when Cassandra first enters, she is silent because she has
just been taken unwillingly from her homeland of Troy as a spear-won concubine
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and has not been addressed, but once she is, she becomes communicative until
killed by Clytemnestra.
In Sophoclean drama, the forgotten figure was generally played by the
third actor, but that actor was utilized differently by Aeschylus and Euripides.7
Aeschylus, though known for adding the second actor, partook of the third actor
once developed by Sophocles.8 He did not, however, use the third actor to make
his lead characters more complex as Sophocles did. Aeschylus’ third actors
instead allowed antagonists to appear onstage and explain their motives
themselves in place of chorus members or other characters doing it for them, as in
Old Tragedy. “Had Agamemnon returned from Troy into Old Tragedy,” explains
H.D.F Kitto, “he would have found Clytemnestra waiting for him behind the
scenes,” as there would have been only two actors.9 Aeschylus’ third actors did
not help to create multifaceted protagonists and antagonists, as the forgotten
figures do, but did aid in verbalizing inner monologue.
By the time that Euripides began writing plays, the use of the third actor
was predominant. However, his third actor was used to provide a melodic and
stylized contrast to the protagonist, rather than to provide character illumination,
as the forgotten figures do. The actor playing the protagonist was required to have
“the greatest flexibility of voice” and “was expected to manage all the meters: the
sung lyrics, the recitative, and the spoken meters,” in order to win the acting prize

7

Rush Rehm, Greek Tragic Theatre (London: Routledge, 2003), 50. There were, however, instances where
they were played by the first or second actor; note Tecmessa in certain scenes of Ajax.
8
H.D.F. Kitto, Greek Tragedy: A Literary Study, anchor books ed. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday &
Company, 1954), 68.
9
Ibid., 69.
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recently available at the City Dionysus.10 This meant that “the second and third
actors were probably given only recitatives and spoken lines.”11 Basically,
deuteragonists and tritagonists, who would have played the forgotten figures,
were the least important elements to Euripides and served a technical, rather than
rhetorical, function.
Sophocles’ third actor reveals the main character from several
perspectives.12 The role allows various supporting characters to essentially work
together to assemble the psychological puzzle that is the protagonist. Sophocles is
the only ancient Greek tragedian to use them in such a fashion. While Kitto
describes the Sophoclean third actor as though all characters played by them
function in the same respect to accomplish this, in truth the forgotten figures go
even deeper. They do not merely provide a public perspective of the protagonist
as any herdsman or messenger could do. They are intimately involved in the life
of the main characters and know them better than anyone else in the play. The
familial connection between Chrysothemis and Electra in Electra, Ismene and
Antigone (as well as Ismene and Creon) in Antigone, and Tecmessa and Ajax in
Ajax, displays an intimate portrait that no anonymous character or friend of the
family could paint. This effectively intensifies the spectator’s pity for the main
character which aids in attaining an Aristotelian catharsis or, in a more general

10

H.M. Roisman and C.A.E. Luschnig, Euripides’ Electra: A Commentary (Norman, OK: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2011), 14; John Gould, Myth, Ritual, Memory, and Exchange: Essays in Greek
Literature and Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 195.
11
Ibid., 14.
12
Kitto, Greek Tragedy: A Literary, 156.
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sense, simply makes the spectator more invested in the character’s tragic
outcome.
In the case of Sophocles’ Electra, hearing from the chorus, which
represents the public, that Electra has been mourning for far too long is not
enough to emphasize her anomalous behavior, according to fifth-century Athenian
standards. Chrysothemis and Electra are both children of the murdered
Agamemnon. They have been through the same ordeal, but Chrysothemis behaves
in a more socially acceptable manner and substantiates the chorus’ claims that
Electra’s continued lamentations are abnormal. Chrysothemis is heartbroken
about her father’s murder but she has moved on; Electra behaves unnaturally by
refusing to. Flouting Athenian customs would not be met with approval by
Sophoclean spectators, but would perhaps increase their pity for Electra’s
situation and their fear that they may encounter a similar circumstance
themselves, which would aid in creating an Aristotelian purgation of emotions at
the conclusion of the tragedy.

Two Sides of One Coin
The forgotten figures allow us as modern readers to understand how
women in fifth-century Athens truly behaved by providing an example of socially
acceptable behavior. The Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Theatre
explains that Thebes, as well as Mycenae and Troy by extension, is a mirroropposite of Athens, where issues surrounding family and community are
discussed for the benefit of the audience but handled incorrectly, as evidenced by
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their tragic outcome.13 This, then, reinforces the status quo, which is that
democracy is best, women should be controlled by men, and slaves should be
subjugated by citizens. In these fictional places, there are outspoken characters
like Antigone and Electra who challenge rulers, but in classical Athens it would
have more likely been pragmatic characters like Ismene and Chrysothemis who
caused change using subtle tactics, such as veiled criticisms. It is not so much
their social position, the fact that they are royal, which affects their effectiveness,
because Antigone is royal and not effective at all, it is that they are quieter, more
respectful. The forgotten figures allow the modern spectator to glimpse the face of
genuine courage in contrast to Sophocles’ fantastic creations, like Electra, thereby
providing a more pragmatic representation of how to affect change under the
oppressive circumstances of that time.
The forgotten figures’ respectful, yet still defiant, influence would only
have been effective if women were in the audience of the City Dionysia, but they
probably were. Sue Blundell states that “on balance the evidence seems to favour
female attendance...”14 On the other hand, even if they were not allowed to attend,
the City Dionysia was such a massive event that it is likely male spectators would
go home and discuss the plays. If they did converse about them, then their female
relatives could have heard about the behavior of Tecmessa, Chrysothemis, and
Ismene. Though it cannot definitively be stated that Sophocles meant to inspire

13

Marianne McDonald and J. Michael Walton, eds. The Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman
Theatre (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 77; Peter D. Arnott also describes
this in his Public and Performance in the Greek Theatre (London: Routledge, 1991), 7-9, 24; The
Ancient Greek and Roman Theatre (New York: Random House, 1971), 17-18; and Arnott, Public and
Performance in the Greek, 9-10.
14
Sue Blundell, Women in Ancient Greece (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 172.
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women to seek greater freedoms, and he probably did not based on further
evidence to be discussed in this project, there is always the possibility that it was
his intention.
Having two characters who react to events in contrasting ways, like the
rash Electra and the more practical Chrysothemis, subsequently creates a balance
that forces the spectator to actively choose who is right and wrong, rather than
being told the answer by Sophocles. For instance, one woman is more
representative of the description of upper-class fifth-century BCE Athenian
women, as described by authors such as Eva C. Keuls and Sue Blundell, and one
women who is more embellished, for instance by breaking mourning laws or
challenging men in public, for dramatic reasons. Tecmessa’s change in Ajax, from
vocal to silent, might indicate that she evolves from her initial exaggerated
construction of a lower-class slave to eventually representing familiar elements of
fifth-century Athenian concubines. Sophocles is known for creating balance with
his characters in this way. Every tragic hero has their hamartia and every
antagonist has their logical argument. As Sophocles’ Antigone illustrates, both
characters are equally right and wrong, both have their supporters and detractors,
and both have equally unhappy outcomes. Greeks, in general, found balance to be
a particularly important aspect of life. Indeed, the phrase “Nothing in Excess” was
even inscribed at the Delphic temple of Apollo.15 In light of the significance of
balance to ancient Greeks, Sophocles could be seen to have intended the forgotten
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Marianne McDonald, The Living Art of Greek Tragedy (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press,
2003), 51.
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figures to balance his tragic heroes, rather than their similarities being a mere
coincidence.

Those Troubling Silences
As Julie Sanders writes in the epigraph, adaptors of canonical works are
increasingly addressing disturbing gaps inherent in them. Contemporary scholars
are likewise filling these cavities with their research. They have begun, in the last
fifteen years especially, to look to the margins and investigate characters that
have, until recently, rarely been focused on. For example, Florence Yoon’s
landmark 2012 book, The Use of Anonymous Characters in Greek Tragedy: The
Shaping of Heroes, examines the importance of figures like The Watchman in
Antigone, a character often mentioned as a modest side note in previous studies,
to the structure of their play as well as their effect on major characters.
Silences need to be confronted. They often indicate that a character’s
voice has been forcefully gagged, leaving them without a channel of expression.
As feminist Adrienne Rich writes, “We need to know the writing of the past, and
know it differently than we have ever known it; not to pass on a tradition but to
break its hold over us.”16 It is the responsibility of new critics and adaptors to
question and interrogate works deemed canonical or traditional in order to
terminate the racism, misogyny, sexism, political oppression, classism,
xenophobia, negligence, or general bias by characters, the author, contemporary

16

Adrienne Rich, Arts of the Possible: Essays and Conversations (New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
2002), 11-12.
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spectators, or all of them combined, continuing to affect today’s spectator or
reader.
Different combinations of these issues can be witnessed in regard to
Ismene, Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa in their respective plays. Tecmessa is a
spear-won concubine, a slave, and there are multiple accounts of xenophobia and
classism mentioned in Ajax before she is rendered silent by Sophocles for the last
third of the play. In particular, Agamemnon displays his prejudice when he
addresses Teucer, the half-brother of Ajax and child of a foreign mother, as:
You, the son of the captive woman…You would have used high words, I
think, and have walked on the tips of your toes if you had been the son of
a noble mother, since you who are nothing have championed him who is
also nothing…Is it not a great scandal that we hear this from slaves?17
Tecmessa would have dealt with the same pejorative attitudes whether or not she
had Ajax to protect her, but without him she will undoubtedly have to deal with it
in more aggressive and probably physical forms. These attitudes are not corrected
in the outcome of the play, so it must be assumed that either the author was
writing critical commentary about xenophobia or he was actually xenophobic
himself. The former, however, seems unlikely, as an argument against xenophobia
is never put forth in this or any other extant Sophoclean play. By not eliminating
the odd silencing of these characters, adaptors then reinforce this xenophobia. It is
necessary for adaptors to at least recognize the silencing of these women or else
they risk perpetuating views which are not their own.

17

Sophocles, Ajax, Electra, Oedipus Tyrannus, trans. and ed. Hugh Lloyd-Jones, vol. 1, Sophocles
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 145.
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Tecmessa is not alone in being silenced. Chrysothemis, who repeatedly
mentions her fear of helping Electra due to physical and social repercussions, an
earmark of the sexism inherent in Sophocles’ time, is unable to assist Electra in
her retribution and is consequently banished to the palace by Sophocles for the
final quarter of his tragedy.18 The eponymous Antigone accuses Ismene of
political collusion with Creon and eventually Ismene is also exiled to a palace
where she remains for the last half of the play. All three women are from royal
houses, have people close to them at risk of prematurely dying, told her opinions
are erroneous or improper, and are silenced by a man, which in each play is
ultimately Sophocles.
It is essential to investigate the silences of the forgotten figures further in
order to understand how Sophocles uses them and for what purpose. These
silences will be then be compared with moments of rhetorical verbosity in order
to ascertain why the forgotten figures go unmentioned in the tragic formula
outlined by various philosophers, but most importantly for this investigation, by
Aristotle. Since this study finds that the forgotten figures are indispensable to
Sophocles’ three tragedies, Ajax, Antigone, and Electra, and since the tragic
formula outlined Aristotle does not include supporting characters, it follows that
the beginnings of a theory on the function of supporting characters in tragedies
will be proposed in the conclusion of this investigation.

18

Ibid., 195, 199, 201, 203, 209, 259, 261, 263, 265, and 267.
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The Path Toward Remembrance
Support for non-lead characters in the twentieth and, more significantly,
twenty-first centuries can possibly be traced back to Tom Stoppard’s play
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead (1966). Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
are supporting characters found in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, written between 1599
and 1602. In Stoppard’s play, however, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are major
characters and Hamlet is not. While Stoppard’s play is indicative of the
burgeoning interest in viewing theatre through alternative lenses, such as through
the eyes of supporting characters, in order to derive new meanings, there is a more
distinct example of such an interest that is more relevant to a discussion on the
forgotten figures: Satoh Makoto’s 1966 Ismene.
Makoto’s play is, ostensibly, one of only two adaptations of Ajax, Electra,
and Antigone written with one of the forgotten figures as the protagonist (the
other is the unpublished Ismene of Jeremy Menekseoglu from 2012). In this play,
Ismene is the protagonist and Antigone, known only as “Elder Sister,” is a
supporting character. Makoto challenges the binary which often been upheld
regarding the sisters, that Antigone is “good” and Ismene is “bad,” by reversing
the roles; making his tragic hero Ismene. In doing so, Makoto shows that, as in
deconstruction, “oppositions are much too simple”; that there are shades of grey.19
This study asserts the need for more adaptations to disrupt the major/minor
character binary that privileges focus on major characters, who tend to be more
outgoing and perform more overt forms of activism, by marginalizing supporting
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characters like the forgotten figures who tend to be more introverted females of
upper-class origin. Adaptations that shift focus to such forgotten figures can
reveal much about Sophocles’ plays, current society, or humanity as a whole.
After the turn of the twenty-first century the appreciation of supporting
characters in general flourished. Stephen Schwartz and Winnie Holzman’s
musical Wicked: The Untold Story of the Witches of Oz (2003) is a significant
example. This musical is based on Gregory Maguire’s novel Wicked: The Life and
Times of the Wicked Witch of the West (1995), a reimagining of the 1939 film The
Wizard of Oz which was itself based on L. Frank Baum’s book The Wonderful
Wizard of Oz. The 2003 musical is told from the point of view of the Wicked
Witch of the West, Elphaba, and Glinda, the Good Witch, who were supporting
characters in Baum’s original story. This entire history of the Oz narrative
illustrates the twentieth and twenty-first century interest in reimaging classic
stories in new ways. Similarly, many newer musicals focus on groups of
characters, rather than on a singular hero, as was generally the case for older
musicals like Oklahoma!. For example: Johnathan Larson’s 1996 Rent, Marvin
Hamlisch, Edward Kleban, and James Kirkwood, Jr.’s 1975 A Chorus Line, and
George Furth and Stephen Sondheim’s 1970 Company.
Plays which follow a similar interest in groups of characters, rather than
individuals, include: Edward Bond’s 1968 Saved, Tony Kushner’s 1993 Angels in
America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes, and Shirley Lauro’s 1991 A Piece
of My Heart. More significant to mention in a discussion on supporting
characters, which is arguably separate from ensemble plays which have no main

18

character to begin with, are those plays which demonstrate the nascent focus of
playwrights on re-telling canonical works from the point of view of supporting
characters, à la Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead. For instance, Tom
Jacobson’s 2007 Bunbury: A Serious Play for Trivial People, based on several
renowned literary characters like Algernon Moncrieff from The Importance of
Being Earnest and the unseen Rosaline from Romeo and Juliet, Aaron Posner’s
2017 No Sisters, based on Anton Chekhov’s Three Sisters but focusing instead on
“the rest of the household and its hangers-on…bit players in a world whose focus
is elsewhere,” and Alice Birch’s 2016 Ophelia’s Room, based on Ophelia’s
experience in Shakespeare’s Hamlet.20 Today, there is an innovative interest, not
only by adaptors but by scholars, in characters who were once overshadowed and
underappreciated, but the forgotten figures have not been included among them,
until now.

Outdated Assumptions
While Aristotle is not the only theorist to tackle the issue of describing the
parts of a tragedy, he is the most well-known and the one to whom later theorists
often refer back when crafting their own theories, which is why his ideas on the
necessary parts of a tragedy will be those mainly referenced in this study of the
forgotten figures.21 It should be mentioned at the outset, however, that this
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investigation finds Aristotle’s Poetics to be deeply flawed due to its overlooking
of supporting characters, like the forgotten figures.
Indeed, there are few references to supporting characters which can be
gleaned from his Poetics. For instance, he mentions that, “the most beautiful
tragedies are put together about a few families…and about everyone else to whom
it has fallen either to suffer or do (poiêsai) terrible things” (author’s
parentheticals).22 This implies that at least some of the supporting characters
would either come from these families (Ismene, Eurydice) or work for them
(servants, Teiresias). Nonetheless, this is not very specific.
The bulk of Aristotle’s Poetics focuses on his famed six parts of tragedy:
“story, characters, talk, thought, opsis (spectacle), and song-making…and besides
these there are none” (parentheticals added).23 Since, by “characters,” Aristotle
meant characterization of the tragic hero and not a cast of characters, he does not
include a category that discusses supporting characters. It is contended that this
shows that Aristotle’s tragic formula is more flawed than previously thought.

Castelvetro, Castelvetro on the Art of Poetry, ed. Andrew Bongiorno (Binghamton, NY: Medieval &
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The forgotten figures, Ismene, Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa, are crucial
elements within the Sophoclean tragic form in three out of seven of his extant
plays (arguably four, as has been stated) due to their numerous rhetorical
functions which highlight titular characters, illuminate issues that were important
to Sophocles and his contemporaries, and increase pity and fear in spectators,
which Aristotle deemed necessary to creating a catharsis. Since Aristotle does not
analyze the role of the supporting character, it can be deduced that his tragic
formula is incomplete and must be rectified in order to be more representative not
only of Attic tragedy, but of contemporary tragedy which has come to view
supporting characters as more and more interesting, exciting, and singularly
important. However, in the meantime, Aristotle’s tragic theory will be used in this
investigation of the forgotten figures in order to describe how, from the start of
tragic theory, supporting characters, and the forgotten figures in the main, have
been overlooked, even though they support crucial components, such as
Aristotle’s ideas on pity, fear, and catharses. The conclusion will include the
embryo of a theory on supporting characters in tragedy.

Gaps in Scholarship
Many critics also overlook the forgotten figures, perpetuating their
traditional silencing. While these critics provide interesting and important insights
about major characters, their omission of information regarding supporting
characters shows that they are not as inclusive as they might be. For example, Joe
Brown of The Washington Post and Dan Sullivan of The Los Angeles Times never
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mention Tecmessa in their reviews of Auletta’s Ajax.24 Karen Bovard, in her
section “Righteous Activist or Confrontational Madwoman: Sophocles’
Antigone,” in Women in Literature: Reading through the Lens of Gender, glosses
over the roles of Ismene, and Cecilia Sjöholm’s The Antigone Complex, mentions
Ismene twice and only in passing.
Mary R. Lefkowitz’s Women in Greek Myth barely references Ismene and
does not mention Tecmessa or Chrysothemis at all. The same occurs regarding
Ismene in Robert Graves’ The Greek Myths, but does at least mention the lineage
of Chrysothemis and Tecmessa. Fanny Söderbäck’s Feminist Readings of
Antigone, in particular, displays the major character bias that has come to be
expected when dealing with these canonical plays. She declares that Antigone
“made the most extraordinary sacrifice for her commitments,” and represents
“what we dream of doing today: [changing] not only the content of philosophy,
religion, or politics, but also, and more crucially, [revolutionizing] the very stakes
and conditions of these respective fields.”25 However, Antigone was not the only
character ready to make the ultimate sacrifice for family and while she did
attempt to affect politics, and claimed she did so for religious purposes, the
amount of true change she caused is debatable.
Certainly, in real-life, the character of Antigone has inspired people, like
Söderbäck, to philosophize and theorize, but this study finds that the inherent bias

24

Joe Brown, “Ajax: A Murky Muddle,” review of Ajax, by Robert Auletta, directed by Peter Sellars,
Kennedy Center Terrace Theater, Washington, DC, The Washington Post, June 13, 1986, Final edition,
Weekend; Dan Sullivan, “Sellars’ Ajax--More Than Games,” review of Ajax, by Robert Auletta,
directed by Peter Sellars, La Jolla Playhouse, La Jolla, CA, Los Angeles Times, September 2, 1986.
25
Fanny Söderbäck, ed., Feminist Readings of Antigone (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2010), 1.

22

toward lead characters is the only wall between using supporting characters, like
the forgotten figures, for the same purposes. Indeed, Tecmessa’s slavery could
propel discussion on class dynamics, Ismene’s struggle with societal expectations
of women stimulates discussion on fifth century standards versus modern
alterations, and Chrysothemis’ refusal to murder her mother is ripe for
pontificating about the psychological ramifications of grief and trauma.
The list of authors who neglect the forgotten figures in discussions of
Ajax, Antigone, and Electra is unfortunately extensive. Barbarians in Greek
Tragedy by Helen H. Bacon, The Bodies of Women: Ethics, Embodiment and
Sexual Differences by Rosalyn Diprose, and The Mother/Daughter Plot:
Narrative, Psychoanalysis, Feminism by Marianne Hirsch are just a few others
who, due to their focus on major characters, discount Ismene, Chrysothemis, and
Tecmessa and therefore miss obvious and potentially rewarding connections
between these characters and their own topics. As a whole, the forgotten figures
have traditionally received little attention due to their perceived weaknesses,
simplicity, selfishness, and/or lack of essential purposes. This investigation aims
to change those stereotypical beliefs.
Previous studies of Sophocles’ Electra, Ajax, and Antigone have briefly
discussed Chrysothemis, Tecmessa, and Ismene but only from the point of view
of the major characters in the plays, i.e. what they do for others rather than what
others do for/to them. For instance, Kitto focuses primarily on the tragic hero
when he discusses the third actor; what the third actor does for the tragic hero,
rather than what sort of characters third actors play or what those characters add
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to the play itself. His study is important for understanding ancient Greek tragedy,
but it is nonetheless incomplete.
Moreover, prior scholars have neglected to fully connect the similarities of
Chrysothemis, Ismene, and Tecmessa. Bernard Knox mentions each of them
when he writes about the tragic hero being “subjected to pressure from all sides,”
but goes no further in analyzing their similarities.26 Similarly, D.M. Carter notices
an advisor character in Sophocles’ extant tragedies, but he only mentions this
couched in a discussion about major characters and his description does not fully
explain the purpose of the three women. He defines these “advisors” as those who
try “unsuccessfully to persuade [the tragic hero] to give up.”27 However, the
forgotten figures do not simply give “advice.” The word has a somewhat neutral
connotation implying that they are unaffected by the outcome, like Tiresias who
fears nothing Oedipus can do to him in Oedipus the King. The forgotten figures
have a personal stake in whether or not the advisee listens to reason and fear a
rejection of their guidance. Therefore, they plea and supplicate more than they
advise.
Though the forgotten figures are seemingly powerless in their own
societies, they have more agency than one might see if their focus lies solely on
their more outgoing and impulsive lead counterparts. The portrayals of Ismene,
Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa exemplify the idea of working within the system to
create change. For instance, Tecmessa tries to rally Ajax’s soldiers around him in
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order to fight Ajax’s depression and Ismene uses veiled criticism of Creon’s
policies in order to attempt to influence him. Though obviously unsuccessful,
these examples show the ways in which actual fifth century women would have
been able to maneuver and which had the possibility of altering events.28 Reading
against the grain, it is clear these women are, in fact, proto-feminists. In contrast
to them, Antigone and Electra show only improbable actions of fictional fifth
century women; actions which would have, in reality, had absolutely no chance of
a positive outcome and led only to shame, beatings, and even, as seen in the
tragedies, death.

New Thoughts
This will be the first extended study to discuss Ismene, Chrysothemis, and
Tecmessa together and in relation to their collective rhetorical functions, as well
as one of the more thorough discourses on each individual character available.
Tecmessa is discussed more often than the other two figures, but, as G.M.
Kirkwood declares, Tecmessa is nonetheless “a most underrated character.”29
Scholars often write her off as pitiable in their exploration of Ajax, something
Kirkwood nods to, but does not go further with. Even Kirkwood, who makes
some great points about what Tecmessa adds to the play, focuses on lead
characters vastly more.
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Seemingly, Tecmessa’s silence has been exclusively studied by one
author, Kirk Ormand. His book Exchange and the Maiden: Marriage in
Sophoclean Tragedy studies in the fifth chapter what he calls Ajax and
Tecmessa’s “marriage by default.”30 There are brief discussions, for instance by
Alfred Cary Schlesinger, of Tecmessa’s silence as occurring simply because Ajax
told her to be silent, but no one has really explored why she is still on stage, why
she becomes silent only after Ajax has died, or what her silence can indicate.
However, there is a dissertation in progress by Daniel Linbatique at Boston
University called “From Lead Role to Stage Body: The Disappearance of
Tecmessa in Sophocles’s Ajax” which, it is assumed, will cover this.
The longest treatment of Ismene is an essay called “Antigone and Ismene
Reclaimed: From Tragic Female Figures to Feminist Political Paradigms” by a
University of California, Santa Cruz graduate student named Evelien Geerts,
which is unpublished and exists solely on a public essay sharing website.31 The
oft-celebrated proto-feminist Antigone often outshines the rational Ismene and
little time is spent evaluating her role beyond being a simple foil to her sister.
Typical of this favoritism is: Bovard’s “Righteous Activist,” Judith Butler’s
Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life and Death, Gerald F. Else’s The
Madness of Antigone, Griselda Pollock’s section “Listening to Antigone” in
Vanda Zajko and Miriam Leonard’s anthology Laughing with Medusa: Classical
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Myth and Feminist Thought, and even George Steiner’s study of various
incarnations of, and discourses on, the character of Antigone in his well-known
book Antigones, although he at least discusses the changing role of Ismene
centrally for seven pages. Two rare authors who spend at least a chapter on
Ismene, or Ismene in conjunction with her sister, are Mary C. Rawlinson, in her
chapter “Beyond Antigone: Ismene, Gender, and the Right to Life,” and Bonnie
Honig, in her chapter “Sacrifice, Sorority, Integrity: Antigone’s Conspiracy with
Ismene.”
Chrysothemis is often referred to in discussions about the parallel
relationship she and her sister have with Ismene and Antigone or else by authors
who hastily disparage the allegedly internalized sexist behavior of Chrysothemis
before moving on to consider Electra. The chapter “Chrysothemis, the Good Girl”
in E. Teresa Choate’s Electra USA: American Stagings of Sophocles’ Tragedy is
the longest discussion of Chrysothemis to be found. It details the character’s stage
history in America in a little over twenty-two pages and also discusses the
character’s iconography. However, Choate writes about the actors who played her
and what they added to her character physically and vocally, rather than on
rhetoric. Notably, though, Choate is one of the few scholars who mention the
oddity of Chrysothemis’ disappearance from the stage.32
Batya Casper Laks’ book Electra: A Gender Sensitive Study of the Plays
(Aeschylus’ Oresteia through Sam Shepard’s Curse of the Starving Class) Based
on the Myth is mainly about Orestes and Electra, with Chrysothemis rarely being
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mentioned. Similarly, On Matricide: Myth, Psychoanalysis, and the Law of the
Mother, by Amber Jacobs, has a concluding chapter called “The Question of
Chrysothemis” which references Chrysothemis’ “insignificance in the manifest
versions of the Oresteian myth,” which is a conversation about a play the author
wrote about Chrysothemis, rather than a serious discussion of the character’s
stated unimportance in various treatments.33 There are no other sources that treat
Chrysothemis at anything close to the length Choate does.

Exploring Adaptations
The shortcomings detailed above naturally beg certain questions. How are
Tecmessa, Ismene, and Chrysothemis depicted in adaptations of Sophocles’
plays? Do they retain the same silences? How do the adaptor’s politics, society,
gender norms, and so on affect the use of those characters? If the forgotten figures
are given more of a voice, how does what they say affect the play? Analyzing
modern adaptations of these ancient tragedies will shed light on the capabilities of
the forgotten figures to illuminate gaps in the Aristotelian tragic form, which has
itself been adapted by many people, who then left those gaps intact.
Before these characters can be further discussed in a new light, however, a
clarification of what is meant by “adaptation” is necessary because it will aid in
understanding why certain plays were not considered in this investigation into the
forgotten figures. Dennis Cutchins writes in Translation and Adaptation in
Theatre and Film that:
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Understanding the nature of both translation and adaptation is more urgent
than it has ever been. Twenty-first century humans are…literally
surrounded by adaptations. Half the shows on Broadway or the West End
are adaptations. More than half the films produced by Hollywood are
adaptations…Adaptation theory is only just catching up with the modern
proliferation of adaptations34
Due to the veritable explosion of adaptations, common beliefs about the
difference between adaptation and translation have been revisited. In the past,
there was a clear-cut dichotomy: translation endeavors to change nothing and
adaptation changes elements on purpose.35 However, recent theorists like
Cutchins, Katja Krebs, and Jessica Wiest have labeled this an illogical distinction,
noting that they are not binary constructs but rather liminal or interwoven ones.36
Both concepts rewrite texts in some fashion and travel in one another’s spaces
more often than was once thought.
There has been ample deliberation regarding the difference between
translation and adaptation, but there is currently no consensus. Similarly, there is
no stand-alone definition of adaptation. “We do not know what adaptation is, in
any satisfactory sense [Diamond’s italics],” writes Suzanne Diamond in her
chapter “Whose Life Is It, Anyway?: Adaptation, Collective Memory, and
(Auto)Biographical Processes,” in Redefining Adaptation Studies.37 Instead of
defining “adaptation,” Diamond settles for discussing what it is not. For instance,
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it is not, she believes, strictly about fidelity criticism, which seeks to compare the
adaptation with the source and base its success on whether or not the adaptation
has stayed true to it, although that does not mean it should be avoided. In her
words:
I suggest that in rejecting the critical commonplace that “the book was
better” we need not impose an equally categorical prohibition against
analyses based on “fidelity and transformation”…What if it’s occasionally
accurate that “the book was better”? Procedural babies, in other words,
needn’t be cast out with the bathwater of outmoded prejudices38
Adaptation studies should not rely on personal preconceptions regarding works
they hold in high regard, but a thoughtful analysis can, at times, lead to the
conclusion that the original was more effective in certain, possibly all, areas.
Generally, theorists simply choose a position on adaptation, offer up their
own opinion, and concede that there is no agreed upon definition available due to
the complexity of the subject which, admittedly, I must do since adaptation theory
is beyond the purview of this project. The problem with there being no hard-andfast description of adaptation is that when writing about them one has no base line
from which to anchor an argument. It seems that the best way to begin a study of
the forgotten figures and their adapted forms is to create a patchwork of
adaptation conjectures which resonated the most during an exploration of the
subject.
Firstly, according to Linda Hutcheon, an influential adaptation theorist,
adaptation is both a process and a product of creation and reception.39 It is what
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the outcome of source material mixed with something new is called, as well as the
method used to mix the new ingredients, and the process of the audience coming
to understand the connections. Adaptations are also, as Frances Babbage observes
about Punchdrunk’s theatrical compilation of Edgar Allen Poe stories, “a dynamic
fusion of two complementary artistic forces (albeit with only one party’s consent)
[Babbage’s parenthesis].”40 It is significant that, for many adaptations, the source
author has not given them permission to change their story; adaptors have instead
used public domain narratives, like those from Sophocles. In doing so, they
encounter few obstacles to changing familiar elements.
The two complementary forces Babbage refers to are the source material
and the new material. They are complimentary because, as Sanders observes,
“there is a shared body of storylines, themes, characters, and ideas upon which
their creative variations can be made.”41 For instance, because Ajax deals with the
Trojan War, a modification can be made with any other war, uprising, or similar
situation standing in for the original. There is then a shared theme of conflict
between the source and the new material. Incidentally, when Sophocles is referred
to as “the original” in this study, it is not meant to infer that he wrote the myths
his plays are based on, as indeed elements of them existed long before he was
born (making him an adaptor also), but rather that the later adaptations discussed
are all based on his work, which came before theirs. He is the main source
material for their hybridization.
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In discussing what adaptation is, it must also be determined what it is not.
Though many theorists have been hesitant to admit that adaptation does not
include certain texts, Hutcheon believes that it does not include “short intertextual
allusions to other works or bits of sampled music” and furthermore:
Plagiarisms are not acknowledged appropriations, and sequels and
prequels are not really adaptations either, nor is fan fiction. There is a
difference between never wanting a story to end…and wanting to retell the
same story over and over in different ways42
Diamond has reservations about this, however, because Hutcheon does not state
how to tell if something is “the same” story. For this study, at least, “the same”
story will refer to those plays which include at least one of the same or similar
characters from the original, remnants of the same storyline, and the same or
similar themes from Sophocles’ Ajax, Antigone, and Electra.
Though translation and adaptation are similar because, as Krebs describes,
both “discuss phenomena of constructing cultures through acts of rewriting, and
both are concerned with the collaborative nature of such acts and the subsequent
critique of notions of authorship,” many adaptations are, according to Sanders,
more of a:
Mechanism of defamiliarization, inviting us as readers or spectators to
look anew at a canonical text that we might otherwise have felt we had
‘understood’ or interpreted to our own satisfaction. In many instances the
process of defamiliarization serves to reveal what is repressed or
suppressed in an original43
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This is similar to what Sanders writes about an adaptation informing the original
by using its own culture and politics to highlight gaps and silences. It is also,
significantly, the goal of much feminist, deconstruction, and critical race
scholarship. Adaptations take the source material and purposefully put it in a new
context to see what new ideas might develop or what cracks they might fill in.
Translation, on the other hand, generally seeks to make us understand the original
work, regardless of changes that might be made in seeking to do this, rather than a
new point.
This can become confusing when one realizes that translation and
adaptation can, and do, intersect, but for this study only those texts which are
closer to the adaptation side of the continuum have been considered. Therefore,
one need not focus on whether or not the selected plays are adaptations or
translations, but rather on the differences themselves and accept that the word
‘adaptation’ and various synonyms will be favored in the following analyses of
them. Ultimately, the focus of this study is on the rhetorical function of the
forgotten figures, not on creating a central adaptation theory, in order to identify
their role within Sophoclean tragedy and the tragic form in general.
The adaptations of Ajax, Electra, and Antigone that have been chosen all
defamiliarize Sophocles’ plays by incorporating the political and social climate at
the time each adaptor wrote their story and by so doing, aid in understanding the
role of the forgotten figures in both the original and the adapted material,
especially how they each increase pity and fear in the spectator, create balanced
ethical arguments, and present opportunities to investigate these figures’ abilities
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to pull in varying contemporary concerns, such as the death penalty, gender
inequality in congress, and sibling abuse.
The reasons the six particular adaptations of Ajax, Electra, and Antigone
were chosen will be further explicated, but at this juncture it will suffice to say
that they stood out for one or more of the following reasons: they used a forgotten
figure in an interesting manner or did not include one at all, they changed the
marital or social status of the forgotten figure, or they reduced or increased the
amount of silence the forgotten figure had in Sophocles’ originals.
Ismene, Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa will be given precedence over major
characters in this investigation which looks beyond the performative function of
the third actor and seeks to illuminate their rhetorical functions within Sophoclean
tragedy as well as discover whether or not this purpose has since evolved in
adaptations. It will, moreover, shift the gaze to the margins to give a new
perspective on these classic plays which will aid in understanding the way
women, and significantly concubines as a subgroup allowing for class-based
dialogue, are treated in both Sophoclean tragedy and selected adaptations of it.
Ultimately, this study hopes to show that there is a clear oversight of
supporting characters within the tragic formula outlined by Aristotle, and
therefore many adaptors of his theories, which suggests that it needs to be
reimagined in order to create a tragic formula relevant to contemporary theatre.
Relying on a tragic formula which does not include supporting characters simply
perpetuates a patriarchal definition of what is and is not important.
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Chapter One
The first chapter of this enterprise is entitled “Ismene’s Struggle to Find a
Voice in Antigone.” It maintains the idea that there is no one way to resist
oppression. As such, there is a value in studying quiet forms of resistance,
because it provides examples of subtle maneuverings capable of producing
change. Ismene is an example of this alternative political combat; a quieter, more
veiled example. Regulations during fifth-century Athens, which is what Thebes
represents in Antigone, frowned on most women, especially upper class women,
being outside of their homes without a kyrios, or chaperone, present. Ismene
therefore knowingly committing an offense for her sister when she appears, at the
outset of the play, out of bounds at night, something she is often accused by
critics, such as Elaine P. Miller and Rosalyn Diprose, of being too passive or
scared to do.44
The term “normal woman” is also discussed, as it pertains to a negative
view of Ismene and Chrysothemis who are seen as acting according to expected
classical Athenian gender ideals, like silence and submissiveness, by scholars
such as Moses Hadas and Adrian Poole.45 This is in contrast to what is seen in
their allegedly braver or more extreme female counterparts, Antigone and Electra.
The latter figures, however, are described not as abnormal but as brave, which
demonstrates a disconcerting bias toward major characters who more vocal about
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objections and therefore receive more severe consequences, and away from
smaller, but no less brave, maneuverings of quieter women capable of inspiring a
different kind of activism in others.46
In accordance with a discussion of normalcy, the behavior and capabilities
of women during the time of each adaptation will be addressed in order to see if
Ismene can always be considered the more pragmatic character and Antigone the
more extreme, or whether this concept applies only to Sophocles’ original. In
addition, Judith Butler’s analysis of Antigone’s role from a feminist perspective,
particularly her assertion that “the only way the doer is attached to the deed is
through the linguistic assertion of the connection” and the necessity of assuming
masculinity during that assertion, will be used to underline the way Ismene is
overlooked by theorists, even though she uses her expected gender role to her
advantage.47
The subversive potential of her characterization allows for greater
exploration of power dynamics and gender roles than previously existed in
scholarship. For example, it can be deduced that the function of Ismene in
Antigone has much to do with her ineffective argumentation. Her intersectional
classification of a woman, upper-class, and traditionally mannered cause her to be
ignored by both Antigone and Creon. Ismene’s gender limits the efficacy of her
passionate and well-reasoned arguments. She is the “wrong” gender to actively
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bring change, in spite of the use of the “right” social etiquette for her gender. In
classical Athens, it was nearly impossibility for women to affect politics.
According to Keuls, “virtually any legal action undertaken by a man was invalid
if it could be shown to have been conceived ‘under the influence of a woman’ or
‘through the persuasion of a woman’,” because women were seen as inept.48 This
is connected to the fact that only male Athenians were given citizenship, which
came with various abilities like right to vote, women were not.49 Paradoxically,
Ismene is criticized by Creon because she is a woman but also criticized by
Antigone because she behaves properly for an upper-class classical Athenian
woman.
In the same vein, Creon’s refusal to listen to Ismene’s legal argument
against Antigone’s death sentence can be linked to social inequality, specifically
the lack of equal-opportunity access to education, which was not exclusive to
women since slaves, for instance, had a similar barring.50 Nonetheless, Ismene
would have been denied equal-opportunity education, which would likely have
been a supporting factor in Creon’s not being swayed by Ismene’s logical
argument. She is therefore discriminated against her lack of education, something
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she could not control. Ismene is therefore intersectionally discriminated against
by Creon because of her gender, her level of education, and her class.
Essentialized notions of gender and the position of Ismene in this dialectic
will be explored through an analysis of Sophocles’ tragedy, Vittorio Alfieri’s
1782 Antigone, and Nancy Keystone’s 2001 Antigone, while challenging Hegel’s
attributed theory on thesis, antithesis, and synthesis by indicating a need to
include Ismene in it. This chapter serves to highlight an area that is lacking in the
traditional tragic form, an investigation into the purpose and position of the
supporting character and, particularly in regard to Sophoclean tragedy, the
forgotten figure.
As will be discussed, there has been a modern movement to deconstruct
canonical plays in order to glean new insights that would not otherwise be
noticeable, as well as a growing desire for antiheroes, characters who are not
traditionally considered heroic, and villains. There is a contemporary desire for a
focus on supporting characters, as evidenced by the proliferation of adaptations
which not only include Ismene but expand her role. Since the Aristotelian tragic
form simply does not enable discussion on supporting characters, like the
forgotten figures, this supports the eventual conclusion that a new tragic formula,
which does include them, should be explored.

Chapter Two
Sophocles is seemingly the only ancient dramatist who included
Chrysothemis in their tragedy, pointing to her importance to him. Though she
existed before Aeschylus wrote The Oresteia, he did not use her or even mention
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her existence in his trilogy, as at least Euripides does in his Orestes.51 Moreover,
the reason why Chrysothemis might have disappeared from Sophocles’ play is a
question generally ignored by scholars. One possibility is raised by Jenny March,
who believes that it serves to isolate Electra, but this is not entirely accurate
because she gains Orestes as an ally almost immediately.52 A few modern
adaptations, however, have questioned this disappearance, most notably Ellen
McLaughlin’s Iphigenia and Other Daughters (1995) and Alfred Preisser’s An
Electra (2007), in which Chrysothemis figures throughout the play, as well as
Kristina Sutherland’s Live Girls Do Elektra (1999) where Chrysothemis is killed,
giving her a logical reason to vanish.
Chapter two, “Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Chrysothemis and Her
Sister,” will exponentially increase the amount of scholarship available on
Chrysothemis. Of the three forgotten figures, Chrysothemis is, by far, the most
disregarded by adaptors and scholars. Just as with Ismene and Antigone, scholars
like J.C. Kamerbeek and P.J. Finglass often classify Chrysothemis merely as a
“foil” of her sister.53 This facile label is a way to explain her character swiftly so
they may move on to discussing a major character, which demonstrates
hierarchical bias.
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This chapter reveals the fundamental rhetorical functions of Chrysothemis
in Sophocles’ Electra, such as providing an alternative example of healthy
mourning in contrast to her sister’s pathological approach. Examinations of
various representations of Chrysothemis’ relationship with her sister in specific
time periods from fifth-century Athens to the present, consistently exemplify
advancements in the field of psychology. For example, theoretical frameworks I
use to analyze Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s 1903 Electra (twentieth-century
psychoanalysis) and Nick Payne’s 2011 Electra (twenty-first century sibling
abuse and “survival brain,” which causes instinctual self-preservation) offer new
insights on the rhetorical function of this character in ancient and modern tragic
forms.
Concentrating on Chrysothemis shows that there has been an historical
shift in what spectators want in a tragedy, such as evolving from desiring sibling
rivalry, as in Sophocles’ original, to a sibling reunion, as in Payne’s 2011
adaptation. This is further evidence that a more contemporary look at the tragic
form is required as the Aristotelian form lacks information on the ability, or even
obligation, of tragedy to inject contemporary issues through supporting
characters, which in Electra, Antigone, and Ajax is predominantly accomplished
by the forgotten figures.

Chapter Three
The final chapter, “Silencing the Spear-Won Woman,” deals with issues
surrounding race and class. Tecmessa is unique among the forgotten figures,
because she can be seen as having been silenced, not just because she is a woman,
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but due to being a foreign, Phrygian, spear-won concubine; a slave. Due to her
slave status, she is also economically oppressed which helps to silence her. She
depends on her master for food and shelter. This is seen slightly differently in
Robert Auletta’s adaptation in which Tecmessa is not a slave but if Ajax were to
die, she would still be financially in trouble due to being a foreigner in a racist
country. This economic oppression is interesting considering she was born the
daughter of a wealthy king in Sophocles’ version. So, even though she was
royalty, like Ismene and Chrysothemis, when Ajax conquered Phrygia and took
Tecmessa as his war prize, she became lower class, according to his customs.
Thus, Tecmessa is a intersectionally discriminated against because of her race,
nationality, gender, social status, and class; all classifications which those in fifthcentury Athens would seek to silence.
Tecmessa would be expected to be silent in nonfictional fifth-century
Athens, but, it is still surprising that Tecmessa returns mute in Sophocles’ play,
rather than being taken out of the remaining action completely, as Ismene and
Chrysothemis are. Kirk Ormand believes the reason for this is that it emphasizes
the fifth-century Athenian custom of women being invisible to men, but this is not
a catch-all answer.54 This study of Tecmessa will show that her character is
necessary in Ajax because it reveals the humanity of Ajax, allowing the
audience’s pity and terror to increase, priming them for a cathartic moment.
Without Tecmessa, Ajax is simply a man who tried to murder his own
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countrymen, failed, and committed suicide out of the shame of murdering mostly
animals (he did kill a shepherd).
Tecmessa is the audience’s way into the story as the “viewpoint character”
or the “audience surrogate.” Crucially, it is her perspective on the scene that
enables the spectator’s concern and desire for Ajax’s proper burial. This
underlines the necessity of supporting characters, like the forgotten figures in
Sophocles’ plays, and also, consequently, the peculiarity of their exclusion from
most theories on the tragic form. Another element of Tecmessa which will be
studied is the gender significance of her lack of mourning in Sophocles’ Ajax and
related alterations in adaptation in Robert Auletta’s 1986 Ajax and Ellen
McLaughlin’s 2011 Ajax in Iraq. Through my analysis of these texts, I further
illustrate how modern adaptations have shifted the focus of canonical works to the
margins in order to find new revelations that expose or challenge the racist
attitudes and postcolonial implications inherent in such stories.

Final Thoughts: Methodology
It is perhaps unsurprising that in a society that was almost completely
dominated by men, there was also an almost complete lack of records kept about
the lives of women in classical Athens. Not only were individual women
generally not discussed or even textually listed, as male citizens were, gender as a
construct was also rarely analyzed by philosophers. Lin Foxhall, a professor of
Greek archeology and history, believes the main reason for the latter issue was
that since “gender was practically everywhere in ancient societies, and its
principles were completely internalized by most people, there was generally no
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need for our sources to discuss what must have seemed to them the ‘obvious’.”55
What is known about gender dynamics comes from a variety of sources, nearly all
of them male, and virtually all of them incomplete accounts or short declarations.
For instance, it is known that women were looked down on for talking in public
because Thucydides credits Pericles as mentioning this in his famous funeral
oration.56
This absence of information means that information about women must be
gleaned from the only sources on women’s lives available at the time pottery,
plays, and the few historical figures who make reference to a few select women.
However, since most of these sources are male, their writing is naturally colored
by their own views of women, which tended to be negative, dismissive, or
sexually motivated. Few female voices have survived, or one might argue ever
existed. The poet Sappho is a rare example.
Though Athenian drama was also written by men, the fact that women
were discussed for extended periods of time in plays performed in front of
between 14,000 and 17,000 spectators, including impressionable politicians, at the
Theater of Dionysus alone, indicates that their theatrical behaviors were accepted
by predominantly male audiences as at least somewhat believable.57 David
Kowalki Roselli explains in Theater of the People: Spectators and Society in
Ancient Athens that the fifth-century Athenian audience was a “co-creator” with
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the actors, so to displease the audience was to incur their wrath.58 The playwright
who wanted to be successful, would have likely kept to the conventional view of
women i.e. troublemakers or deceivers like Electra and Antigone. A fictional
account of women outside of these stereotypes like Ismene, Chrysothemis, and
Tecmessa, characters mimicking familiar traits of classical Athenian women,
though written by a man, is therefore one of the best sources available to examine
fifth-century Athenian women’s lives, including societal expectations and their
treatment by men.
In order to suggest that the forgotten figures serve an important rhetorical
function, numerous adaptations of Ajax, Antigone, and Electra were studied
beyond the main six detailed in subsequent chapters. The list of adaptations that I
found and considered is located in Appendices 1 through 6. Though the main
adaptations are solely plays texts, there will be references to adaptations from
other media, such as an opera, as well as to iconography.
Hugh Lloyd-Jones’ Loeb Classical Library translations of Ajax, Electra,
and Antigone will be utilized, though there will be comparisons with other
translations, for instance that of David Grene. Although a personal translation of
the Ancient Greek tragedies is not employed, Lloyd-Jones’ translations are
generally understood by Greek scholars to be the gold standard, making one
unnecessary. With a view to understand the underappreciation of Ismene,
Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa, and in connection supporting characters in general,
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reviews of each of the selected adaptations as well as literary criticism, theory
regarding gender, politics, and society, and historical evidences will be employed.
Using this methodology, this project will broaden the current discourse by
bringing focus to the margins to examine non-lead characters and by analyzing
the rhetorical function of each forgotten figure in depth. This will include their
part in the organization of debate and reasons they are silenced as well as the
historical and social contexts that contribute to the fleshing out of these characters
in later adaptations. Tecmessa, Ismene, and Chrysothemis may not have the most
lines in Sophoclean tragedy or the most attention from scholars, but they are vital
to the tragic structures of Electra, Ajax, and Antigone and should therefore be
examined. As Sanders states in the epigraph, adaptations reveal troubling gaps
and silences, and so it is hoped that with this study of key adaptations of
Sophocles’ Ajax, Electra, and Antigone compared and contrasted to the original,
these figures, though seeming to be forgotten, will not be lost.
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Chapter One
Ismene’s Struggle to Find a Voice in Antigone
To represent Ismene as a ‘caricature’ of the feminine in virtue of ‘her
weakness, her fear, her submissive obedience, her tears, madness,
hysteria,’ is, however, simply not to read the plays
–Mary C. Rawlinson, The Returns of Antigone1
[Ismene] remains a silenced, despised figure in the critical tradition
–Simon Goldhill, “Antigone and the Politics of Sisterhood”2
Introduction: Marginal Character, Major Questions
Theatrical scholars are commonly familiar with the Labdacids, that
famous family of Oedipus. They know Oedipus married his mother and murdered
his father, that his wife, Jocasta, killed herself upon realizing this, and that
Oedipus ultimately blinded and exiled himself. They know that Antigone,
Oedipus’ daughter, challenged her uncle, the current King of Thebes, and hung
herself to escape her cruel sentence of being buried alive. Authorities on Athenian
drama are doubtless aware that Oedipus’ sons, Eteocles and Polynices, committed
dual fratricide over a desire to be the sole ruler of Thebes. Yet the fate of Ismene,
the final Labdacid, is commonly unfamiliar to most people, including theatre
scholars and Greek specialists.
As Rawlinson and Goldhill outline in the epigraph, Ismene is very
unpopular in the critical tradition, meaning there are few critics who have taken
the time to recognize, let alone analyze, her rhetorical significance in Antigone
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and to the Sophoclean tragic form, specifically in regard to his tragic characters.
Recently, as Rawlinson’s forthcoming chapter “Beyond Antigone: Ismene,
Gender, and the Right to Life” exemplifies, there has been a slight increase in
interest regarding her character, but the vast majority of scholarship either
dismisses her or ignores her completely. Significantly, Rawlinson’s chapter on
Ismene exists in a book focusing on her sister called The Returns of Antigone:
Interdisciplinary Essays. The same goes for Bonnie Honig’s chapter “Sacrifice,
Sorority, Integrity: Antigone’s Conspiracy with Ismene” in her book Antigone,
Interrupted.
George Steiner is well-known for having created a compendium of
Antigone adaptations in his Antigones, but out of 304 pages a mere seven focus on
the evolution of Ismene, and that is one of the most comprehensive studies on the
subject in existence. Furthermore, Ismene is often stereotyped as, “little more than
a passive fool.”3 There is generally no discussion about her character other than
repeated stereotypes bestowed by past critics. Further examples of the reigning
hierarchy of major characters who are studied far more often than supporting
characters, just to name a few, include: Cecilia Sjöholm’s The Antigone Complex:
Ethics and the Invention of Feminine Desire, Gerald F. Else’s The Madness of
Antigone, John Randolph LeBlanc and Carolyn M. Jones Medine’s Ancient and
Modern Religion and Politics: Negotiating Transitive Spaces and Hybrid
Identities, and Judith Butler’s Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life and Death.
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These authors miss key connections to their theories by overlooking the
forgotten figures. Butler, for instance, claims that since Antigone both physically
and verbally defied Creon, she actually defies him twice.4 However, Butler
neglects to note how Ismene verbally defies Creon as well, when she fabricates
that she helped bury her brother, which would then point to the significance of
lying as a weapon against patriarchy in fifth-century Athens. Hegel makes a
similar mistake. His belief that Antigone is the best tragedy because it presents
two equal arguments, overlooks the role Ismene plays in balancing those
arguments.5
It is possible that Ismene has been overlooked by critics and adapters
because she is seen as too minor to matter greatly to the construction of Antigone.
Of the 1,414 lines in Antigone, only seventy-one of those belong to Ismene. That
is 4.98% of the total number of lines in the play. To be fair, she is onstage for
longer than she speaks, listening to other characters and forming opinions.
Overall, Ismene is onstage for 12% of the play. All things considered, for the
story to succeed, she need not have made her second appearance, during which
Creon and Antigone argue, at all. Yet, she does.
Furthermore, unlike many Sophoclean characters, Ismene appears in more
than one play; three in fact. In Oedipus the King she is a mute child, in Oedipus at
Colonus she travels from Thebes to deliver a dire warning to her exiled father, is
kidnapped by her uncle Creon, and mourns with Antigone over their father’s
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ascension. Then, in Antigone, Ismene is placed between her sister and her uncle in
a vicious fight over the burial rights of her brother, Polynices. Needless to say,
Ismene must have been an important figure to Sophocles, for him to have chosen
to incorporate her three times, something that only two other characters in his
extant tragedies, Antigone and Creon, do.6
In accordance with a discussion on rhetoric, three key terms will be used:
Logos, ethos, and pathos. Aristotle wrote that rhetoric is made up of these three
forms.7 Pathos is an emotional argument or one which plays on someone else’s
emotions. Ethos is an ethical argument based on bolstering the qualifications of an
author to comment on a subject or a character who speaks on behalf of the author.
The final form of rhetoric is the one most often cited as being rhetorical, that of
logos: persuasion based on reasoning. Each of these forms are found in
Sophoclean tragedy, in which the author’s characters use persuasion in an attempt
to change the action of the play in order to fulfill their own objectives.
It is also important to understand that in the following discussion, the term
“women” cannot be conflated into a single category in all instances. In every era,
many different types of women can be found and each period contains varying
levels of respect, income, abilities, and sets of societal expectations for them. In
fifth-century Athens, prostitutes were lower in status than wives of citizens,
priestesses were allowed greater freedoms than wives and prostitutes, unmarried
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women’s movements were restricted more than married women’s, and so on and
so forth. When the term “women” is used hereafter without further categorization,
this indicates that regardless of the type of woman, the statement is generally held
to be true. If there is an exception, then every effort has been made to identify it.
The following study, which spends ample time on analyzing Ismene, will
benefit not only general theatre, performance, historiography, adaptation, and
classical studies, but gender studies and psychology as well. This investigation
into the rhetorical functions of Ismene, and in connection the functions and
freedoms of women during and since classical Athens, hopes to highlight
Ismene’s, and by extension the other forgotten figures’, importance to Sophoclean
tragedy and, in combination with similar investigations in chapters two and three,
to discuss how the forgotten figures are in conversation with the Aristotelian
tragic form and the tragic tradition inspired by it. In particular, I argue that Ismene
incites pity and fear in the spectator, that she balances both Antigone’s and
Creon’s arguments, and that she enables discussion on topics such as gender
inequality and government accountability.
In order to find the answers to the queries posited above, numerous
adaptations of Sophocles’ Antigone were read, but only two were chosen to be
further analyzed, allowing more time to be spent on them. They are: Vittorio
Alfieri’s 1782 Antigone and Nancy Keystone’s 2011 play of the same name.
Alfieri’s adaptation does not include Ismene and provides an opportunity to
discover whether this changes the rhetorical functions found in Sophocles’
original and whether it impacts the traditional tragic formula. Keystone’s version
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increases the role of Ismene and allows her to be present at the conclusion of the
play. This adaptation provides a necessary look at what happens to Ismene’s
rhetorical functions and the tragic formula if the role of a forgotten figure is
increased.
Judith Butler’s book Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life and Death
will be centrally discussed in order to highlight an example of a theorist who
misses an alternative viewpoint of her theories, on assuming masculinity and
linguistic assertions, because she focuses solely on Antigone. Martin Thibodeau’s
translation of Hegelian dramatic theory, Hegel and Greek Tragedy, is also
explored in order to provide a second example of a theorist failing to notice the
way Ismene informs his theory. Various additional sources were studied as a
means to understanding the society that produced each of the three versions of
Antigone, including first-hand accounts, news articles, biographies, critical
commentary, various translations of the plays, although Hugh Lloyd-Jones’
translation of Sophocles’ Antigone is the central one used, and others.
Analyzing Ismene is a fruitful venture not only because so few have done
so in the past, but because her personality, relationships, actions, but most
importantly words, and more specifically rhetoric, aid in understanding the power
dynamics of classical Athens, during which she first appeared in drama, as well as
those periods when adaptations of this play were created. Focusing solely on
Antigone causes critics and theorists to lose sight of areas that could enhance their
studies. Ismene may be a marginal character, but she is also of great importance to
Antigone and deserving of critical attention. This chapter’s epigraph depicts rare
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examples of those seeking to illuminate both the universal neglect her character
has experienced and the negative way in which Ismene has been painted.
Accordingly, she is the focus of the following study.

Rhetoric: Spoken Like a Man, Ignored Like a Woman
The effectiveness of rhetoric is largely shaped by the person attempting to
wield it.8 Classical Athenian women, for instance, were not seen as credible
simply due to the nature of their sex and were therefore often unable to sway the
person they were attempting to persuade.9 According to Keuls, classical Athenian
society was “phallocratic,” something she defines as not only the rule of the
phallus, but “a cultural system symbolized by the male reproductive organ in
permanent erection…marked by, but is far more particular than, the dominance of
men over women in the public sphere” and further that:
The concept denotes a successful claim by a male elite to general power,
buttressed by a display of the phallus less as an organ of union or of
mutual pleasure than as a kind of weapon: a spear or war club, and a
scepter of sovereignty10
Men were the dominant sex during this period and created infrastructures
designed to keep women subservient because, in truth, they feared rebellion. This
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anxiety is displayed in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, which, though often seen to
discuss the merits and disadvantages of going to war, centers on the fear that
women might realize they have power over men and what they could do with it.
The control of women is also unmistakably seen in the character of Ismene, a
woman too afraid of the men in power to assist her sister in burying their brother.
Classical Athenian men constantly made sure that women were subjugated
in nearly all areas, except perhaps religion. One of the most important ways men
held their power over the heads of women was to allow only men to become
citizens.11 This status allowed them to vote, serve as politicians, and speak in
court.12 Without these abilities women were left almost voiceless in government
and defenseless in legal proceedings. Women were bought and sold for political
and economic marriages in order to bear citizen (see: male) children and, along
with children, were firmly controlled by a kyrios, or male guardian.13 Each
restriction ensured that women understood they were powerless and dependent
upon men.
This is why female characters like Ismene and Antigone, though obviously
intelligent as evidenced by the quality of their argumentation, were often thwarted
by their adversaries. It is thus important to realize that a failure to be convincing
in a classical Athenian play is just as important as a success, because they happen
more often to women, especially in tragedies. Hecuba fails to convince Odysseus,
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in Euripides’ Hecuba, not to sacrifice her daughter, The Furies, along with
Clytemnestra, fail to convince Athena to punish Orestes for matricide in
Aeschylus’ The Eumenides, and Jocasta is unable to convince Oedipus to stop
looking into his past, in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King. Although Ismene is not the
only character in Sophocles’ Antigone who uses rhetoric to her advantage, she is
the only one who understands both sides of the main argument and discusses a
compromise. Her rhetoric is therefore split between attempts at informing
Antigone about the perils that lie in her future if she continues to defy a powerful
figure and carefully attempting to persuade Creon to amend her sister’s death
sentence.
By analyzing Ismene’s arguments, the issue of gender inequality can be
gleaned more acutely than by studying Antigone, because, while Antigone is
unafraid of the social, physical, and legal action which could be taken against her
for her burial of Polynices, and therefore does not bring it up, Ismene’s awareness
of her own position aids the spectator in recognizing the near futility of
challenging male authority at this time. Ismene is not a weak character, she
simply acknowledges the limitations of women in her position in classical
Athens.14
Unfortunately, many translations and adaptations show an obvious bias
toward Antigone so this recognition of gender and power dynamics is not
explored. Most condemn Ismene when they translate lines 70-71 of Sophocles’
Antigone, where she explains to Antigone why she cannot help bury their brother,
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a crucial line in understanding her character. Paul Roche translates this line as
“Remind ourselves that we are women and as such are not made to fight with
men,” Robert Bagg has her say, “Remember, we’re women. How can we fight
men? They’re stronger,” and Maurice F. Neufield changes this to “We must
remember, first, that we were born women, who should not strive with men.”15
Each of these focus on Ismene believing herself to be naturally incapable of
insurrection due to her gender.
Adaptations have been just as severe, with Jean Anouilh writing, “I’m an
awful coward, Antigone” as well as “It’s all very well for men to believe in ideas
and die for them. But you are a girl!”16 These versions make it seem as though
Ismene believes herself to be inherently incapable of standing up to men, rather
than powerless to effect change due to sexual politics. Of course, this also
depends on the performance of the actor, but the script sets the initial position.
The choice of words has the power to persuade readers and audience goers to
sympathize, or not, with characters. Translators and adaptors are given a nearly
overarching power over original authors to perform this function.
In a more neutral translation, Nicholas Rudall writes, “Remember that we
are women. Remember that the law belongs to men…I have no power. I must
bow to those who have it.”17 There is a world of difference between Neufield’s
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and Rudall’s’ translations. One denotes a feeling of natural inadequacy and one
simply shows an inability to do it due to outside forces. The intention here is not
to say that lines 70-71 have been translated incorrectly, as they have not been
personally translated and this investigation relies on the generally revered
translation of Hugh Lloyd-Jones in the main, but rather to point out the fact that
most translations portray Ismene negatively, pressuring and precluding future
adaptors who cannot read ancient Greek from choosing a less negative view of
her character.
Having a translation point more toward Ismene being unable to help
Antigone because of those in power having that power, not because of a belief
that they are right points to a critique on power dynamics in fifth-century Athens,
particularly on the leadership or Archon Pericles, rather than solely on gender
discrimination. This is mirrored by Chrysothemis, in Sophocles’ Electra, who
presents the same concern with her sovereigns, her mother and stepfather, and by
Tecmessa, in Ajax, when she rants about corruption in the army, specifically the
heads of state, Agamemnon, Theseus, and Menelaus.18
Part of the job of the forgotten figures, then, is to question current politics
in both the play and reality. This rhetorical function of the forgotten figures is
especially significant regarding what feminist theorist Jill Dolan terms
“revisionist critics” who “see the traditional canon and the literary history it
enshrines as a project of a class of privileged, powerful, mostly white male
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subjects whose ideology it represents.”19 Reading the forgotten figures’ criticism
of power from a female perspective, enables a critique not just of tyranny, but of a
patriarchal tyranny which has led to reprehensible policies and gender inequality,
which are then promulgated by critics and adaptors who focus solely on tragic
heroes and therefore miss opportunities to redirect like these.

Disguised Disdain: Ismene’s Subversive Tactics within Tragic Form
Focusing on Ismene reveals that the tragic form is biased toward tragic
heroes and does not allow for recognizing the various forms of rhetoric, logos and
pathos specifically, which supporting characters wield in order to attempt to sway
tragic heroes from their tragic paths. For instance, Ismene exercises legal logos in
an attempt to sway Creon from punishing Antigone for the unlawful burial of
Polynices.
Regardless of Ismene’s decision in the beginning not to help Antigone
bury their brother, she cannot be said to have been easily defeated or too timid to
act. The opening of Antigone has Ismene and her sister meeting outside the palace
gates at night without a kyrios, immediately proving that Ismene is willing to
break rules for her family, just not those that would cost her life. In fact, she may
be smarter than Antigone because the battles she chooses to fight are those she
could actually win and she fights them using subterfuge. Josine H. Blok writes in
Making Silence Speak: Women’s Voices in Greek Literature and Society that:
A woman will never overtly hold up her husband or male kin for ridicule,
but she can verbalize her point of view through barely veiled mockery.
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Though a husband may ultimately beat his wife to silence…he has
actually lost some ground if the woman’s critique is well founded20
This implies that though Ismene cannot overtly tell her uncle, Creon, that she
found his politics vindictive and his choice to leave her brother’s body to the
elements and wild animals cruel, she can aid her living sister by pointing out
reasons that Creon might want to keep Antigone alive. Ismene disguises her logos
and pathos to Creon in a cloak of naiveté and femininity so that she can voice her
concerns a safe fashion.
Ismene challenges Creon’s decision to have Antigone put to death for
violating his credence by asking him, using both logos and pathos at once, “But
will you kill her who is to be your son’s bride?”21 This simple statement appears
on the surface to be a nonthreatening question, but is a veiled way for Ismene to
shame Creon by pointing out that his decision also affects the future of his son
and the kingdom. It is also a reference to a legal proceeding knowns as the engue
or betrothal. This is a “private verbal contract made between the bride’s kyrios
and the groom (or the groom’s kyrios, if the groom himself was not yet of age” in
which the bride’s kyrios would say to the groom “I hand this woman over to you
for the ploughing of legitimate children.”22 Ismene quietly showcases her ability
to understand and apply Athenian law.
Creon responds to Ismene’s interrogation with the much-maligned
statement, “Yes, for the furrows of others can be ploughed,” which insinuates that
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there are other women with whom his son can have sex with and impregnate.23
Much more significantly, it is a reference to the legal statement made at the engue
shown by the use of the term “plough,” meaning that he understood her veiled
legal criticism of him. Significantly, he chooses not to punish Ismene for her
daring, but rather answers her. As women were not allowed to participate in legal
proceedings of their own accord, the fact that Ismene discusses marital obligations
directly with a man, then, is a good example of why focusing on Ismene instead
of Antigone can shed new light on the social structure and power dynamics of
women in classical Athens as well as the role of marginal women in Athenian
drama.
The feminist poet Adrienne Rich has called for a “Re-vision” of canonical
texts, in which the work is interrogated from a new viewpoint, as a way of
combatting patriarchy inherent in them.24 This is exactly what is being done here
by re-reading Ismene’s words in order to ascertain what they can illuminate about
classical Athens. Ismene’s argument with Creon is the epitome of working within
the system to create change. She has the pivotal role in Antigone of shaming an
antagonist (since Antigone and Creon are equally right and equally wrong, neither
can be said to conclusively be the protagonist or the antagonist) and importantly a
male antagonist, which could force the men in the Sophoclean audience to think
cautiously about their responsibilities toward women.
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Ismene’s attempt to persuade Creon to spare Antigone fails completely,
but in terms of making a reasonable point via logos and pathos that is capable of
swaying Creon, she succeeded with the use of feminine allowances. This is
important because it shows the capability of fifth-century Athenian women to
make political maneuverings. It points to an agency as yet unnoticed by many
scholars due to their focus on main characters.

Ismene Speaks: The Rhetorical Function of a “Normal” Woman
The term “normal woman,” is often used by critics to describe the
forgotten figures being women who behaved according to expected gender
practices like staying in their home and having children. It arises as a negative and
flattened description.25 However, this seemingly benign word is really the mark of
something much more damaging—the dissemination of hegemonic expectations
of women.
In one sense, describing the forgotten figures as “normal” is akin to critics
saying that they are boring or their actions uninformative. Labeling them as
“normal” allows the authors to hastily brand them so they may proceed with
discussing characters they see as more exciting or complex, like Electra or
Antigone. The categorization of the latter characters as sensational, protofeministic, and most importantly not abnormal but rather against stereotype,
“radical,” or “counter to normal expectations about female action,” demonstrates
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a disconcerting bias which has been regularly parroted among Sophoclean
authorities.26
There are numerous examples of the dismissal of Ismene as simply
“normal.” Sarah Pomeroy writes in Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves:
Women in Classical Antiquity, that “Heroines, like heroes, are not normal
people,” which implies that those characters who are not tragic heroes/heroines,
are “normal.” E. Anne Mackay’s “Fugard’s The Island and Sophocles’ Antigone
within the Parameters of South African Protest Literature,” which posits that
Ismene is “normal” because, “She accepts her limitations as a mere woman.”27
Each of these authors uphold the stereotypical idea of what makes a woman
“normal” and belittles Ismene for being like this, essentially creating a binary. It
is, according to these authors, not good enough to be “normal.” More
disconcerting than this, however, is the assumption of a universal “normal.”
As Chayanika Shah et. al. explain in No Outlaws in the Gender Galaxy,
“there is no ‘normal’ or ‘natural’…what is termed ‘normal’ is just a ruse to
criminalize everything that is not in tune with the dominant discourse and
practice.”28 It is harmful to propagate ideas of normalcy because it sets up a
standard from which failure is likely. There is no normal, there are instead
popular beliefs, stereotypes, and judgement. It is therefore much more accurate to
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simply describe the characteristics of Ismene they are particularly referring to. For
instance, it is more apt to say that Ismene is nonconfrontational.
One example of a conclusion which has been missed due to biases toward
tragic heroes and “stronger” female characters and away from “normal” women,
is the fact that less extreme female characters would have been more likely to
effect change in classical Athens. Confrontational characters like Electra and
Antigone were actually the worst nightmares Attic playwrights could develop;
independent women challenging the status quo. The Cambridge Companion to
Greek and Roman Theatre explains that:
The Greek tragedians’ focus on the errors and arrogance of mythical
Theban tyrants is part of their construction of this city as a mirror-opposite
of Athens, an ‘anti-Athens’, onto which important questions of self, family
and society which were pertinent to Athenian citizens are displaced and
more easily explored. It is often the case, then, that tragedy depicts its
autocratic heroes and heroines as transgressive, arrogant and prone to
errors which are socially and religiously disastrous [Author’s Emphasis]29
If the city of Thebes is, in Antigone, a mirror-opposite world to what actual fifthcentury Athens was like and yet a stand-in for it, then characters like Antigone or
Electra would have been derided for their insolence by classical spectators rather
than applauded for their attempts to repeal tyranny or injustice. On the other hand,
political maneuverings of the kind Ismene makes with Creon, polite yet critical,
would have been acceptable, and thus actually capable of creating change. Revisioning Antigone leads to the understanding that Ismene would have had much
more power to enact change with her arguments than Antigone.
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Due to this overlooking of quieter characters, theorists have failed to
recognize important connections between their own work and the forgotten
figures. Ismene’s use of traditionally masculine traits, for instance, goes
completely unnoticed by renowned philosopher and gender theorist Judith Butler.
In her book, Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life and Death, Butler discusses
the importance of Antigone’s confrontation with Creon, namely that by retorting,
she appropriates his masculinity and leaves him feminized.30 However, Ismene
challenges Creon as well, meaning that she also appropriates his masculinity.
Defying a male in power was, during classical Greece, considered a
masculine action. This is why Butler believes Antigone took some of Creon’s
masculinity when she defied him.31 Furthermore, according to Butler, since
Antigone defies Creon in both a linguistic and physical manner, she actually
disobeys him twice and therefore takes his masculinity twice as well. Theorizing
that “the only way the doer is attached to the deed is through the linguistic
assertion of the connection,” basically saying ‘Yes, I did that,’ Butler highlights
the importance of speech acts.32 Understanding speech as an act allows women a
greater sense of agency in plays where they are often unable to act in more
physical methods.
Even more vitally for the focus of this investigation into the rhetorical
functions of Ismene, Butler’s theory means that admitting to having done
something is even more important than actually having done it. Ismene lies to
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Creon, stating in lines 590-591 “I did the deed, if [Antigone] agrees, and I take
and bear my share of the blame.”33 According to Butler, since she admits to
burying her brother, even though she physically did not, the linguistic assertion
means she did. Therefore, regardless of critical repetitions that Ismene failed her
family by refusing to act, her rhetoric reveals that she did bury her brother.
Lying, then, becomes a crucial form of defiance in a phallocentric world.
Butler completely overlooks this fact in connection with her own research
because she is so focused on Antigone. Though it is true that in the end Antigone
gets her way and Ismene is cleared of the charge of assisting in burying Polynices,
Ismene herself never takes back her claim. For a few very important minutes,
then, Ismene is just as masculine and powerful as Antigone in their confrontation
with Creon. Ignoring supporting characters’ contributions to canonical works has
ramifications; namely that theories based on these plays, like Butler’s, are flawed.
This is why plays like Antigone must be re-visioned with a focus on the forgotten
figures.
Subsequent to Ismene’s speech-act of defiance, she is removed from the
stage both physically and vocally by both a character, Creon, and Sophocles. The
silencing of Ismene is absolute as she does not return and her fate is never alluded
to. This silencing suggests that Ismene’s rhetorical defiance may actually have
been worse that Antigone’s, at least for Sophocles, because while Antigone is
allowed to continue speaking to the people of Thebes before she is led to her
underground cell, Ismene is shut down immediately, giving her no further
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opportunities to voice her opinions. Perhaps this is because her brand of rhetoric,
for instance using logos legal precedent is slightly more dangerous than
Antigone’s rhetoric.34 Removing Ismene is a way of limiting her autonomy. If she
is not onstage, she cannot interfere and conceivably use her clever arguments to
convince Creon to spare Antigone, which would alter the play’s form, since
without the death of Antigone leading to the deaths of Haemon and Eurydice, the
play cannot be considered a tragedy.
Focusing on the forgotten figures is important because they lead to a better
understanding of Sophoclean tragedy. These supporting characters illuminate
elements of power dynamics in classical Athens that the principal characters do
not, for instance possibilities for political maneuverings and application of the
law.

Hegelian Favoritism: An Example of Unfinished Tragic Theory
It is contended by Antigone, as indeed it has been by critics, that Ismene is
Creon’s “champion” and that she “shows her love only in words.”35 It is true that
Ismene refuses to help bury Polynices due to Creon’s edict, but once she is in the
presence of Creon and her sister is in trouble she immediately switches to
agreeing with Antigone out of a sense of loyalty.36 It is therefore more accurate to
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state that Ismene takes her own side or else that she resides in the middle since
she does not completely agree with either Antigone or Creon.
Hegel believed that because two sides of an argument are presented in
Antigone, with neither one able to be proven the correct position, that it is the best
example of a tragedy.37 Antigone wanted to bury her brother because of their
religious customs, or so she says, but King Creon refused to allow him burial due
to his right as king to make such rulings, as well as because Polynices had
actually attacked their city leading to countless Theban deaths. The theory
connected to this, and often attributed to Hegel, of thesis, antithesis, and
synthesis, in which one argument (thesis) is contradicted by another (antithesis)
but also combine to form a new conclusion (synthesis), can be used to show
another example of marginal characters being overlooked in favor of leads,
though this time specifically in regard to tragic theory.38
To fully understand Sophocles, however, it is necessary for Hegel’s theory
to be revised to include sub-contradictions between the forgotten figure and the
protagonist, or in Antigone’s case the protagonists: Antigone and Creon. This
complicates and expands Hegel’s theory. The basic Hegelian view of Antigone is
as follows: Antigone believes solely in following religious customs whereas
Creon believes in the authority of the king and ultimately both fall to ruin with
neither being proven correct.
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The suggested modification to include Ismene would have three syntheses.
Synthesis one would occur due to the contrast between Antigone’s belief in
religious custom and Ismene’s belief in the authority of the king and would result
in Antigone winning by burying Polynices. The second synthesis occurs due to
the contrast between Ismene’s sense of family loyalty and Creon’s authority
which results in Creon getting his way and sentencing Antigone to death. The
third and last synthesis would occur due to the combination of syntheses one and
two, which looks like the original Hegelian view on tragedy. Even though the
outcome is the same, it is necessary to discuss Ismene’s impact on that outcome
because she helped bring it about. The equation is just as important as the
solution. Otherwise, it is more of an assumption than a conclusion.
It is significant that in multiple Sophoclean tragedies, there is a symbiotic
relationship not only between the protagonist and the antagonist but also the
protagonist and the forgotten figure, like the one just expounded in Antigone.
Even Antigone sees the interdependence in their relationship when she admits to
Ismene that, “Some thought you were right, and some thought I was” to which
Ismene responds, “Why, our offence is equal!”39 The forgotten figures, though
existing in the peripheries of their stories, are extremely important to the
chemistry of their plays. Ismene balances both parties’ arguments creating in them
equal fault and equal truth. Chrysothemis performs this function in Electra as well
by faulting Electra for her murderous intention and yet excoriating Clytemnestra’s
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killing of Agamemnon. What is the message, then, in a play which gives no
answers?
The audience must determine who was right and who was wrong, creating
an actively engaged spectator. Aristotle states in his Rhetoric that, “all that men
fear in regard to themselves excites their pity when others are the victims,”
especially when those engendering pity, “resemble them in age, character, habits,
position, or family; for all such relations make a man more likely to think that
their misfortune may befall him as well.”40 Therefore, because a spectator feels
pity for the tragedy befalling characters on stage, it is natural to think they would
feel invested in, not only the outcome, but in the moral arguments forcing them to
become active spectators in Sophoclean tragedies since the playwright does not
provide them with easy answers.
The Sophoclean spectator must constantly weigh the rhetoric function of
tragic characters in order for their pity and fear to culminate in a cathartic
moment. For instance, if a spectator decides that Creon is the guilty party, then
their pity for Antigone, as someone similar to them not by gender, as most Attic
theatrical spectators would have been male, but by the possible familial
circumstance of a contested burial, increases. On the other hand, if they decided
Antigone was in the wrong, a similar upsurge of pity would occur toward Creon
due to a similarity of age, gender, or another characteristic, leading to a
comparable cathartic purgation. However, if a spectator were inactive and chose
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no side, they would, theoretically, not be able to reach the end goal of an
emotional cleansing. Ismene, then, helps the spectator choose their path leading to
catharsis.
In all, Ismene’s rhetorical role in Sophocles’ Antigone is multifaceted and
ranges from illuminating loopholes in the silencing of upper-class women, as
Ismene did by using veiled criticisms, and quieter possibilities of defiance to men
and sovereignty to balancing the arguments of Creon and Antigone creating an
actively engaged spectator. This active quality is important because, since
Sophocles does not declare Antigone or Creon to be good or bad, in order to
achieve a purgation of pity and fear, they must choose someone to pity and who
will cause them fear. Ismene, like all forgotten figures, reveals that many theories
on tragedy are incomplete because they do not take into account supporting
characters.

The Missing Sister: Vittorio Alfieri’s 1782 Antigone
The Antigone legend is perhaps the most adapted Greek tragedy in history
(See Appendices 1 and 2 for a list of adaptations). It has reached as far as Sri
Lanka (Ernest Macintyre’s 2009 Irangani) and the Republic of the Congo
(Sylvain Bemba’s 1990 Black Candles) and as close as the United States (Janusz
Głowacki’s 1997 Antigone in New York). The prevalence of this myth allows for a
great number of elements to be compared and contrasted. The most relevant for
this discussion of forgotten figures is the erasure of Ismene. This can be witnessed
in Jean Racine’s 1664 La Thébaïde, Vittorio Alfieri’s 1782 Antigone, A.R.
Gurney’s 1987 Another Antigone, Ernest Macintyre’s 2009 Irangani, and others.
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The most peculiar part of Ismene’s nonappearance in Alfieri’s Antigone is
that the author does not simply excise her, but rather seems, at first, to simply
replace her with Argia, the widow of the recently deceased Polynices. This begs
the question: do Argia and Ismene have different rhetorical functions? Or, are
they essentially the same character with different names? If they have similar
rhetoric, then it could be said that Ismene actually is in this play, though renamed,
but if they are dissimilar, then this could have an impact on the Aristotelian tragic
formula, specifically in terms of pity, fear, and catharsis. Alfieri’s Antigone will
therefore be studied in this investigation of Ismene’s historical disappearance in
order to determine whether a forgotten figure exists in Alfieri’s adaptation and
whether this tragedy supports the call for tragic formulas to include supporting
characters like the forgotten figures.
Vittorio Alfieri (1749-1803) is thought to be the forerunner of Italian
nationalism, one of Italy’s greatest poets, and representative of “the birth of
Italy’s modern tragic theater,” even though at the time he was writing, Italy was
not yet a unified country.41 At this time, Italy was separated into many states, each
of which varied in terms of politics and social conditions, with one of them being
the Kingdom of Sardinia, where Alfieri was born and first encountered the
political absolutism he so grew to hate. Alfieri’s abhorrence of tyranny, which he
defined as a government “in which he or they who are supposed to enforce the
laws may make, interpret, suspend or destroy them with impunity,” is so
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entrenched in his plays that he became known as “the bard of freedom.”42 In point
of fact, placing a priority focus on tyranny may be why Ismene was taken out of
Alfieri’s play, since her role as mediator means that at her core she can
understand both sides, but to Alfieri there can be only one.

Fade to Black: The Rise of Argia
Alfieri’s adaptation of Sophocles’ Antigone is similar to the original in
several ways. In it, Antigone feels that she must bury her brother, Polynices, who
died in a dual fratricide during the Battle of Thebes, even though Creon has
declared this act illegal. Creon’s son, Haemon, sides with Antigone, Creon
sentences Antigone to death, Antigone dies after being immured in a tomb,
though suicide is not mentioned, Haemon commits suicide, and finally Creon
mourns his son and his choices. It is different from Sophocles’ original because,
instead of including Ismene, Argia is implemented; arriving in Thebes to retrieve
her late husband’s, Polynices, ashes. Argia is the sister, though in-law rather than
biological, who interacts with Antigone and Creon in this version, rather than
Ismene.
The theme of resisting tyranny is perhaps most visibly present in Alfieri’s
version of Antigone, which he modeled after Statius’ Thebaid, a first century CE
Roman adaptation of Sophocles’ original. Alfieri’s version is often labeled as
lacking ornament or being austere by critics and is even described by Alfieri
himself as “the least lively” of his plays.43 Nonetheless, it was well known at the
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time. Pope Pius VI even remarked to Alfieri that “he had heard marvels” of this
play.44 It was published the year after its first performance in 1782, during which
Alfieri himself played Creon. This last fact shows how little Alfieri trusted others
to express the outright despotism of his King of Thebes, which was so important
to him to expose.
Unlike Sophocles’ play, which was significant for including two equal but
contrasting arguments which forced the audience to decide who was right and
wrong, Alfieri’s adaptation makes this choice for spectators. Significantly, this
makes it no longer a Sophoclean tragedy, in terms of the construction of the play,
since encouraging active spectatorship is a crucial component of it. Alfieri’s
adaptation is more of a neoclassical tragedy as there was a predilection for
unambiguous villains and heroes in this movement.45 Alfieri also infuses other
neoclassical elements into his adaptation, specifically the unities of action, time,
and place, as well as the eighteenth-century Italian fascination with the Greeks
and Romans and his own obsession with tyranny.
As aforementioned, Creon is not only the antagonist of Alfieri’s
adaptation, but an absolute villain. He does not simply stand in opposition to
Antigone’s superobjective, but he does so in a way which makes him evil and
cruel. Not only does he leave his nephew’s corpse to rot, unburied, as prey to wild
animals, as he does in Sophocles’ original, but he also places the same fate upon
Polynices’ entire fallen army, exponentially increasing the repulsion of his
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character. Moreover, Creon instigated the fight between Polynices and Eteocles
which led to the war and dual fratricide in the first place. Antigone accuses Creon,
saying:
Impious thou…who to the deed of death didst goad them on by fraudulent
contrivance…Thou wast the author of the guilty war; thou the fomenter of
fraternal hate; Thou artfully didst fan the angry flame; One thou didst
instigate, the other flatter, and both thou didst betray46
This twist to the tale was seemingly taken from Racine’s La Thébaïde, which he
studied during the creation of his own adaptation.
Alfieri is, in his Antigone, specifically making a case as to why King
Joseph II should be overthrown. King Joseph II, an enlightened absolutist whose
social reforms, while admirable for attempting to help his people, were very
unpopular.47 As Alfieri was so outspoken regarding his distaste for absolutism,
having published various essays and books on the topic, such as the well-known
On Tyranny (1789) distributed just a few years after this play, and King Joseph II
was an absolutist, enlightened or not, this could not fail to be the case. Alfieri
accomplishes his critique of his king by having Creon be so villainous that no
character could really help his motives appear innocuous.
Making Ismene a mediator would have been counterintuitive in Alfieri’s
adaptation because it would have created a more complicated view of Creon
whereas Alfieri desired a clear-cut villain. Arguably, there is nothing Ismene
could have done to help Creon’s case, however. One of Argia’s main rhetorical
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functions is, on the other hand, to criticize the faults in Creon which leads to
increased pity for Antigone and the desire to see Creon fall. She warns that, “It is
the penalty that’s infamous, and not the punishment. The infamy will fall on
Creon should we be condemn’d. All will feel horror when they hear his name;
pity when they hear ours…”48 Argia shames Creon for his wickedness. It is
implied that his despotism led to failing his people and parallels Alfieri’s own life.
The conclusion of the play, an insurrection led by Haemon against Creon, would
have been meant to inspire Alfieri’s contemporaries into action.
Argia serves this call to action by repetitively goading Antigone into
action when she falters (e.g. “Why do we longer tarry? Sister, come…”) and even
admitting to Creon that, “The bosom of Antigone, ‘tis true, swell’d with
suppress’d resentment; she revolved a thousand schemes; but silently she bore the
horrid prohibition; and had never, had I not hither come, incurr’d its penance.”49
Argia pushes Antigone to rebel just as she pushes the spectator to see Creon’s
faults and similarly take action against King Joseph II.
Argia performs important rhetorical functions, like representing the
interests of contemporary society during the time of Alfieri, namely a
concentration on neoclassicism and the abolition of the monarchy. However,
Argia is not a forgotten figure. She is given a far more established ending than
Ismene received from Sophocles. Argia is given her husband’s ashes by Creon, in
order to avoid another war, and she departs for her homeland to be with her
family. Alfieri wrote a complete ending for Argia in contrast to Ismene in
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Sophocles, whose character simply disappears from the stage without explanation.
She received exactly what she wanted and went home to the comfort of her entire
biological family, including a son. Argia is, however, still a supporting character,
rather than a lead, and impacts the structure of the tragedy, especially in terms of
Aristotelian pity, fear, and catharsis. Argia works against the Aristotelian tragic
form because she negatively impacts pity and fear due to her selfishness which
then creates a weak or lost cathartic moment for the spectator.
Removing Ismene causes a ripple effect which makes Antigone less strong
and sure. Her lack of certainty would seem to lead to a decreased level of pity for
her character, especially when seconded by a character driven by selfish desire
who abandons Antigone after receiving what she wanted. Being a neoclassicist
Alfieri would have desired a catharsis, which for neoclassicists meant “the
correction of bad behavioral instincts within the audience by a purging of pity and
fear and inducing good behavioral instincts,” but his choice to use Argia works
against this as she introduces bad behavioral instincts.50 With less pity and less
fear, as naturally one cannot fear for a character who does not arouse one’s pity,
and the introduction of bad behavior like Argia’s self-centeredness, demonstrated
when Creon ultimately gives Polynices’ ashes to her, tells her to leave the
country, and she is perfectly willing to comply, leaving both Thebes and Antigone
to their dark fates, a catharsis would be negatively affected.51
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Argia in Question
While Argia might seem like a proto-feminist due to the way she
challenges Creon, telling him that “All will feel horror when they hear his name,”
there is a case for her being strongly anti-feminist, thereby mirroring the sociopolitical climate of eighteenth-century Italy. Generally, feminist scholarship, like
that from Cecilia Sjöholm, sees the figure of Antigone as “a metaphor for
individuation, ethical action, uncompromising desire, feminist revolt, and the
collapse of heteronormativity.”52They see her as “a figure of defiance, an agent of
refusal not only to state power but also to the claims that would deny and annul
family and filial obligations and bonds.”53 However, just because Antigone turns
her back on a marriage with Haemon it does not mean that Alfieri’s play is
advocating for female empowerment. In fact, because the play details the
downfall of a woman focused on an aspect other than mothering, the proper burial
of a loved one, and another who goes back home to care for her child in the end,
shows that Alfieri’s Antigone is actually anti-women’s rights, which reinforces
eighteenth-century Italian norms.
Though in eighteenth-century Italy women were taking part in educational
salons, though not nearly in as great of numbers as in France, women like
physicist Laura Bassi, painter and academy student Rosalba Carriera, and
physician Maria Dalle Donne were “too far removed from the norm to represent a

52

Cecilia Sjöholm, The Antigone Complex: Ethics and the Invention of Feminine Desire (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2004), 82.
53
David Kyuman Kim, "Issues with Authority: Feminist Commitments in a Late Secular Age," in Religion,
the Secular, and the Politics of Sexual Difference, ed. Linell E. Cady and Casey Fessenden (New York,
NY: Columbia University Press, 2013), 283.

76

socially acceptable model.”54 Women during the Italian Settecento “gained no
meaningful political rights,” despite the increasing amounts of debate on the
subject, because “some influential members of the Italian Republic of Letters did
persist in treating the ‘woman question’ as an academic exercise,” and of those
who took the subject seriously, arguments were generally self-interested and
indifferent to what women actually wanted.55 Women were still mothers first.
Arguably, by Alfieri having a character like Argia survive and an unwed,
childless woman like Antigone die, he is making a statement against the
proliferation of women’s rights.
Consequently, pity for Antigone is arguably also reduced because of the
lack of sympathy an eighteenth-century Italian spectator would have for a woman
who spurns marriage and motherhood. Due to so many decreases in pity for
Antigone it is doubtful that a catharsis is attainable for the spectator of Alfieri’s
play. Nonetheless, Alfieri’s adaptation still supports the call for a contemporary
tragic formula to include supporting characters like Argia, and the forgotten
figures, because they enable a discussion of norms and practices contemporary to
the adaptors of Sophocles’ tragedy, just as Sophocles’ original does.

The Disappearance of Ismene: 2000 Years on the Black List
It can be said conclusively that Alfieri’s Argia is not a renamed
Sophoclean Ismene. She may take up the stage time that Ismene had in the
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original and she may support Antigone in her fight against Creon, something it
cannot be forgotten that Ismene did in the end, but she is not rhetorically or
behaviorally the same character. Significantly, Argia, like Ismene, survives at the
end of the play, but, unlike Ismene, is actually physically guilty of the crime that
she escapes punishment for. Antigone says it best, directly to Argia, near the end
of Alfieri’s play: “Thou’rt not the child of Oedipus; thy heart is not like mine.”56
Argia does not know what it is like to lose her entire family to fate, only her
husband. She does not know what it is like living in the house of the person who
enabled the destruction of part of that family. She does not share Antigone’s
blood. She is barely more than a stranger whether or not Antigone claims to love
her.
Alfieri’s Argia is not a forgotten figure like Sophocles’ Ismene, so her role
serves a different but vital function. Though Argia’s physical safety is tied to the
outcome of the play, she is not related to the main tragic figure by blood or carnal
bond. Her rhetorical functions do not include mediating between the main
characters or illuminating Antigone’s state of mind. If anything, Antigone is the
one who constantly informs Argia about various topics, like the current political
climate. Antigone’s soliloquy at the beginning of the play, where she states that
“A holy impulse urges me to action, a lofty impulse of fraternal love,” arguably
does more to illuminate her own innermost feelings than anything Argia says or
does.57 More significantly, Argia does not disappear from the script.
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Though Argia is not a forgotten figure, she is still a rhetorically significant
supporting character in Alfieri’s adaptation. Argia represents, with her words and
her actions, eighteen-century Italian ideals, such as unifying Italy with a sense of
nationalism. This goes hand-in-hand with Alfieri’s opposition to tyranny in his
Antigone because the finale of an insurrection against King Creon is inspired by a
working together of the commoners of the country. Though Alfieri would never
see the abolition of a sovereign ruler, not occurring until 1946, before his death in
1903 or even the Risorgimento, unification of Italy, in 1861 which consolidated
the various Italian states into one Italy, he was instrumental in both coming to
pass through the ideals he pushed in his plays.
Argia illuminates the gender inequality inherent in eighteenth-century
Italy through her ultimate survival and return to her life as a mother in contrast to
Antigone’s refusal to marry leading to her death. Nonetheless, Argia negatively
impacts the Aristotelian, and neoclassical, tragic form by reducing the pity of the
spectator for the tragic hero both in terms of highlighting Antigone’s dangerous
spurning of patriarchy and in her selfish desire which would seem to inspire bad
behavior in an audience rather than the good behavior they are meant to emulate
after watching a neoclassical tragedy. However, Argia’s rhetorical merits are
enough to substantiate the conclusion that supporting characters should be
included in the study of tragic formulas. Since they tend not to be the focus, this
demands that a new contemporary tragic formula, which will ameliorate this gap
in scholarship, be created in order to be aligned with contemporary interests.
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There is, as far as one can tell, no record of Ismene’s reemergence in a
theatrical adaptation of Sophocles’ Antigone until Jean Cocteau’s 1922 Antigone.
Renowned literary critic George Steiner believes that Statius’ Thebaid was so
popular through history that many adaptors of the Theban myth, included Racine
and Alfieri, followed his example.58 Since Ismene’s role was so small in his story,
appearing briefly in only two out of the twelve chapters of his epic poem, and she
is dead when the burial of Polynices occurs, it meant that adaptors of his work
often took this to its logical conclusion: exclusion from their shorter play-length
works. The saturation of Statius’ poem, posits Steiner, caused the figure of
Ismene to become unused until the modern period.59 Even after Ismene’s
reemergence, she rarely received more stage time or an increase of lines beyond
Sophocles’ original allocation. Satoh Makoto’s 1966 play Ismene is an atypical
example of extending her role.
After Cocteau’s version of the Antigone myth, Ismene remained an
obvious part of adaptations until Athol Fugard, John Kani, and Winston
Ntshona’s 1973 The Island, in which her appearance is complicated. There are
Ismene-ish traits in the character of John, such as the way he tries to protect
Winston from Hodoshe’s punishments by quieting him, but he is not an
equivalent Ismene. In contrast to her, John actually succeeds in keeping Winston
in check, often has selfish motivations, like Argia, such as not wanting Winston to
incite punishment from Hodoshe on him too, and orders Winston to do various
tasks which he does. The dynamic between them is very different.
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From The Island on, Ismene generally either does not appear (A.R.
Gurney’s 1987 Another Antigone, Sylvain Bemba’s 1990 Black Candles, Janusz
Glowacki’s 1997 Antigone in New York, Ernest Macintyre’s 2009 Irangani), is
referenced but does not appear (Griselda Gambaro’s 1986 Furious Antigone),
appears in characteristics of various figures rather than a full character, similar to
The Island, (Richard Sewell’s 1995 Antigone in Warsaw), or has an even smaller
role than Sophocles’ gave her (Luis Sanchez’s 1966 La Pasión según Antígona
Pérez, Mac Wellman’s 2001 Antigone).
Rarely, Ismene minimally maintains her Sophoclean-length role or at least
proportionally does (Tom Paulin’s 1985 The Riot Act, David Hopkins’ 2006
comic book adaptation “Antigone,” Anne Carson’s 2012 pictorial adaptation
Antigonick). Nancy Keystone’s 2001 Antigone, though, changed this pattern of
disuse and dislike. Her extended use of Ismene, and the alterations that she made
to her character, seem to have been the turning point that enabled this forgotten
figure to finally be seen as the rhetorically significant character she is by adaptors,
even if not by critics.

Keystone’s Antigone: Unveiling the Trauma of Ismene
Nancy Keystone’s 2001 Antigone confirms an important rhetorical
function for Ismene, as well as Chrysothemis and Tecmessa, in all adaptations she
appears in: she reveals the issues surrounding the current political climate and
gender relations. The forgotten figures remind the spectator of the faults in their
society, irritating their sense of responsibility so they can never rest comfortably.
In Sophocles’ original, Ismene explains that Creon’s law is to blame and though
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she is not meant to highlight gender inequality for reform, from a “re-visioned”
perspective, Ismene does fulfil this duty. Alfieri’s adaptation had Argia fulfill this
task by contrasting the surviving mother Argia and the deceased childless
Antigone to comment on the place of women. Keystone’s adaptation illuminates
gender inequality through the interactions between a scared Ismene and her
determined sister.
Keystone attended the University of California, Los Angeles in 1985
where she earned a Bachelor of Arts in Theatre Arts, followed by a Master of Fine
Arts in 1988 at Carnegie Mellon in Directing. She is the founder and artistic
director of Critical Mass Performance Group, which is “an ensemble dedicated to
the collaborative creation of new works and reinterpretations of classic plays.”60
Her adaptation of Antigone was created in a workshop in collaboration with
CMPG in 2000 and premiered in 2001 at Portland Center Stage in Portland,
Oregon. Keystone also served as the director and scenic designer for the
production.
Keystone’s adaptation, written in collaboration with CMPG, is wildly
different from Alfieri’s version due to its many modern changes to style and
movement, being highly symbolic, expressionistic, and dance-like, but it is also
similar to both Sophocles’ original and Alfieri’s variation in terms of plot. In her
adaptation, Antigone wants to bury her brother and Creon commands her not to.
Ismene is once again caught in the middle, neither wanting to be punished by
Creon nor wanting to let her sister down. Antigone hangs herself to avoid Creon’s
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punishment for burying Polynices anyway, Haemon commits suicide after finding
Antigone, and Creon realizes his mistakes and laments them.
Keystone’s adaptation of Sophocles’ Antigone is an intriguing case to be
studied, because it fuses the symbolist notion of layers of meaning, a theatrical
style which began in the late nineteenth century, with the expressionist fixation on
a subjective distortion of reality, a style that came about in the early twentieth
century. In this case, the specific person whose mind the spectator sees distorted
onstage seems to be the Archivist, who arguably represent Keystone herself,
evidenced by the Archivist saying at the top of the show that he is “a witness, a
guide,” just as the playwright guides us through her play.61
Two of the main reasons Keystone’s adaptation was chosen for an indepth analysis are that it has never been studied before and, more importantly,
that Ismene confronts the issue of her historical disappearance head on.
Keystone’s Ismene explains that:
I ‘annulled’ myself when I refused to participate in the burial of my
brother. And so, officially, I drop out of this story about half way through,
never to be heard from, heard of again. Even though I live and the others
die. That’s the official version62
Keystone challenges Ismene’s traditional omission through the character’s own
dialogue. Ismene’s usage of the words “the official version,” have patriarchal
connotations. As feminist historian Judith M. Bennett explains in History Matters:
Patriarchy and the Challenge of Feminism, there is the traditional history, much
of which was written and promulgated by men, and there is a women’s or feminist
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history in which “feminists—both in the academy and outside it—[are] reclaiming
a lost past in their research…and using historical insight to inform feminist
strategy.”63 Keystone is essentially stating that she does not agree with the
continual male-led exclusion of a female character.
Ismene’s metatheatrical statement also implies that Keystone is taking it
upon herself to repair this troubling absence by not only including Ismene in the
finale of her play, but by having Ismene suggest that the “official version” should
not be blindly followed by scholars but rather interrogated in order to ascertain
what is not being said but should be. Keystone’s appears to be the first adaptation
to allow Ismene to be present at the conclusion of the play and it is significant that
it was a female playwright to ameliorate this. It took a woman to recognize the
misogynistic statement made in this canonical play of a woman being silenced by
a man, and basically sent to her room, as well as the oddity of no one ever writing
an ending to Ismene’s story.
Historically, a record of Ismene’s life and death is difficult to come by.
According to the seventh century poet Mimnermus, it seems that, ultimately, she
suffers from tragic events just like the rest of her family. His amphora shows
Ismene being brutally murdered by Tydeus during the Battle of Thebes, the
conflict in which Polynices and Eteocles committed dual fratricide (see Figures 13). Obviously, the timelines differ since Ismene cannot have died before Antigone
and also take part in its events, but this is the only story of her death to be found
before the modern period.
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Figure 1:
Tydeus and Ismene, Black-Figure Amphora

Source: Louvre, Paris E 640 Campana Collection ca. 560 BCE
Waiblinger, A. “Remarques sur une coupe a fond blanc du Musée Du Louvre.”
RA (February 1972): 233-242.64
Figure 2:
Unnamed Kylix White Cup (Ismene)

Source: Louvre, Paris G 109. Possibly by Onesimos ca. 420’s BCE
Waiblinger, A. “Remarques sur une coupe a fond blanc du Musée Du Louvre.”
RA (February 1972): 233-242.65
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Figure 3
Unnamed Kylix White Cup Reconstruction (Ismene)

Source: Reconstruction found in A. Waiblinger. “Remarques sur une coupe a fond
blanc du Musée Du Louvre.” RA (February 1972): 233-242.
In Figure 1, Tydeus appears as a black figure on the left while a white
figure, who A. Waiblinger believes is the lover of Ismene, runs nakedly away on
the far left. Tydeus thrusts his sword at an unclothed Ismene, who holds her hands
up in a defensive gesture. Figure 2 shows a similar, albeit broken, image which is
reconstructed in Figure 3. Waiblinger believes that Figure 2 shows Tydeus
holding Ismene by the hair in one hand, as she lies flailing on a table, while
stabbing her under the breast with a dagger in his other. Figures 1 and 2 are the
only extant pieces of pottery in which Ismene figures, demonstrating her
traditionally overlooked role in the Labdacid family. Even though what happens
to Ismene after Keystone’s play is never explained, at least a future, which will be
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detailed shortly, is suggested, unlike the bulk of adaptations and ancient pottery
regarding the Antigone myth.
Connected to Ismene’s extended appearance in Keystone’s Antigone, is
the way she is, through symbolism, capable of intensifying pity and fear.
Keystone uses symbolism to explain each character’s state of mind and choices.
In particular, this aids in explaining why Ismene makes her controversial decision
regarding her brother’s burial. This symbolism serves to enhance the pity and fear
the spectator feels during the play, because each layer affects the spectator’s
emotions so that instead of one element which evokes pity, there are several at
once. For instance, a bathtub can mean innocence, vulnerability, safety, and even
the cleansing of sins. Such an intensification of pity for the woman who inhabits
this symbolic bath, unable to leave it, arguably strengthens a catharsis more than
might normally be attained in a traditional ancient tragedy. Incidentally, it is here
suggested that this indicates that pity and fear do not simply develop based on the
spectator’s similarity to the protagonist, but to all characters in the world of the
tragedy who are adversely affected.

Imagery is Everything: Giving Voice to Mental Health
In Sophocles’ time, playwrights and audiences are thought to have been,
for the most part, uninterested in the psychological aspects of characters. Even
though there are psychological facets discussed in ancient Greek plays, such as
Ajax’s proto-PTSD, the actions that occurred because of their emotional state
were considered important, not the emotions or psychological issues themselves.
Most important, were the philosophical and moral questions raised in the
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tragedies. In the advent of psychoanalysis, however, plays have become more
focused on character motivation.
In Keystone’s adaptation, psychology plays a much more crucial role. The
expressionistic style of the play suffuses everything from the set design, which
includes a floor covered in black dirt, a bathtub, apples on the walls, and combat
boots hanging from a wire, to the directing choices, like the way there are no
boundaries to the acting spaces, for instance Ismene’s bathtub is present in every
scene. There are also repetitive movements and large portions of the play which
are performed entirely with movement. The expressionism combines with
symbolism to explain the traumatization of Ismene
While Antigone seems to have handled the deaths of her parents and
brothers by becoming more daring, Ismene has reacted to the emotional trauma by
becoming withdrawn and nearly unresponsive, symbolized by her residence in
and inability to get out of her bathtub for most of the play. This bathtub is
representative of many things in this expressionistic world: a safe barrier from the
chaos outside, from death, a way to wash away her guilt over failing her family
when they died, and a symbol of her pure intentions regarding her sister’s request.
These symbols combine with Ismene’s rhetorical function to not only illuminate
her character, but to parallel the increasing interest in creating awareness for
mental health disorders which, though occurring long before the 1990s, received a
push with the creation of a national Mental Health Awareness Week in 1990.
One example of a scene in which symbols and dialogue show Ismene as
mentally unwell is when Antigone attempts to lure Ismene from the tub with talk
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of challenging Creon, and Ismene is physically unable to get out, lamenting that
Antigone looks “so haunted…you must be very naïve to believe that it will do any
good to cry out and shout to the world, as if that would change our fate.”66 It is
only when Antigone shows she is determined to bury Polynices that Ismene yells
in absolute terror, “Antigone! Don’t leave me. They’ll kill you” and finally
attempts to get out of the tub to stop her sister.67 However, she sloshes and
stumbles in the bathtub, unable to overcome her fear and leave her sanctuary. This
suggests that Ismene suffers from thanatophobia, or the fear of death.
The rise of mental health awareness in the United States of America can
be marked by the 1990 creation of Mental Illness Awareness Week by the United
States Congress, held annually during each first full week of October. After this
point “mental health advocates across the country…joined with others in their
communities to sponsor activities, large or small, for public education about
mental illness.”68 Attempts to raise mindfulness of mental health, without a
negative social stigma, continued on into the current century. Advocates have
tried to impress upon society that mental illness is an issue which affects everyone
since “According to the National Association for Mental Illness (NAMI), one in
four adults in our nation experience a mental health disorder in any given year
and one in ten of our nation’s children live with serious mental illness.”69 This
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means that, statistically speaking, everyone knows someone suffering from
mental illness.
One pamphlet for creating mental health awareness by the International
Child Art Foundation, explains that “mental health problems cause significant
distress to child[sic], family, and community [and] mental health problems in
children often lead to lifelong impairment, which has tremendous negative social
and economic consequences.”70 Ismene, whose age is not stated in Keystone’s or
Sophocles’ adaptations, is generally thought to be either a teenager or a young
adult and has been having emotional trauma heaped upon her for years. As she
has no help in facing or controlling it, she may never be able to fully recover.
The way Ismene has been traumatized is witnessed during a scene in
which Creon gorily describes leaving out the body of her brother and in response
Ismene eerily sings a Walt Disney tune to herself in an effort to keep calm.
Another example occurs when Ismene challenges Creon, as she did in Sophocles’
original, but in Keystone’s version she sounds unstable: “This suffering is
unbearable, my brain can’t contain the contradictions, if I move, I’ll crack, or
begin to babble, or vomit, or become in some other way intolerable. If you kill my
sister, you’ll have to kill me, too.”71 One of Ismene’s rhetorical functions in
Keystone’s play, then, can be seen to be advocating for mental health awareness
as well as sympathy for those suffering from mental health problems.
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Furthermore, in this way Ismene reminds scholars who are often unkind regarding
Ismene’s refusal to bury Polynices, that people have a wide range of reactions to
trauma and less active reactions do not equate to inadequacy or cowardliness.
Keystone’s adaptation of the scene in which Ismene falsely confesses to
burying her brother can be seen to comment on Judith Butler’s discussion of
physical and linguistic assertions. Keystone’s Ismene explains to her sister how,
even though she could not get past her mental challenge, she helped in the only
way she could, by pretending:
I got out of the tub. I wanted to do it, I wanted to bury Polynices, and now
I’ve done it. In my head. In my heart. I dug a deep hole and put all his
parts in it and buried him completely…I wanted to do it. I’m just not a
very good participant. I wanted to bury Polynices, and so in my heart, I
did it.72
Ismene still has a mental illness, but she has managed to find a way to help her
family, even if it was only in her head. For a person who was literally unable to
move for so long in a tub, this is a huge step. Keystone alters the idea of lying as a
form of resistance to lying as a form of healing.
When critics fail to focus on the forgotten figures, there is a missed
opportunity to discuss trauma and the challenge of mental illnesses brought on by
it. Ajax is not the only Sophoclean figure to have a psychological issue, he is just
the only one scholars tend to focus on, which suggests a gender and character
hierarchy bias. The rhetorical function of tragedy cannot be considered primarily
in terms of major characters. To do so is to limit the understanding of the form.
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Every Woman for Herself: Ismene’s Lack of Support
The rhetorical function of Keystone’s Ismene, though written in twentyfirst century America, shows that gender inequality remains an ongoing issue,
even though Keystone’s adaptation was written hundreds of years after Alfieri
and thousands of years after ancient Athens. Of course, there has been progress.
One of the most significant for the discussion of a play revolving around politics,
is how women gained voting rights in 1920 which meant they could now help to
control the government. However, women are still fighting to have their voices
heard.
Keystone has Ismene bemoan to Antigone that she “must be very naïve to
believe that it will do any good to cry out and shout in the world, as if that would
change our fate…It has been proclaimed, under penalty of death, he is not to be
buried. There is nothing to do.”73 From a contemporary perspective, this implies
that even though women have a voice in society now, it will still do no good in
challenging Creon’s decree because he has power and they do not. This parallels
the unfortunate ratio of men to women in contemporary American congresses.
According to the Center for American Women and Politics, women held
only 18.7% of the 525 seats in the 113th United States Congress, which lasted
from January 2013 to January 2015, and this is even a decade after Keystone
wrote her play in 2001.74 Paula vW. Dáil, author of Women and Poverty in 21st
Century America, believes that:
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Nothing has really changed for the large majority of poor women, who are
still shackled by the capitalist philosophy that exploits the working
poor…Meanwhile feminists have remained focused on social rights, rather
than on social responsibility, and on personal freedom, which has not
always been cast as either a moral issue or a matter of justice75
This is an argument based on intersectional feminism, a term introduced by
Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in the 1980s which means, “the study of how
different power structures interact in the lives of minorities,” which involves, for
instance, “the need to think and talk about race through a lens that looks at
gender, or think and talk about feminism through a lens that looks at race.”76
Women cannot be conflated into a single category of oppression because they
vary by race, class, sexual orientation, etc. So, while many upper-class cisgender
heterosexual white women have been able to win rights and socially climb to be
more equal with men, not all women have been able to make the hike. In
Sophocles, this is distinction is seen in Antigone and Chrysothemis, upper-class,
royal, Hellenistic, Athenian, women who assert their agency publicly, contrasted
with Tecmessa, a lower-class, Phrygian, slave who practices a quieter form of
activism. All three are women, but their oppression is not equal. In tandem with
this, many of those upper-class cisgender heterosexual white women today who
have gotten closer to breaking the glass ceiling are purposely ignoring the racism,
xenophobia, homophobia, and other concerns which cause other women to be
unable to achieve the same success, solely so that they can get ahead themselves.
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This is problematic because it marginalizes and silences nondominant women,
like the forgotten figures. Focusing on the forgotten figures illuminates this
marginalization.
What is worse, according to Dáil, is that many women are settling for
unequal treatment with an “it’s better than nothing” sort of attitude.77 The author
quotes a woman she calls “Anna” as stating that, “I don’t have no time to worry
whether I’m earning as much as a man.”78 Importantly, the inequality between the
sexes seems, to Dáil, to mostly be a problem with poor women rather than, for
instance, high paid executives. Nonetheless, in general “People are socialized to
take what is given to them and fail to take personal responsibility for their own
lives,” claims Dáil.79 This can also be seen when Ismene cautions Antigone to,
“take things as they come, and don’t make a fuss…There is nothing to do…It is
against the law.”80 Not only does Ismene not have the political power to overturn
Creon’s edict, but she does not feel as though there is anything that they, women,
can do about it in future, perhaps because though women have a voice in
contemporary society; it is not as loud as men’s due to insufficient representation.
Thus, even though thousands of years separate Sophocles and Keystone, their
female characters are still ruled by male authority figures.
Ismene’s rhetorical functions, in Keystone’s Antigone, are to, as before,
illuminate the politics and gender relations in the playwright’s society.
Specifically, in this adaptation that includes an interest in mental health awareness
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and destigmatization, unequal representation in government, the problem with
women settling when something is still unjust, psychology, trauma,
expressionism, and symbolism. Ismene also contributes to the Aristotelian idea of
pity and fear by showing that supporting characters can increase these emotions in
spectators as well as main characters. Ismene is shown to have the ability to fill in
theories by those who overlook supporting characters, like Keystone did with the
idea of lying as a form of healing by assertion of a deed which relates to Butler’s
similar theories.
Focusing solely on major characters like Antigone, shows the spectator
only what women can do if they take extreme measures and are punished
afterward, but not what they should be able to do with impunity. Ismene’s
speeches explain the barriers, instead of ignoring the problems. Ismene’s
overarching rhetorical function in each adaptation is to force the spectator to see
the unjustness of some aspect of their society so that they may be empowered to
see that it is amended.

Finding a Voice in the Twenty-First Century: A Chapter Conclusion
It is unusual that Ismene was not found to be more important by critics, at
least in the twentieth century, considering second and third wave feminism and
the development of deconstruction generally shifted the gaze of scholarship to the
margins and to women and people of color in order to analyze characters felt to
have been overlooked or not given their due. For instance, the Women’s One
World (WOW) Café Theatre, and specifically playwrights like Holly Hughes and
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Carmelita Tropicana, responded in the 1980s to the male gaze by rejecting it and
casting entirely females shows, such as The Lady Dick (1984).
However, critics and adaptors have handled the forgotten figures
differently. Critics have generally continued to see Ismene, as the epigraph states,
as weak and submissive and therefore overlooked them. Feminists like Judith
Butler in Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life and Death and Luce Irigaray’s
chapter in Fanny Söderbäck’s Feminist Readings of Antigone could not look past
Ismene’s initial refusal to help Antigone, in order to consider her speech as
representing a significant element in Sophoclean tragic form, as well as tragic
theory in general. Nonetheless, Ismene’s legal logos argument represents the sole
example of such argumentation by a woman in extant Sophoclean drama. Such a
rhetorical function allows the spectator to see the flaw in Creon’s character, that
pride over logic and familial loyalty has taken hold in him. Non-legal logos
arguments do the same for Antigone, creating a balance which forces the
spectator to actively choose who to pity. Shifting the focus from Antigone to
Ismene in this way reveals the potential for developing adaptations of the
narrative that embrace the possibilities of a female focused “re-visioning” of the
ancient Greek canon in order to shed light on the varying degrees of privilege and
oppression women historically experience as part of their intersectional identities.
However, there have been few scholars, such as Rawlinson’s chapter
“Beyond Antigone: Ismene, Gender, and the Right to Life,” and Bonnie Honig’s
similar chapter “Sacrifice, Sorority, Integrity: Antigone’s Conspiracy with
Ismene,” who admit that Ismene has been misunderstood, ignored, or represents a
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missed opportunity to understand Sophocles’ Antigone or adaptations of it.81
Conversely, at the turn of the twenty-first century a remarkable change occurred
in adaptations. Suddenly, Ismene began to be utilized to a greater extent, more
often appearing in adaptations and being silenced less. With few exceptions,
Ismene remained an integral part of the story unto the bitter end, as evidenced by
Keystone’s Antigone, Tanya Barfield, Karen Hartman, Chiori Miyagawa, Lynn
Nottage, and Caridad Svich’s 2004 Antigone Project, Caridad Svich’s 2007
Lucinda Caval, Jocelyn Clarke’s 2009 Antigone, and Moira Buffini’s 2010
Welcome to Thebes.
Twenty-first century adaptors have embraced Ismene. She remains
onstage to witness the death of her sister, to bury Antigone, to react to the deaths
of Antigone, Haemon, and Eurydice in order to increase the audience’s pity
leading to an intense catharsis, and to remind the audience that the curse upon the
Labdacids is incomplete. Perhaps this change is due to contemporary society’s
interest in hearing the side of traditional villains, like Elphaba in Stephen
Schwartz’ Wicked, based on Gregory Maguire’s book, violent anti-heroes such as
Batman in 2008’s The Dark Knight film, or generally any characters who exist in
gray areas (see the bestselling book by E L James Fifty Shades of Grey for an idea
of the kind of dark or coarse characters that have taken the world by storm).
Articles like Lauren Martin’s “Villains do it Better: Why this Generation
is Obsessed with the Anti-Hero,” and Cristina Silva’s “Reality TV Villains: Why
We’re Obsessed with Badly Behaved Reality Stars,” discuss the current obsession
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with complex characters.82 These tragically, yet accessibly flawed characters may
resonate in a contemporary society that recognizes mistakes or changing one’s
mind are human. Ismene represents this unedited version of humanity. She is
more of an anti-hero, someone who, “displays the less pleasant characteristics of
human beings.”83 It may not be a popular statement that women are less powerful
than men, but in a society dominated by men, for Ismene it is an uncomfortable
truth. In light of contemporary interests, then, Ismene is being looked at in an
unbiased and progressive light by adaptors, leading to her being used more often,
differently, and for contemporary uses.
Not counting Makoto’s play, which occurred during the period in which
Ismene was still being silenced and was consequently not immediately influential,
Keystone’s play marks a true change in the general view of Ismene for adaptors of
Sophocles’ Antigone. From Keystone on, Ismene is often seen at the end of the
play rather than disappearing and her character is frequently given new traits such
as romantic involvements (Barfield et. al’s 2004 Antigone Project sees Ismene
married, Clarke’s 2009 Irangani has Ismene engaged to Megareus, Creon’s other
son, and Buffini’s 2010 Welcome to Thebes has Ismene in love with Haemon) and
further experiences resulting in post-traumatic stress (Buffini’s Welcome to
Thebes states that Ismene was brutally raped and Hopkins’ “Antigone” comic
book implies that she is involved in an incestuous relationship with Antigone).
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Ismene’s failure to convince Creon to spare Antigone in Sophocles’
original showed the plight of women in fifth-century Athens. After women
generally attained greater rights in the twentieth century, Ismene’s reason to not
act changes slightly. Keystone’s Ismene does not blame the inability to sway
Creon on their gender per se but on politics where, because of gender inequality,
they have a voice but not an equal one. In two thousand years, the inability to
resist Creon is still connected to him being a male leader. This speaks volumes
about the state of today’s society and the changes that still need to be made.
The value of studying classical gender relations lies not only in fully
understanding the past, but in appreciating the present. As Eva C. Keuls, author of
The Reign of the Phallus: Sexual Politics in Ancient Athens, explains it, classical
Athens is “alien enough to jolt our ordinary sense of reality.”84 By juxtaposing
two seemingly dissimilar time periods, the leaps and bounds society has taken can
be recognized, but it must also be admitted that in certain areas today’s society is
still quite similar, illuminating a necessary path to the future. Ismene is a spotlight
on inequality and injustice.
In terms of the Sophoclean tragic form, Ismene, like Chrysothemis and
Tecmessa, balances the ethical argument in each adaptation that she appears in.
She does this by exclaiming the righteousness in Antigone’s desire to bury their
brother while concurrently admonishing her for breaking the law which creates an
actively engaged classical Athenian spectator. Ismene also affects the Aristotelian
tragic form by impacting pity and fear. Ismene creates anticipation because her
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doomed desire to keep her sister safe pervades both Sophocles’ and Keystone’s
plays. It is her warning to Antigone of the danger she is walking into that creates
anticipation from the spectator/reader. She creates the terror of injustice for
Antigone by explaining the ramifications if she disobeys Creon: death.
Similarly, Ismene contributes to the Aristotelian idea of pity and fear by
showing that supporting characters can increase these emotions in spectators as
well as main characters can. While Aristotle writes that pity may be defined as a
“feeling of pain caused by the sight of some evil, destructive or painful, which
befalls one who does not deserve it, and which we might expect to befall
ourselves or some friends of ours, and moreover to befall us soon,” the person he
is talking about is the tragic hero.85 However, the argument here is that Ismene,
and the other forgotten figures, are just as capable of creating pity and fear in a
spectator by way of their predicaments, such as having a sister who wants to
break the law and will surely die because of it.
The importance of Ismene, and by extension Chrysothemis and Tecmessa
which will be discussed in chapters two and three, to the Sophoclean tragic form
and the Aristotelian tragic theory calls into question the traditional lack of focus
on supporting characters in tragedies and in treatises of them. Supporting
characters are necessary to the tragic form so it follows that a contemporary tragic
formula that includes them should be written. Adaptors started the trend of
expanding the use of the Ismene and hopefully critics and theorists will catch on
and begin to analyze her character in newer ways, finally giving Ismene the voice
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she has long been denied. It certainly seems as if the smallest sprout of critical
interest and reevaluation of Ismene has begun as all extended references to
Ismene’s ability to rhetorically reveal new information has come from those
writing after the turn of the twenty-first century and generally well into its first
decade. Ismene is many things: she is scared, loyal, clever, rational, limited, and
silenced, but, if the current trend continues, it will not be long until there is one
thing she is not: forgotten.
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Chapter Two
Between a Rock and a Hard Place:
Chrysothemis and Her Sister
Chrysothemis is in many ways the invisible woman of the Electra myth
–E. Teresa Choate, Electra USA1
You probably don’t remember Chrysothemis…She was a good girl: she
didn’t kill anyone, and no one ever paid much attention to her
–Ben Brantley, “Good Girl in a Bloody Greek Legend”2
Introduction: The Shadow of Her Sister
Chrysothemis has never been a popular character. In fact, most people
would be hard pressed to answer who she is or what play she is from. She is the
sister of someone so famous she has a psychological complex named after her.
Chrysothemis, in contrast, is often barely a reference in analyses of her sister.
Why is she so forgettable? Or, why should she be remembered?
Chrysothemis existed prior to Sophocles’ incarnation of her in his circa
410 BCE Electra. She is mentioned both in Book 9, Line 190 of Homer’s Iliad,
composed around 800 BCE, and in the archaic version of the myth, where she is
said to have wed Orestes’ associate Pylades.3 Sophocles, though, seems to be the
first extant dramatist to utilize her. Aeschylus’ Oresteia, specifically his Libation
Bearers of 458 BCE, certainly does not. As discussed in the introduction to this
project, that may have been due to the limits of the three-actor convention at that
time, rather than a purposeful exclusion, however. On the other hand, Euripides
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does not incorporate Chrysothemis either, though this was unquestionably by
choice since the use of three actors was widespread during his time.
In Sophocles’ Electra, Chrysothemis and her sister, Electra, are subjugated
by their mother, Clytemnestra, and stepfather, Aegisthus. The latter two
previously murdered Agamemnon, the two sisters’ father and the previous King
of Mycenae, for sacrificing Iphigenia, the third sister. Chrysothemis complies
with her mother and step-father’s wishes as a form of self-preservation, unlike
Electra. After Chrysothemis refuses to help Electra murder their mother and stepfather in the middle of the play, she returns to the palace and is never seen, heard
from, or spoken of again. This disappearance is confusing because, having
appeared in two scenes to talk with Electra in the first half of the play, like Ismene
in Antigone, it signals that she is supposed to remain important. Moreover, it
would seem natural for a character so against murder in each of her scenes to be
seen reacting to it later.
Historically, the character of Chrysothemis is sporadically removed and
utilized in adaptations of Sophocles’ Electra, without a real pattern. It is difficult
to discern whether there could be a pattern, because scripts of Electra adaptations
before the nineteenth-century are difficult to locate, and those that can be found
tend to be translations rather than adaptations (see the Introduction for a lengthy
discussion on the difference between them). Most of the adaptations found are
from 1901 onward. Of those, Benito Pérez Galdós’ Electra (1901), John-Paul
Sartre’s The Flies (1943), and Isaac Oliver’s Electra in a One-Piece (2010)
remove Chrysothemis entirely. Ezra Pound’s Elektra (1949) and Frank

103

McGuinness’ Electra (1998) are examples of those who, like Sophocles, remove
Chrysothemis in the middle of the action and without explanation.
Few adaptors have tried to provide a reason for Chrysothemis’
disappearance. Luis Alfaro’s Electricidad (2002) explains that Iphigenia, here a
stand-in for Chrysothemis, runs away to a nunnery to escape the violence at home
and Kristina Sutherland’s Live Girls Do Elektra (1999) has Chrysothemis killed.
It is seldom that adaptors have expanded Chrysothemis’ role, as they have with
Ismene, by allowing her to be onstage at the end of the play, along with the rest of
her surviving family; Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s Electra (1903), Ellen
McLaughlin’s Iphigenia and Other Daughters (1995), Alfred Preisser’s An
Electra (2007), and Nick Payne’s Electra (2011) are examples of those that do.
The fact that there is no discernable trend toward the use of Chrysothemis
points to an inability to agree on the impact of her character to the play and/or to
her ability to make connections beyond the world of the play, unlike the
contemporary appreciation of Ismene. Focusing on Electra, however, simply
reinforces the traditional hierarchy of characters; namely, tragic heroes and major
characters are more significant than supporting characters, which causes them to
miss opportunities to discover, among other things, alternative ways of grieving.
Scholars have rarely focused on Chrysothemis, even less so than Ismene.
Jenny March attempts to explain her disappearance in Sophocles’ original by
claiming that the removal of Chrysothemis isolates Electra.4 However, this cannot
be the case, because almost as soon as Chrysothemis exits, Orestes enters and
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takes her side. Few authors even spend a significant amount of time considering
Chrysothemis. Mary R. Lefkowitz’s Women in Greek Myth oddly does not
mention her at all, Batya Casper Laks’ Electra: A Gender Sensitive Study of the
Plays (Aeschylus’ Oresteia through Sam Shepard’s Curse of the Starving Class)
Based on the Myth barely mentions her, and the chapter “Chrysothemis, the Good
Girl” in E. Teresa Choate’s Electra USA: American Stagings of Sophocles’
Tragedy, seemingly the lengthiest examination of Chrysothemis, focusses on
iconography and actor physicality, rather than on rhetoric. The result of this, is a
complete focus on aesthetics rather than on textual significance. Chrysothemis,
for example, is often portrayed as blonde and shallow (see Figure 4), but her
speech shows that she is wise but traumatized. There is an unusual degree of
dissonance in the characterization, then. Her rhetorical function must be taken
into account in order to fully understand her character, her role in Electra, and the
role of the supporting character in tragedy. Additionally, since Chrysothemis has
already been discussed based on aesthetics, it will, for the most part, not be
repeated here.5
This chapter will be the first extended study on the character of
Chrysothemis and her rhetorical significance in the Electra myth. It is here argued
that Chrysothemis’ many rhetorical functions suggest that she is just as much an
integral part of Sophocles’ Electra and adaptations of it as the tragic hero is.
Chrysothemis’ rhetorical function has important implications regarding the
society which created each adaptation. For instance, explaining to the audience
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that Electra’s extended lamentations are unnatural, parallels the changing funeral
laws in fifth-century Athens.
Besides Sophocles’ original, two adaptations will be examined:
Hofmannsthal’s 1903 Electra and Payne’s 2011 play of the same title. The former
pushes the issue of family violence in a unique way, revealing that Chrysothemis
offers an alternative view of healthy mourning in contrast to Electra’s
pathological grieving, which leads to allegations of sibling abuse. Payne’s Electra
reunites Chrysothemis and her sister in the play’s final scene, leading to a
groundbreaking change to their sibling rivalry: reconciliation. This points to a
contemporary push, and need, for empathy. This investigation would benefit
women and gender studies, psychology, specifically the studies of memory,
trauma, and abuse, classical studies, general theatre studies, and even
criminology.
There are a few key terms necessary to understand before a discussion can
take place. First of all, the “Oedipus Complex,” in which a son “begins to desire
his mother…and to hate his father anew as a rival,” but even more so the “Electra
Complex,” which is the same idea but connected to a daughter desiring her father,
will be important psychological terms in discussions of the mourning habits of
Electra and Chrysothemis.6 Likewise, the way brain networks are altered due to
extreme stress, termed “survival brain,” will figure in understanding the
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relationship between Chrysothemis and her sister, especially in Hofmannsthal’s
Antigone.7
In order to fully discuss Chrysothemis’ rhetorical functions and the
impacts of them, both within the plays and beyond them, numerous sources were
studied. Sophocles’ Electra, translated by Hugh Lloyd-Jones, is the main text and,
though many adaptations were considered, the two adaptations focused on will be
Hofmannsthal’s, translated by Alfred Schwarz, and Payne’s. In addition, many
texts on psychology were utilized, especially pertaining to generalized trauma,
childhood trauma, memory and recovery, abuse, especially by the family, as well
as women and gender scholarship and biographies of the playwrights. By
analyzing this data, I concluded that Chrysothemis is an invaluable resource for
understanding the historical moments which produced each adaptation.
Although Chrysothemis is a marginal character in a play where she
ostensibly makes such a small impact on the proceedings of the play, not killing
anyone and certainly not convincing anyone to do anything, she is still worthy to
study. Chrysothemis’ fate is just as impacted by the deaths of her parents as
Electra’s and Orestes’ are. Her physical safety is linked with both her abusive
parents and her similarly abusive sister. The importance of supporting characters,
especially the forgotten figures, in the tragic formula becomes apparent in this
analysis of Chrysothemis’ rhetorical function.
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Mirror Opposites: The Sophoclean Sisters
Sophocles designed the duo of Chrysothemis and Electra to be
juxtapositions of each other; raised the same and yet obviously dissimilar in
personality. His Electra shows how two young women chose different paths in
response to their father’s murder by their mother. Arguably, Sophocles has the
chorus introduce Chrysothemis as Electra’s “sister, born of the same father and
the same mother” in order to emphasize their initial sameness.8 They started out
from the same place and it was their attitudes that took them down different paths.
It is possible that Sophocles’ intention with this line was to indicate that Electra
should be like Chrysothemis, but her anger is what led her to unfettered despair.
Even after the deaths Electra craves, it seems impossible that Electra would ever
become happy or carefree like Chrysothemis has the possibility of becoming.
Instead, she seems permanently bellicose.
The sisters are foils in most respects but this term deserves parsing.
Electra is impetuous and appears blinded by her own desires. She wants to
assassinate the royal rulers of Mycenae but does not care that she is physically
outmatched, that Aegisthus can probably swordfight, or that in attempting to kill
them both she would be outnumbered. Initially, she daydreams that her brother
Orestes will come and complete the job for her, but after she is told he is dead,
she deludes herself into thinking two physically weaker women could match a
probably muscular man. As Adam Schwartz writes in his chapter “Large
Weapons, Small Greeks,” from Men of Bronze: Hoplite Warfare in Ancient
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Greece, classical Athenian males were substantially taller and heavier than
females.9 In conjunction, men were generally stronger as well, since women
usually did not exercise to gain muscle during this time.10
Electra is an exaggerated version of an Athenian woman, as evidenced by
her breaking of strict rules regarding modest funereal behavior. Initially, women
would illustrate they were mourning through “violent tearing of the hair, face and
clothes…as well as wailing and singing.”11 However, in the sixth century BCE the
Archon Solon is said to have restricted the way people were allowed to mourn,
which impacted mostly women as they were the gender expected to perform most
of the mourning rituals. As Josine H. Blok writes in Making Silence Speak:
Women’s Voices in Greek Literature and Society, after a person was buried they
were permitted to lament on “the third, the ninth, and the thirtieth days, and after a
year.”12 In Chrysothemis’ first line in Sophocles’ Electra, she asks “What are
these things that you have come out to say by the door we leave the house by, my
sister? And will you not learn, after so long, not to indulge your useless anger?”13
Juxtaposing Chrysothemis with Electra emphasizes the expected length of
mourning and illuminates the problems of Electra mourning in public. Since
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Electra is said to have been mourning since Orestes was a child, and now he is a
man, it is obvious she has completely gone against mourning laws.
By referencing the mourning laws, Chrysothemis increases pity for Electra
because they see her as pathetic, even if they would never condone the behavior.
It can be argued that the more the spectator sees familiar elements in tragedies,
characters who make mistakes like they might or laws they may be tempted to
break, the more their pity and fear increases, leading to a purgation of their
emotions. As Aristotle described in his Rhetoric, people fear things that could
impact them personally.14 What if someone they knew and cared for died? Would
they be content to stop mourning by the mandated cutoff? This presents the
spectator with hard questions and no answers, once again creating an active
spectator in charge of their own purgation by forcing them to choose whom to
pity.
In contrast to Electra, Chrysothemis represents what historians like Eva
Keuls have described as the behavior of 5th century Athenian women, especially
pertaining to the suppression and lack of capabilities of them.15 Chrysothemis has
mourned her father and yearns for justice, but she recognizes that she is dependent
on her mother and stepfather to survive; for food, shelter, and the unlikely, but
hoped for, chance they will make a marriage match for her so she can start her life
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anew. Ancient Greek women could not simply leave home and find a job
elsewhere.16 Chrysothemis’ choice was to suffer the abuse Electra receives from
her parents for continued public lamentations or to suffer in silence. In fact,
Chrysothemis seems to have it worse because she must bottle her emotions, and
also face the wrath of her sister for doing so, whereas delusional Electra feels free
to be herself.
Incidentally, the stark dichotomy of Sophocles’ Chrysothemis and Electra
in conjunction with the unnaturally extended mourning of Electra could be
concluded to have led Carl Jung to theorize what he called the “Electra-complex.”
Jung coined this term to refer to a child’s psychosexual rivalry with their mother
for possession of their father.17 He sees in Electra a woman who is not focused on
revenge because her father was murdered, but because someone she was sexually
interested in was murdered by a rival. Though Jung never mentions which
playwright’s version of the Electra myth he used, and he could be alluding to all
three extant Greek versions, it is probable that he used the only version which
includes Chrysothemis, since she really pushes the psychological deviation of
Electra by highlighting her protracted lamentations for her father. Additionally,
Jung refers to Sigmund Freud’s “Oedipus-complex” theory in reference to his
own on Electra and indicates that they correspond.18 Freud used Sophocles’
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Oedipus the King to craft his theory and if these concepts are truly mirrored, this
would necessitate the use of his Electra.
Not only does Chrysothemis illuminate issues important to classical
Athenian men, but, through feminist Adrienne Rich’s “re-visioning,” in which she
advises for canonical (i.e. male chosen and esteemed) works to be re-read from a
feminist point of view in order to break the hold patriarchy has over them,
Chrysothemis is revealed to, like Ismene, expose the possibilities for women to
rebel against men in classical Athens.19 Though she refuses to help Electra kill her
mother, she does agree to ask the gods to avenge their father’s death for them. “I
will,” she says, “for when an act is right, reason demands that two voices should
not contend, but hastens on the deed.”20 She therefore pours offerings against
Clytemnestra rather than for her as she had been commanded to do by her mother.
It may not seem risky, but as Chrysothemis explains, “when I attempt the
task, dear friends, do you, I beg you, keep silent, for if my mother hears of this, I
think I shall have reason to regret my daring venture.”21 Religion was taken
seriously in classical Athens, so asking the gods to revenge a death, they believed,
could truly result in this occurring.22 In essence, Chrysothemis sets in motion a
contracted killing. She may not be able to physically avenge her father herself, but
she does make it happen. Arguably, when Orestes falters in the killing of his
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mother, it is the gods, via Chrysothemis offerings, who push him to go through
with it and not Electra’s rhetoric.
Consequently, the most telling difference between the sisters is that
Chrysothemis is the only one who follows their words with action. The
significance of this is that it weakens the traditional portrayal of a strong and
fierce Electra. Electra is akin to Shakespeare’s Hamlet in that she talks incessantly
but, unlike Hamlet who finally kills his uncle, Electra never does anything herself.
This is a prime example of how focusing on major characters can cause scholars
to miss crucial information. Possibly, having a weakened Electra might cause
more pity for her character as her inability to act, coupled with a failure to stop
lamenting, causes more suffering for her, positively impacting the expected
catharsis for the spectator.
The iconography of the two sisters is also telling of the contrast between
Sophocles’ Chrysothemis and Electra. The latter is generally seen as brunette and
wearing tattered clothing, but Choate explains that:
The various portrayals of Chrysothemis in the productions from 1889
through 1937 appear to have been quite similar to each other: beautiful
(often blonde) and passive, in many ways characterized as the
stereotypical ingénue role, feckless and pretty23
The consequence of this, is that it implies that actors and directors are simply
copying previous versions of her character, rather than questioning it.
Later productions of Electra adaptations are generally the same. The 1984
Seattle Opera production of Strauss and Hofmannsthal’s opera, Elektra had
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Marita Napier as a blonde, beauty makeup-wearing Chrysothemis.24 The 2011
production of the same opera had a blonde Camilla Nylund wear even more
makeup with a white poufy ballgown, pearl necklace, white lace gloves, and a
purse.25 The 2015 Salt Lake City Classical Greek Theatre Festival version of
Sophocles’ Electra included a Chrysothemis wearing golden hair accents
reminiscent of a tiara, curled hair, and a pretty green dress with a gold accented
sash, seen in Figure 4.26
Figure 4:
Salt Lake City Classical Greek Theatre Festival’s Chrysothemis (2015)

Source: Max Rutherford and Erin M. West, “Chrysothemis (Allison Dane) and
Electra (Melanie Nelson),” photograph.
Each of these versions also included a dowdy brunette Electra. These all seem to
suggest that Chrysothemis has chosen finery over honor, is unintelligent, feeble,
and vain.
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One notable exception to the dumb blonde Chrysothemis trend is Olympia
Dukakis’ version in the New York Shakespeare Festival’s 1964 Electra, which
Choate believes was the first time “no one used the words ‘vacillating’ or
‘ingénue’ in describing Chrysothemis, because she was meant to look capable of
taking on Electra.”27 The troubling thing is that Sophocles’ Chrysothemis does
fearlessly go head to head with her sister, refusing to be bullied into murder, so
writers and directors are actively working against the source material when they
depict a weak Chrysothemis. The characterization of her in this respect is
problematic because it dismisses introverted mourning and indicates that only
pathological grieving is acceptable, because it shows a person is “strong.” The
relentless stereotypical portrayal of Chrysothemis has caused a lingering
preconception with adaptors and scholars toward her, leading them to disregard
her character, rather than to interrogate her on their own. Most do not question
whether it is physical inadequacy or indifference which cause Chrysothemis’
refusal. Ultimately, they miss an opportunity to reexamine the play and see how
Chrysothemis rebels in a quieter way.
By juxtaposing Chrysothemis and her sister, Sophocles asks the audience
to decide whether Chrysothemis is right to accept her situation as out of her hands
to change or whether Electra is correct in continually pushing for that change,
even if she herself never actually changes anything. This highlights the ethical
debate mentioned as being a Sophoclean feature in chapter one. Sophocles rarely
gives clear cut answers, depending instead on spectators to form their own
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opinions. Ultimately, and appropriately for the “Golden Age of Athens,” it is a
male character, Orestes, who acts by killing his mother and stepfather. Electra is
left to simply watch and Chrysothemis is not even allowed that.
The broader impact of a critical bias toward Electra is a condemning of
those who grieve like Chrysothemis, quietly and discreetly. As Robert V. Kail and
John C. Cavanaugh state in Human Development: A Life-Span View, “there is no
right way to grieve.”28 If there were, however, then surely following the law
would be the way to go and Chrysothemis does that. Reanalyzing Chrysothemis
changes the way tragedy is read, by indicating the need for an emphasis on
marginal characters, like the forgotten figures, in new scholarship. Studying only
tragic heroes can lead to missed opportunities for analysis, such as in comparing
grieving practices. This is yet another example of a supporting character creating
new understandings which supports the need for a tragic formula which includes,
not just the forgotten figures, but supporting characters in general. They are a
group which needs to be accounted for.

If Chrysothemis Makes a Valid Point and No One Wants to Hear It, Does It
Really Matter?
No one listens to Chrysothemis when she imparts advice and pleads with
others, and if they do not, then what is the rhetorical function of her character?
Most obviously Chrysothemis uses logos as a way to exposit the current political
dynamic in Mycenae. One of her initial lines is:
Why, I know this much about myself, that the present situation grieves
me; so that if I had the power I should show them what are my feelings
28
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towards them. But as things are I think that in time of trouble I must lower
my sails…29
Chrysothemis is not only acknowledging her lack of power, but pointing to those
who have it: her mother and stepfather who stole their power via murder. In fact,
this hostile hierarchy is so important for Sophocles to explain that he employs the
rhetorical device ethos with this line, the type of rhetoric which bolsters the
authority of the author regarding the subject at hand, calling on the knowledge the
spectators have of him as a stratēgos, or commander of the Athenian army.30
Though this was largely a ceremonial position that he attained due to the “wisdom
in [Antigone’s] poetic counsels which accorded with the policy of Pericles,” it
was still a very renowned position and rendered with respect.31 Someone as
respected as Sophocles would know when to act and when to lower your sails.
Sophocles, through Chrysothemis, shows his audience the danger of autocracy is
that only one person has their voice heard: the one in power.
Chrysothemis constantly explains the iron hold her mother and stepfather
have on their people with similar words at lines 338-340, 396, 944, and 999-1000.
Chrysothemis and her siblings are surely not the only people in the country who
object to Clytemnestra and Aegisthus rule by murder. It seems that the spectator
would feel pity for those suffering from an unjust rule that they might encounter
themselves if their own democratic system of governance, the first of its kind,
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were ever to be overthrown.32 Sophocles, therefore, emphasizes his support for
the democratic system led by his friend, Pericles.33
Chrysothemis’ words of warning to Electra also serve to highlight the
separation of sexes in classical Athens which has served to make Chrysothemis
unable to physically challenge Aegisthus, rather than simply unwilling to, as
scholars like Jennifer R. March’s Dictionary of Classical Mythology and Ann G.
Batchelder’s The Seal of Orestes: Self-Reference and Authority in Sophocles’
Electra suggest. It is not about finery, it is about physicality. After Electra asks for
her sister’s help, Chrysothemis replies, “I will help as far as my strength allows”
and later adds, in no uncertain terms, “You are a woman, not a man, and your
strength is less than that of your adversaries.”34 Chrysothemis’ description of
physical limitations parallels that of the classical Athenian system of segregating
the sexes. Women during this time generally did not gain muscle through
exercise, play Olympic games, or learn self-defense, but men did.35 Even if
Aegisthus were a gluttonous king who is happy to armchair command, he would
probably have outmatched the women by his height and weight alone.36
Chrysothemis is rational enough to know when she is outmatched, but her
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warnings also serve to foreshadow the fact that even though Electra is oblivious to
the impossibility of fighting and winning against Aegisthus, it does not stop it
from being true; Orestes, a man, kills Aegisthus. This foreshadowing increases the
spectator’s pity for a person who craves revenge but is unable to take it.
Increasing pity and fear is something that Chrysothemis often does with
logos throughout her two scenes in Sophocles’ Antigone. The last thing
Chrysothemis says to her sister in Sophocles’ play is a warning. She cautions
Electra that, “If you think you are showing some sense, think like that! For when
you are already in trouble, you will approve my words.”37 This is actually an
echoed thought from line 1044. Having Chrysothemis state the same warning
twice shows not only that she is playing on the emotions of the audience with
pathos, namely their mounting fear, but it references a well-known play that came
before Sophocles’ Electra, Aeschylus’ The Libation Bearers, in which, after the
murders of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus, the Furies cause Orestes to go mad and
the bloody cycle of revenge does not end. The audience would know that the fate
of Electra is not to end in happiness and thus Chrysothemis is the driving force
behind Sophocles’ reminder of this, without his having to write this ending
himself. She is, in essence, shorthand. The ultimate conclusion is felt even if it is
not seen.
The rhetorical functions of Chrysothemis in Sophocles’ Electra are quite
vast even if she is only onstage for a short amount of time. She, more than
anyone, addresses the faulty power structure in Mycenae which has allowed two
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murderers to rule. She ensures the audience sees that she and Electra do not
possess the physical strength or skill required to take revenge themselves. This
creates trepidation when Electra constantly states her intention to do so, because
the audience knows she will fail.
Chrysothemis, with her logical attitude, is often misunderstood as
cavorting with the enemy when, in fact, she is simply trying to survive a violent
world. She warns Electra that her impudence will end in misery, even though she
knows Electra will never be deterred. In the end, her warning reverberates through
the remaining action causing the audience to feel anxiety over the fates of the
remaining characters, even if she is no longer present on stage to do this in
person. Moreover, Chrysothemis causes the spectator to feel pity and fear due to
the way she brings in current politics, like mourning policies and their nascent
democracy. Chrysothemis, and the other forgotten figures, is therefore not only
important in a Sophoclean sense, but to the tragic form; showing that supporting
characters have just as much of an impact as tragic heroes and heroines on the
tragic structure.
After her final warning to Electra, Chrysothemis is never seen or heard
from again in Sophocles’ play. Furthermore, there is seemingly no record of her
being included in the dramatis personae of Sophoclean adaptations until Benito
Pérez Galdós’ 1901 Electra. It is therefore unsurprising that it was not until 1903
that Chrysothemis’ role was extended beyond Sophocles’ initial usage. The
Austrian playwright Hugo von Hofmannsthal not only allows Chrysothemis to be
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present at the conclusion of his tragedy, but uses her figure to include a theory
which was most popular during his time: psychoanalysis.

Hofmannsthal’s Electra: A Sign of the Times
Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1874-1929) was an essayist, poet, and dramatist.
His play, Electra, is most well known for having been paired with Richard
Strauss’ music for the 1909 operatic one-act of the same name, but the original
play is worthy for singular examination due to its extended use of Chrysothemis.
Hofmannsthal’s adaptation will therefore be discussed without reference to the
operatic version.
Though Hofmannsthal would later admit to disliking his Electra for being
too brooding, it fit into the philosophical trend of the time.38 In fin de siècle
Europe, the concept of individuality was being considered on a psychological
scale. They were beginning to see the ego as the result of various outside forces.
Freud famously expounded on this concept with his study on the id, ego, and
superego. Both Freud and Hofmannsthal were interested in what creates a
personality, though Hofmannsthal did not use Freud as a reference point in his
meditation on individuality, as it may appear. Freud had not yet become “a
fashionable explanation for all things literary and non-literary” as Benjamin
Bennett so succinctly puts it in his study on Hofmannsthal.39 Hofmannsthal’s
Electra is therefore proto-Freudian in its study of opposing personalities clashing.
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Hofmannsthal’s adaptation is dark, moody, and violent, but not arbitrarily
so. The violence is the natural outcome of pent up frustration stemming from
multiple traumas, like murder and betrayal. Electra is an extension of
Hofmannsthal’s idea of “‘Existenz’, which calls for suffering, action, and free
choice” and deals with isolated individuals.40 Electra is seen throughout the play
suffering and feeling isolated. In terms of fitting in with Hofmannsthal’s oeuvre,
Electra was not his first Ancient Greek play; in fact, he was very fond of foreign
literature, with many of his plays being based on ancient myth and fairytales of
varying eras and nations, such as his King Oedipus and Jedermann, an adaptation
of an English medieval morality play.
Theatrically speaking, Electra is part of the modernist movement toward
theatre that concerns internal reality, which would eventually become, for
Hofmannsthal, German expressionism. As Neil H. Donahue writes in A
Companion to the Literature of German Expressionism, Hofmannsthal wrote a
letter in 1902, called the “Chandos letter,” which:
Gave poetic license to the Expressionist generation to explore new forms
of expression in language, new means of organizing words or verbal
particles on the page in order to explode conventional narration and give
fuller expression to spiritual longings41
Hofmannsthal was just beginning to flirt with expressionism in his Electra, which
included a titular character whose grief has transformed her into something
inhuman which affects the mood of the play, but it was not until his 1926 play
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The Tower that Walter Herbert Sokel sees expressionism more clearly in his
work.42
Chrysothemis’ rhetorical functions increase the pity and fear of
Hofmannsthal’s adaptation through her bleak description of the dangerous world
in which she lives. She describes to Electra that she is “shut in day and night with
my mortal terror!”43 Arguably, this causes the spectator to feel more pity than her
Sophoclean incarnation inspires, because in Sophocles’ version when she retreats
inside the house it feels as though she is safe from the deaths that later occur. In
Hofmannsthal’s adaptation, however, Chrysothemis explains that “inside” is not a
safe place at all. This Chrysothemis is developing claustrophobia because she is
under house arrest in a house inhabited by her mother and her mother’s lover who
murdered her father and who might also kill her at any moment too. This
condition had only been recently coined by psychiatrist Benjamin Ball in 1879.44
Hofmannsthal’s Chrysothemis confesses that her mother’s murder of her
father destroyed her sense of safety, detailing that:
I cannot bear to stay in any room, I must be running from door to door, oh!
Upstairs and down again, as if a voice were calling me, and when I come,
an empty room stares at me. I am so afraid my knees are trembling by day
and night, my throat is choked, I cannot even weep45
While Electra is willing to gamble for a worse form of punishment, Chrysothemis
is terrified of the way her life could get worse. In desperation, she cries out to
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Electra: “I want to get out! I do not want to sleep here every night until I die!
Before I die I also want to live!”46 Chrysothemis reminds the spectator that she is
constantly terrified and so she increases the spectator’s pity for her situation and
terror for how the situation may deteriorate.
Hofmannsthal’s tragedy, which is gloomier and darker than Sophocles’
original, increases pity and fear in spectators by having Chrysothemis use pathos
to appeal to their emotions. She hooks the spectator with her descriptions of
running through a house trying to find somewhere to hide but being unable to.
Her fear infects the spectator. Chrysothemis’ claustrophobia ties in with the early
twentieth-century European interest in psychoanalysis and exemplifies the way
the forgotten figures are utilized in order to make comments and critiques on the
interests of the adaptor’s society. For example, giving Chrysothemis’
claustrophobia infers that Hofmannsthal’s early twentieth century Austrian
spectators were more interested in the effect of tragic events on character’s
psyches, than on the act of revenge itself.

Sibling Rivalry or Something Darker?
As mentioned, Hofmannsthal had a fascination with psychoanalysis. Since
his time there have been many advancements in psychology and applying these to
his play offers many illuminating insights on the complicated relationship
between siblings, which makes it particularly necessary to focus on Chrysothemis.
“Re-visioning” Hofmannsthal’s play in this way is also of interest to women and
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gender studies because it focuses on the relationship between two women rather
than on the plot to kill a man and a male-identified woman.
In this version of Electra, Chrysothemis is traumatized not only due to the
murder of her father by her mother, and potential of being killed herself, but also
due to violent interactions with her older sister. In Hofmannsthal’s Electra
adaptation, when Electra asks Chrysothemis to commit matricide and regicide, as
in the Sophoclean original, Chrysothemis refuses. However, this can be seen from
a contemporary perspective as having been made because she is responding out of
an extreme reaction from stress that alters brain networks, known as “survival
brain.”47
According to Helping Children Cope with Trauma edited by Ruth PatHorenczyk et al., complex trauma can lead to “dysregulated information
processing, biased towards perceiving threats in the environment; and
maladaptive emotion regulation strategies, motivated by harm avoidance.”48 In
essence, traumatic events to children, which Chrysothemis and Electra were at the
time of their father’s murder, can cause the brain to register threats as something
which must be avoided at all costs. Chrysothemis’ refusal to help Electra murder
her mother and step-father, then, is not a sign of weak character as scholars, like
Marianne McDonald in Modern Critical Theory and Classical Literature, tend to
claim, but rather an inescapable biological response to a threat on her life.
The following encounter with Electra typifies the abusive relationship
between the sisters:
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ELECTRA:
Ah, that face!
CHRYSTOHEMIS: Is my face so hateful to you?
ELECTRA:
What do you want? Speak up…then go and let me
be! Chrysothemis raises her hands as if warding off
a blow.49
Chrysothemis is fearful of Electra striking her, because it must have happened
habitually. According to Sibling Abuse Trauma: Assessment and Intervention
Strategies for Children, Families, and Adults by John V. Caffaro and Allison
Conn-Caffaro, people are at risk for sibling abuse in cases of: parental
unavailability, differential treatment of the siblings by the parents, a history of
victimization by the parents, spousal abuse, ineffective parenting, an unstable
value system, and impaired sibling empathy.50 It is safe to say that every single
element listed above is applicable to Chrysothemis’ family.
Agamemnon was more focused on his war than his family, which is why
Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus murdered him. Having the latter two as
mother and step-father would have significantly skewed Chrysothemis and
Electra’s value systems. After the murder, Clytemnestra and Aegisthus
permanently confined Chrysothemis and Electra to the palace due to the latter’s
behavior creating a divide between the siblings. The sisters disagreed on how to
deal with their mother and stepfather leading Electra, unable to empathize, to
despise Chrysothemis.
Eventually, in a dysfunctional family, sibling deidentification can occur, in
which:
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A sibling role or identity becomes rigified and predisposes a child to direct
aggressive behavior toward a brother or sister perceived as
different…[resulting] in the solidification of inequitable victim and
offender sibling roles51
These are the roles that Hofmannsthal’s traumatized sisters fall into; Electra is the
offender and Chrysothemis is the victim. Though female to female sibling abuse
tends to be verbal and emotional rather than physical, according to Caffaro and
Conn-Caffaro, there are exceptions, and Hofmannsthal’s Chrysothemis and
Electra are that.
In an abusive relationship, an appearance of weakness can cause the other
sibling to appear more powerful resulting in “more frequent punishment of an
older, dominant sibling” which is turn stimulates more aggression toward the
weaker sibling.52 Both Electra and Chrysothemis are given house arrest, but only
Electra is threatened with being locked in a dungeon. Even though Electra is the
reason Chrysothemis is receiving harsher penalties, due to her refusal to live in
peace with her parents, Electra has perceived Chrysothemis’ lack of the same
punishments as an indication that Chrysothemis is valued more and hates her for
it. When Chrysothemis refuses to aid Electra in killing their parents, exclaiming
“If only you came to your senses to see this madness,” Electra pins her sister’s
arms to her body, vice-like, while Chrysothemis screams, “Let me go!...Let me
go!...Electra! Let me go!”53 Electra violently bullies her little sister, refusing to let
her go until she agrees to commit murder for her. Electra’s actions toward

51

Ibid., 91.
John V. Caffaro, Sibling Abuse Trauma, 88.
53
von Hofmannsthal, Hugo von Hofmannsthal: Three, 89, 112-117.
52

127

Chrysothemis and Chrysothemis pathetic rhetoric in response, combine to
increase the spectator’s pity for Chrysothemis.
As far as can be told, the Electra myth has never been examined through
the eyes of sibling abuse, which is a relatively new field of study that became
prevalent in the early 1990s.54 Though the term did not exist in Hofmannsthal’s
time, he was interested in psychoanalyzing characters which is why such an
analysis works so well in this instance. In terms of Hofmannsthal’s play in its own
time, the abuse between Chrysothemis and Electra would serve to, once again,
create pity and fear, but this time through physical abuse in conjunction with
Chrysothemis’ pathetic cries for Electra to stop hurting her. The more pathetic
Chrysothemis is, the more pity she incites. As before, the effect of this
intensification of pity is to increase the spectator’s catharsis, once more proving
the necessity of supporting characters in tragedies. Without Chrysothemis, there
would be an extreme lack of pity because the bestial nature of Electra, arguably,
does not inspire it.

Chrysothemis: Defender of Mothers
In classical Athenian society, motherhood was the main occupation
women could aspire to, other than religious service and jobs like wet nursing and
prostitution.55 Similarly, in fin de siècle Austria, Hofmannsthal’s home country,
the majority of women were mothers first and foremost. They were not granted
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the right to vote until 1918 and though women were becoming educated, leading
to more diverse careers, even into the 1970s and 1980s “the essence of woman
[was] her role as mother.”56 Hofmannsthal’s Chrysothemis is therefore
representative of his contemporary societal values, as she is in Sophocles’
version, and similar to the function of Ismene, whereas Electra is the antithesis of
her due to devaluing motherhood. The significance of this is that is reveals how
little progress was made between fifth-century BCE Athens and the early
twentieth century AD in Austria concerning women’s rights.
Sophocles’ Electra hates her own mother but longs to be one herself. She
laments to the chorus that “I unwearyingly await [Orestes], lost, without child or
bridegroom” and “I melt away without offspring, I who have no husband to
protect me.”57 Hofmannsthal’s Electra, on the other hand, is disgusted by the idea
of becoming a mother whereas his Chrysothemis wants nothing more in life.
Chrysothemis bemoans to Electra that “women whom I have known slender are
heavy with blessing, and toil on their way to the well and scarcely lift the pail, and
all at once they are delivered of their weight” and laments that she is “a woman
and [desires] a woman’s fate.”58 It is significant, then, that, unlike Sophocles’
original, Electra dies at the end of Hofmannsthal’s tragedy and, like Sophocles’
play, Chrysothemis lives. The fact that Electra lives after the finale of Sophocles’
Electra, where she wants to be a mother and is in line with fifth-century Athenian
values, but dies in Hofmannsthal’s adaptation, where she is out of line with early
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twentieth-century Austrian values, infers that spurning motherhood is the main
reason she dies. This suggests that the forgotten figures exist to not only represent
but support contemporary ideals of women in each adaptation.
Furthermore, Chrysothemis’ speech regarding her desire for motherhood
is what reveals the wickedness of Electra. The raison d’être of Hofmannsthal’s
Chrysothemis is to be a mother and a wife. She can think of no higher calling and
spends much of her time discussing it. In contrast, Electra mocks her sister for
these desires and attempts to manipulate her using them. The following exchange
details the sisters’ differing attitudes toward motherhood:
CHRYSOTHEMIS

I will wash clean— [my children] must not be
frightened when they look into their mother’s eyes!
ELECTRA
scornfully
When they look into their mother’s eyes!...
CHRYSOTHEMIS Stop it!
ELECTRA
May your children, when you have them, do to you
as you have done to your father!
Chrysothemis bursts into tears
…
[Women] labor in childbirth or they murder.59
Electra’s mocking repetition and taunts toward her sister show that Electra is
hateful of mothers and of her sister for wanting to be one. Chrysothemis attempts
to explain the joy that being a mother brings, but each time she is rebuffed by
Electra. The more Electra damns mothers, the more she damns herself. The
conservative stance of Austria toward women means that Electra is against the
grain and this would not endear her to the spectator who would expect some form
of recompense in the finale for this attitude. This is likely the reason

59

von Hofmannsthal, Hugo von Hofmannsthal: Three, 83.

130

Hofmannsthal chose to have Electra die after getting her revenge but
Chrysothemis lives, leaving her the opportunity to fulfill her dreams.
Chrysothemis’ exists to convince the audience that being a mother leads to
happiness but turning away from the “essence of woman” leads to misery. Once
again, this highlights the way the forgotten figures illuminate contemporary
society in Sophocles’ plays and adaptations of them. This also exemplifies the
need for supporting characters to be analyzed and accounted for in tragic theory.

Fidgety but Fixed: Chrysothemis Returns to the Stage
Chrysothemis returns to the stage four times in Hofmannsthal’s
adaptation, twice more than Sophocles’ original. Though this may seem negligible
since the third and fourth entrances happen within a matter of moments from one
another and are not lengthy, the placement of the final entrance is key to
understanding the change in attitude toward the necessity of Chrysothemis’
character, if not by all adaptors, at least by some. Having Chrysothemis return to
the stage in the final scene of the play indicates that Hofmannsthal sees her
triumph after her release from the clutches of her parents as integral to the
audience’s sense of catharsis and to support of the idea of women as mothers first.
Chrysothemis describes the joy that the people of Mycenae experience
after being freed from the heels of the King and Queen who improperly ruled
them. She exclaims to Electra, “Don’t you hear, they carry [Orestes], they carry
him on their hands, their faces are quite changed, their eyes are glistening and
their old cheeks, with tears! They are all weeping, can you not hear it? Ah!”60
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Chrysothemis is the voice of the people. Through her words can be glimpsed a
positive and healthy future for the kingdom and for herself. Her rhetorical
function at this moment can then be said to be recognizing hope for the future.
Chrysothemis’ rhetorical function may be to imply that a new, healthier kingdom
will come to pass through Orestes’ rule. This would seem to imply that within the
tragic formula, there is an event which can occur after the catharsis: a
reconstruction, whereby a seed of hope is implanted in spectators.
Hofmannsthal’s flighty and nervous Chrysothemis is not the calm and
composed woman from Sophocles who, underneath it all, is petrified of her
relatives, and yet she has many of the same verbal responsibilities. She highlights
the contrasting features of herself and Electra: namely the violent pessimism of
Electra and her own hopeful innocence. She shows that Electra has taken an
opposing path to her own; one where a manic obsession has taken hold of her
faculties and drives her to torture those around her even if they are weaker than
herself, to abuse her sister.
Hofmannsthal’s Chrysothemis increases pity in the spectator by discussing
her fear of being killed by her own mother, which also helps to set the
expressionistic mood of gloominess which pervades the play. She also increases
pity and fear by begging her sister to let her go when she is being physically
assaulted by her. Ultimately, wanting to be a mother spared Chrysothemis’ life
and the opposite took Electra’s, which upholds early-twentieth century expected
gender norms.
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Chrysothemis also introduces psychoanalysis, as in the abusive
relationship with her sister, and claustrophobia. In a contemporary psychology
sense, it also introduces sibling abuse. Moreover, Chrysothemis represents a hope
for the future, something which was not explicit in Sophocles’ original.
Hofmannsthal takes Chrysothemis from the forgotten margins of Sophocles’ play
and pushes her to the front of his own and in doing so identifies new rhetorical
functions, like being the voice of the people’s relief at having corrupt rulers
overthrown, and which infer a new tragic formula category, which does not fit
within the Aristotelian tragic form, is possible: a reconstruction, or a resetting
back to a happier time before this tragedy began.
Adaptors were ultimately not swayed to expand Chrysothemis’ role postHofmannsthal. This may have been because his play was not popular and the later
opera based on it had mixed reviews. Suzanne E. Bales explains, in Elektra: from
Hofmannsthal to Strauss, that, “the critics leapt on Hofmannsthal for the
‘wildness’ of his piece.”61 Spectators were shocked at the animalistic behavior
from Elektra as well as the way she spurned marriage. Hofmannsthal’s opera,
based on it, also, “evoked an immediate storm of critical protest,” with one
example being a cartoon showing “Strauss and Hofmannsthal [who] appeared to
be beating Sophocles.”62 It seems to have not inspired similar adaptations of
Sophocles’ Electra.
Overall, the use of Chrysothemis since Hofmannsthal’s play has been
mixed. As aforementioned, some adaptations removed her entirely, one killed her
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halfway through the play, some replaced her with her sister Iphigenia, and some
extended her role. It is frustrating that there seems to be no agreement as to the
worth of her character. The fact that she accepts her limitations seems to inspire
much of the controversy surrounding her character, as some see it as logical and
others as disloyal. The stalemate between the sisters, then, oddly mirrors that of
adaptors.
One of the adaptations which did follow Hofmannsthal’s expanded use of
Chrysothemis, if not his semi-expressionism, is Payne’s 2011 adaptation, the most
current version studied for this project. His version does something extraordinary
to the relationship between Chrysothemis and Electra that no other adaptation has
dared: it made the sisters forgive each other. In a bold look at the modern
relationship between two traumatized sisters, Payne’s Electra shows how
empathy can save even the most damaged relationship, perhaps indicating a
contemporary push for empathetic feelings as part of the updated tragic form.

Payne’s Electra: A Lesson in Forgiveness
In 2012 Maddy Costa, of The Guardian, wrote that Nick Payne (b. 1984)
“might only be 28, but he’s already dazzled audiences on both sides of the
Atlantic” and Matilda Battersby of The Independent declared him in 2013 “one of
the most in-demand talents around.”63 He is best known for his plays If There Is I
Haven’t Found it Yet and Wanderlust, which both garnered critical acclaim.
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Payne’s adaptation of Electra was first staged in 2011 in London at the Gate
theatre. Most of the reviews were negative. The Evening Standard called it, “not a
Greek tragedy as Aristotle knew it but an astute study of a deeply disturbed
family,” referring to it being more about family dynamics than a tragic hero with
hamartia, but The Stage, The Times, The Financial Times, and The Guardian all
agreed that the writing surpassed the “misjudged moments” of acting and
directing.64 Just like Hofmannsthal’s adaptation, it was not popular.
Payne’s version of the Electra myth is similar in plot to Sophocles’
original, Clytemnestra and Aegisthus murder Agamemnon, Electra and
Chrysothemis are trapped in their house and hate them but only Electra seeks
revenge by murder. This adaptation also makes a few momentous changes. For
example, Electra actually witnesses her father’s death. After he has been stabbed
in his tub, he crawls into Electra’s room and dies in her arms. The titular character
then shows the body to her little brother, Orestes.
In the Sophoclean original, Electra never witnesses this event and, as far
as can be told, neither she nor Orestes ever saw his body afterward. While
experiencing a parent’s death is traumatic, witnessing that death or seeing the
corpse is sure to be psychologically worse. Of course, this also implies that the
children saw their father’s naked body, as he was killed during a bath, which may
have its own psychological implications.
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Payne’s play also creates a calmer argument between Chrysothemis and
Electra over the right way to live after a parent’s murder. Though the sisters trade
lectures, they resist being unnecessarily callous or cruel. The result is a warmer
relationship capable of creating a protective instinct within Electra when
Clytemnestra is murdered and more importantly regarding the Sophoclean tragic
form: inspires a balanced debate over grieving practices. As in Hofmannsthal’s
adaptation, Chrysothemis does not disappear in the middle of the play, instead she
is integral to the final lesson Electra learns, which in Payne’s tragedy is
forgiveness.

You Have a Sister? The Two of You Must Be Very Close
Derrida famously said, “There is no outside-text,” also explained as
nothing being beyond the text, implying for theatre that thought, action, a
person’s character, the environment, society, are all included in the written
word.65 The script is only the beginning. Once rhetorical functions and language
are analyzed or the era a play was written in is investigated, more can be
discovered. By taking a story like Sophocles’ Electra apart and analyzing it in
different ways, adapters create plays which discuss issues important to them.
Specifically, for Ajax, Electra, and Antigone, adaptors use the forgotten figures to
discuss societal norms and, more contemporarily, to interrogate characters and
rhetorical functions which are often stepped over or talked past. For instance,
Payne’s tragedy is not about matricide, though that is a part of it. His story is
about the bond between three siblings. This shift matters because it indicates a
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contemporary desire to move beyond tradition and investigate marginal
characters. It also shows how contemporary plays cannot be beholden to an
ancient dramatic formula because it is more flawed than previously thought; the
overlooking of the supporting character role being the main issue examined here.
The relationship between Orestes and Chrysothemis in most adaptations of
Electra is inconsequential. In all but Payne’s version, Orestes virtually ignores the
existence of his other sister. Sophocles’ Orestes feels sorry for Electra,
exclaiming, “Alas for your unmarried, miserable way of life!”66 The closest he
comes to mentioning Chrysothemis, however, is his question, “Is there no one to
help you or to prevent [your torture]?”67 This, however, is probably a reference to
a man who might help her, as he could never expect Chrysothemis, a fifth-century
woman, to be able to protect her sister.
Payne’s Orestes is different. He, in disguise, shows that he still cares for
Chrysothemis and, it can be argued, does not believe what Electra says about her
sister not being there for her. The following discussion takes place:
ORESTES
ELECTRA
ORESTES
ELECTRA
ORESTES
ELECTRA
ORESTES
ELECTRA

You have a sister?
Chrysothemis.
And is she…?
She’s inside.
The two of you must be very close?
Not really…
Why is that? I’d like to know, I mean…I’d be interested to
know.
We live with my father’s murderers. My sister subsumes
herself in their presence. I’ve not. I can’t. She’s free and I
am not. As a result…
Orestes watches Electra68
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Orestes, for once, is worried about his other sister. Arguably, having a stage
direction like this end the exchange regarding Chrysothemis infers that Orestes, at
least, is not ready to believe Chrysothemis is disloyal for trying to survive in a
horrible situation.
Orestes’ question, “You have a sister?” addresses, as Keystone does with
her Ismene through ethos, the way Chrysothemis is traditionally overlooked in
scholarship and adaptations. Payne signifies his determination to refocus the
Electra myth on a family, rather than on a single person. The director’s note from
the program states the importance of Chrysothemis explicitly: “It’s a play about
siblings. About three siblings who are never allowed to be children, and who are
forced to forever live and relive the choices made by their parents.”69 The
message is clear: Chrysothemis is an integral part of the Electra myth because she
is family. It is significant that Payne points to Chrysothemis’ importance in this
story, because it signals to other adaptors that there are various potential
realizations which can be made when focusing on marginalized characters like
Chrysothemis.
More a story about family dynamics than Sophocles’ original, Payne’s
tragedy shows mature disagreements between Electra and Chrysothemis. The
classical Athenian sisters had much more animosity. Sophocles’ Electra rails at
her sister, “You will seem to most people a traitor, who have betrayed your dead
father and those who are you own!” and Chrysothemis admits that “I am
accustomed somehow to her way of speaking.”70 They are so consumed with
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being right, neither truly behaves like a sister anymore. Payne’s sisters obviously
still love each other underneath of the bickering. When Chrysothemis suggests
that Electra try to make amends with Clytemnestra, claiming that “You’ve more
in common with mother than you give credit for,” Electra does not screech or
storm as Sophocles’ version would have her do.71 Instead, she calmly accepts the
criticism and admits that she has previously tried to do as she suggests. This
proposes that a more mature relationship is desired by contemporary audiences
and that tragedies need not be overdramatic. Spectators can feel pity without
elaborate speeches and shrieking accusations.
Chrysothemis’ main rhetorical functions in Payne’s adaptation are to
convince her sister that murder is wrong, even if it is for revenge, and that
continually obsessing over it will keep her grieving and unhappy. Payne’s
message is that Chrysothemis is not wrong to refuse murder, Electra is wrong for
asking her to do it. Chrysothemis’ logos argument refutes the concept of capital
punishment, which reflects contemporary Britain. Sophocles’ Electra did not have
Chrysothemis object to the idea of murder, but to the impossibility of physically
carrying it out, so Payne’s adjustment represents the shift. In fact, “Protocol No.
13… [which provides] for the complete abolition of capital punishment in all
circumstances, was signed and ratified by the United Kingdom shortly following
its opening for signature in 2002, and entered into force on 21 February 2004.”72
This was just seven years prior to the premiere of Payne’s Electra in which
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Chrysothemis advocates for Clytemnestra’s life, not for her mother but for justice
and psychological health. She asks Electra, “How do you expect ever to recover?”
and admits that “I want to do anything that I can. But not like this. I cannot help
you do this [Payne’s italics].”73 Chrysothemis’ refusal to aid Electra is a sign of
the times, of moral and ethical progress. This indicates the forgotten figures’, and
in general supporting characters’, ability to reflect each time period and take up its
dilemmas.
Instead of shouting at Chrysothemis, as she does in other iterations, for
pretending to be coping when she is not, Electra admires her. “I don’t know where
you find the strength. To alternate between the two,” she says.74 Though she
ultimately still disapproves of her sisters’ stance, she understands. This is an
ethical debate in which both sides listen to the other in order to make informed
decisions. In the end, though Electra gets her way with the death of Clytemnestra
by Orestes’ hand, it is here suggested that Electra was affected by her sisters’
words when, instead of rejoicing at her mother’s death, she comforts her sister.
This more empathetic staging of their interaction reveals that the forgotten figures
have the capacity to reveal the hope that survives at the conclusion of a tragedy.
While before, living supporting characters simply indicated a future for the
kingdom in which tragedy might not play a part, now the forgotten figures reveal
the possibility for personal happiness. That is, suddenly the protagonist can have a
happy ending in a tragedy without creating a tragicomedy. Chrysothemis is still
sad about her mother’s murder and Electra is still upset about her sister’s sadness,
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but there is an indication that these women will both finally move on with their
lives and focus on the future thus creating a more positive ending.

Empathizing with Chrysothemis: Help and Healing
The relationship between the sisters, now loyal to one another, is so
different from the antagonistic foils they are so stereotypically made to be. It is
exemplary of the way ancient tragedies can be reread to support new conclusions.
Here, the contemporary interest in empathy can be glimpsed. Frans de Waal
writes in The Age of Empathy: Nature’s Lessons for a Kinder Society, which
includes both the U.K. and the U.S. in its study, that “The global financial crisis
of 2008, together with the election of a new American president, has produced a
seismic shift in society,” which has caused a craving for, “a new epoch that
stresses cooperation and social responsibility. The emphasis is on what unites a
society, what makes it worth living in.”75 Electra is kinder to her sister, because
that is what society now expects in the ending of a play where sisters have been
fighting: positive closure.
Further, it is ultimately Chrysothemis’ ability to fully love her whole
family, as evidenced by her beseeching, advising, and worrying, that allows
spectators to develop empathy for her when she mourns Clytemnestra. When her
mother is murdered, Chrysothemis enters to find the gruesome body and breaks
down crying. She “kneels beside her mother and attempts to separate some of
Clytemnestra’s bloodied, matted hair”76 Orestes then has his first ever moment of
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stage time with Chrysothemis. He speaks to her gently, but truthfully, of his intent
to also murder Aegisthus upon his arrival. When Strophius, Orestes’ tutor,
attempts to physically move Chrysothemis from her mother’s body, both Orestes
and Electra react protectively, crying out at him.
Suddenly all three siblings are united, a never before attempted feat.
Electra, in a moment of tenderness rarely glimpsed from her in many versions of
the Electra myth, holds her sister and soothes her. Her gentleness, derived from
empathy for what Chrysothemis is going through and not from her own feelings
toward her mother, convinces Chrysothemis to let go of their mother’s body. The
grief that Chrysothemis feels for the loss of her mother arguably causes the
spectator to feel both pity and fear. Pity in watching Chrysothemis lose a parent
and fear that it may happen to themselves in future.
Chrysothemis teaches her siblings, in each of the plays discussed, that
tragedies are unavoidable, but the only way to heal is to not look back, to move
on. As she said to Electra, who continually broods on anger from past traumas,
“How do you expect ever to recover?”77 Chrysothemis can be seen as referring to
trauma recovery theory, specifically the risks of regret, and, in this way, shows
the value of studying the forgotten figures. Rather than the “Electra complex,”
there can perhaps be seen a “Chrysothemis solution.”
Psychologist Melanie Greenberg explains in, “The Psychology of Regret,”
that:
Regret can have damaging effects on mind and body when it turns into
fruitless rumination and self-blame that keeps people from re-engaging

77

Nick Payne, Sophocles’ Electra, 29.

142

with life…[and] impedes the ability to recover from stressful life events
by extending their emotional reach for months, years, or lifetimes78
Chrysothemis, then, represents the psychologically conducive way to react to
stressful live events. She spends each play advocating for Electra to focus on the
future, telling her in Payne’s adaptation to “Show them that you are stronger than
they think.”79 However, Electra refuses to forge ahead until her mother and
stepfather are killed. Payne’s Electra ultimately has Electra realize, when her
sister begins grieving, just like Electra has been, openly and brokenly, over her
murdered mother that an unhealthy obsession with the past is no way to find a
future. She comforts Chrysothemis with similar thoughts, telling her:
Do you remember when we were younger? ...I split open the palm of my
hand on the branch of a fig tree. The blood wouldn’t stop running. You
found me. You wiped my eyes and you told me not to look at it, the
wound, on my hand. It’s the only way to stop the bleeding, you said. Not
to look at it. It’s the only way to stop the blood80
Electra admits that Chrysothemis’ advice, which mirrors the societal interest in
empathy and contemporary psychology’s warning for regret, has been sound all
along. The forgotten figure is, once again, representative of the moment in which
an adaptation was created, signifying their role within Sophoclean tragedy as
windows into reality. As before, this exemplifies the way new connections to the
world beyond the play can be made when it is deconstructed and examined from
all sides, including through the rhetorical function of the forgotten figures.
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Chapter Conclusion: Chrysothemis
Discussing connections between the various adaptations of Electra also
brings to mind the similarities between Chrysothemis and Ismene. Even though
most critics think they are basically the same character, they have many
differences in personality, motivation, and action. Ismene changed her mind
regarding burying her brother, had no living immediate family except her sister,
and never physically did anything to advance the story. Chrysothemis never alters
her decision not to kill her mother, she has living family apart from the
protagonist, her mother whom she both hates and loves, and Chrysothemis takes
physical action against her mother by bringing offerings to her father’s grave to
beseech justice from the gods.
Perhaps due to Chrysothemis and Ismene’s relative ages, both being
younger sisters, or for opposing their sister’s superobjectives, however, they are
brushed off as copies of one another. George Steiner exemplifies this facile
examination when he writes in his Antigones that, “In Sophocles’ extant dramas,
the Antigone-Ismene pairing has its precise counterpart in Electra-Chrysothemis.
Sophocles resorts twice to the same symmetry of sisterhood and conflict.”81 It is
hoped that this inaccuracy is now rectified and leads to future discussions on the
significance of Ismene and Chrysothemis as individuals, in conjunction with each
other, and with their respective protagonists as well.
The differences between Sophocles’, Hofmannsthal’s, and Payne’s
versions of the Electra myth are stark. Hofmannsthal’s is much darker than either
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of the others. Its mood is continually grave, the characters are violent and bestial,
and the themes, like physical abuse between siblings, are decidedly more
threatening. Yet Payne’s alterations are all the more shocking compared to
Hofmannsthal’s adaptation. Payne’s sisters comfort one another. They could
never be said to hate each other but rather empathize with one another’s feelings
and, in the end, they form a trifecta of loyalty with Orestes, unlike any other
adaptation.
In each adaptation, Chrysothemis ensures that the audience understands
that since they are sisters, they have experienced the exact same tragedy, the death
of their father by their mother, and yet they react differently. One refuses to stop
looking back and one wishes to only look forward. While the end results in each
adaptation regarding the sisters’ relationship and health differs, Chrysothemis’
wish to move forward in life never changes. Also, in all three adaptations,
Chrysothemis warns of the power structure which forces them into their
precariously “free” positions.
In Sophocles’ Electra, women were little more than property and thus
Chrysothemis and Electra had no say in who or if they were to marry, where they
were to live, etc. In Hofmannsthal’s time women were allowed more freedoms but
still constricted in many ways and therefore his Labdacid sisters were similarly
confined. Payne’s contemporary British society was much less restricted,
allowing full citizenship, the ability to vote and work, and the right to choose not
to be a mother.82 His play, importantly, involved characters who seemed more
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like girls than women, however, meaning that their imprisonment at home can be
seen as due to their being underage rather than being the “wrong” sex. This also
speaks to the progress of women in contemporary Britain.
Chrysothemis is called many negative names by critics. Brenda J. Powell
calls her weak, passive, immoral, insidious, a disappointment, ambivalent, and
even a prostitute.83 A.J.A. Waldock calls her preternaturally dense, a collaborator,
and accuses her of having “no greatness,” while C.M.J Sicking calls her morally
inferior, weak, and insecure.84 Constantly Chrysothemis is severely judged for
declining to commit murder, even in adaptations existing in contemporary times
in which murder, even for revenge, is seen not as honorable but as deplorable.
Chrysothemis is a vital component of the Electra myth to be studied
because, like the rest of the forgotten figures, her role within Sophoclean tragedy
is to anchor the adaptation within a specific time and place. She also balances
Electra’s argument for murder with her own arguments against it. Since
Chrysothemis is integral in Sophoclean tragedy, this suggests that there is a
necessity for outlining the importance of supporting characters in tragic theory in
general as a means to highlighting major characters, social conventions, and
psychological trends.
As Suzanna Danuta Walters writes in Material Girls: Making Sense of
Feminist Cultural Theory, “Feminist studies often read…narratives against the
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grain to reveal counternarratives that offer places of representation for women,”
which hopefully this chapter has done.85 Chrysothemis enables commentary on a
variety of subjects: feminism, psychology, specifically studies on trauma,
memory, empathy, and on human nature in general. In following her progress
from Sophocles to Payne, it can be seen that Chrysothemis points to a change in
spectators who now crave closure in endings and believe that pity and fear can be
incited by supporting characters. This shows a progress in tragedy that Aristotle’s
tragic form is not equipped to discuss which demonstrates the need to create a
contemporary tragic form accepting of supporting characters like the forgotten
figures.
Though Hofmannsthal and Payne extended her character, Chrysothemis
remains a forgotten figure in the main. Many still have her randomly disappear in
the middle of the play without explanation. Seemingly, no other scholar has
attempted to explain this silencing. It is suggested here that the reason for her
silencing is pure bias toward major characters in conjunction with blind
patriarchal acquiescence. That is, Sophocles set this silencing in motion and
adaptors, mostly men, have succumbed due to his example.
It is hoped that in future, adaptors might take a leaf out of Hofmannsthal’s
or Payne’s book and incorporate her more fully into the play or at least that
scholars more fully appreciate her rhetorical functions, such as presenting a
healthy alternative example of mourning compared to Electra’s extreme form.
Analyzing Chrysothemis, as well as Ismene and Tecmessa, will challenge the
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traditional hierarchy of major characters over supporting characters, increase
conversation regarding gender dynamics, especially the changes, or lack thereof,
to women’s rights since Sophocles’ original, and provide an opportunity to
reexamine an ancient play so that it may speak to contemporary concerns.
After thousands of years there is only so much that can be said about
Electra; it would be refreshing to focus on another character for a time. However,
with the lukewarm reception of both Hofmannsthal and Payne’s adaptations, they
are unlikely to inspire future adaptors to integrate Chrysothemis more fully. The
hope then lies with scholars to make sure that she is truly unforgettable.
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Chapter Three
Silencing the Spear-Won Woman
“In short, Tecmessa’s silence is unexplained, not remarked on, and
thoroughly odd”
–Kirk Ormand, Exchange and the Maiden1
“The words he spoke to me were few and hackneyed: ‘Woman, silence
makes a woman beautiful’”
–Tecmessa, in Sophocles’ Ajax2
Introduction: An Illegitimate Wife
Ajax, produced around 442 BCE, is probably the oldest surviving play
from Sophocles.3 It is the story of a man, Ajax, whose pride is wounded, after his
superiors give another man the treasure he covets. Ajax is then driven to madness
by a spiteful god and murders a herd of animals he thinks are the soldiers he
meant to kill, in retaliation for them having overlooked him. Tecmessa, his spearwon bride, the term here referring to the practice of enslaving women from
conquered lands as prizes, must attempt to dissuade him from committing suicide
or else she risks being compelled into a more violent form of slavery, along with
their infant son, after his death.4
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Though Tecmessa plays an integral role in the first two-thirds of the play,
scholars often gloss over her role in favor of discussing Ajax, his men, or his
superiors- all of whom are male. The most telling example of this gender and
titular character bias is Silvia Montiglio’s Silence in the Land of Logos, a book
which exclusively deals with silences in Greek literature. In it, Montiglio
discusses, not Tecmessa’s expansive silence onstage, but Ajax’s, even though he
is verbal nearly the entire time before his death. Tecmessa silently stands onstage
for 31% of Ajax, but her odd silence is confoundingly never mentioned by
Montiglio. The danger of leaving this silence unexamined is that it affirms
indoctrinated, and specifically masculine ways of looking at classic works. Due to
Sophocles being male and most of Ajax’s adaptors also being male, with the
exception of Ellen McLaughlin, this precipitates a depiction of the world from a
male point of view, as feminist Laura Mulvey famously discussed in her 1975
article, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Allowing the silence of
Tecmessa also supports the continued silencing of women and women of color,
which is disturbingly sexist and racist.
As mentioned, though it bears stating again, feminist poet Adrienne Rich
has called for scholars to, “Re-vision—the act of looking back, of seeing with
fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction—[which] is for
women more than a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival.”5 Tecmessa
is traditionally overlooked, but acquiescing to the silencing of Tecmessa is simply
feeding into the system; perpetuating misogyny. This study aims to challenge
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tradition by exploring Tecmessa and by doing so, counteract the male gaze,
discuss the merits of a strong and calculating woman, her ability to affect the
spectator’s pity and fear, and her capacity to reflect contemporary subjects.
Though more popular than, say, The Women of Trachis, Ajax is produced
and reimagined far less often than either Antigone or Electra. Though rare
translations in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries occurred, it seems to have
not been until the eighteenth century that a true adaptation emerged (see the
Introduction for a discussion on translations versus adaptations). German
playwright August C. Borheck’s Ajax and Tecmessa (1789) reworked the Ajax
myth into a love story, which is contrary to the slave/master relationship in
Sophocles’ original. Then, in the nineteenth century, the Italian playwright Ugo
Foscolo wrote Ajace (1811), which is reported to have added a scene in which
Ajax calls upon the Furies, much like Clytemnestra does in Aeschylus’ The
Eumenides, who then make an appearance.6 Seemingly, a subsequent adaptation
did not occur until late in the twentieth century, when Robert Auletta wrote his
1986 Ajax. It would not be until the twenty-first century that adaptations of Ajax
became more plentiful.
The sudden proliferation of Ajax adaptations during the twenty-first
century probably occurred for two reasons. Firstly, there was a flourishing of
drama therapy in the 1960s and 1970s, which became more sophisticated
beginning around 1985, the year before Robert Auletta’s adaptation was
performed. Drama therapy is where “the depth and breadth of inner experience
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can be actively explored and interpersonal relationship skills can be enhanced”
through dramatic elements like acting and puppetry.7 This continued to be utilized
into the twenty-first century.
Secondly, there was an increase in the suicide rate for veterans in the
beginning of the twenty-first century, which, for those interested in theatre, would
have brought attention to a psychologically wounded soldier like Ajax. One
contemporary study in the U.S., which looked at death records from 1979 to 2014,
found that there was a 35% increase of suicides for veterans since 9/11, with an
85% increase in suicides by female veterans.8 Between 2000 and 2013, five
adaptations of Ajax were written, with the most recent being Timberlake
Wertenbaker’s 2013 Our Ajax. One of those adaptations was specifically written
for drama therapy purposes; Bryan Doerries’ 2011 Ajax.9 Drama therapy and the
need for some form of counseling for suicidal veterans, sparked an interest in
Ajax.
Tecmessa’s role in Sophocles’ Ajax is that of a spear-won bride and
mother. She is not a legal wife, but an illegitimate one; a sex slave in point of fact.
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However, before Tecmessa was taken as a war prize, she was a Trojan princess,
with all the wealth and privilege that entailed. After her abduction, she was a
slave, but one who was at least yoked to, before Ajax’s madness, a distinguished
Salaminian soldier with many prospects, making her position a coveted one in the
slave chain of command.
Although a slave, Tecmessa would have been higher on the social chain
than a normal household slave, due to sleeping with, and bearing a son for, Ajax.
In return, Ajax looks after her, making sure she is not harmed by other soldiers,
that she eats, and that she lives in comfort. Nonetheless, Ajax is still her master
and she has limited freedom. If Ajax commits suicide, her life would most likely
change for the worse, especially because of Ajax’s attempted murders.
The story of Ajax is, for the first two-thirds of the play, really the story of
Tecmessa, especially since she makes an entrance before Ajax does. She leads the
audience through the play, first providing the exposition, explaining Ajax’s
madness and his murder of cattle, beseeching the chorus to comfort Ajax, then
pleading with Ajax to live, ordering the search for Ajax once he has gone missing,
and finally discovering, and then covering, Ajax’s body. After all this kindness,
she is rewarded with being struck dumb by Sophocles and spends the last 31% of
the tragedy merely standing silently onstage, watching the men make plans
without her, ignoring her. While an actor playing Tecmessa could silently
communicate a type of quiet resistance, this would not have been the case at the
City Dionysia as she would have been played by a male actor/citizen. As for
contemporary actors, this will be addressed shortly.
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The way Tecmessa is allowed no opinion on the subject of Ajax’s burial
illustrates what Rich describes as, “Man’s power—to dominate, tyrannize,
choose, or reject the woman.”10 Men choose to reject Tecmessa as capable or
entitled to have a say in whether Ajax is given a proper burial and, especially now
that the one man who allowed Tecmessa freedom enough to occasionally speak
her mind is dead, she is powerless to alter their decision. This highlights the need
to go back through Sophocles’ play to discover Tecmessa’s moments of rhetorical
power, during which she momentarily rises above her station as a slave to become
a manipulator of Athenian men.
Scholars have habitually overlooked Tecmessa’s significance to the story,
which is mainly to create anticipation over Ajax’s looming suicide, to cause the
chorus to take various actions, and to incite pity for Ajax’s madness. Mary R.
Lefkowitz does not mention her in Women in Greek Myth. Robert F. Sutton’s
Daidalikon: Studies in Memory of Raymond V. Schoder, S.J. ranks Tecmessa as
the second most important character of the play, Ajax being the first, showing his
reinforcement of the traditional character hierarchy.11 The index of Helen H.
Bacon’s Barbarians in Greek Tragedy does not even have a listing for Tecmessa.
Moreover, within her book, Bacon refers to Tecmessa as “helpless” and “not
particularly exotic,” which seems to imply that if Tecmessa were more “exotic,”
she would warrant more attention from her.12 This is an example of orientalism, in
which a colonized land is exoticized or stereotyped by those in Western culture,
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and something which postcolonial theorist Edward Said advocated against in his
1978 book Orientalism.
Said, like Rich, supports pushing back against the dominant narrative, but
rather than feminism, he uses post-colonial studies. He writes that “there is
nothing mysterious or natural about authority. It is formed, irradiated,
disseminated; it is instrumental, it is persuasive…it establishes canons of taste and
value…Above all, authority can, indeed must, be analyzed.”13 As for Bacon, this
entails challenging her lack of detail on spear-won brides, which seems to be a big
gap in her study of “barbarians.” Incidentally, the history and position of the
spear-won bride in general is severely lacking in scholarship.
In all, as G.M Kirkwood succinctly states, “critics usually treat Tecmessa
with the same offhandedness as Ajax does.”14 This implies that they do just as
much harm, in terms of subduing her, as her master does. Talking past Tecmessa
allows the tragic formula to remain removed from current trends in tragedy,
which have embraced supporting characters and antiheroes, and elitist due to its
focus on major characters. In order to avoid reinforcing the violence done to
Tecmessa, adaptations should follow the example of, for instance, McLaughlin’s
play which provides an exclusively female perspective on the ancient, previously
male-identified story. Tecmessa belongs in the forefront of a scholarly discussion
on Ajax. Just like the other forgotten figures, she has vital rhetorical functions,
such as increasing the pity and fear of the spectator by describing Ajax as a heroic
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man until fate intervened, meaning the spectator could also have an unexpected
downfall. For instance, the spectator might find out a deep, dark secret about their
family they were not aware of. Or, they might end up with psychological damage
due to participation in war. In this way, Tecmessa is integral to Sophoclean
tragedy in terms of the role she plays in developing the tragic hero which, in turn,
emphasizes the necessity of analyzing supporting characters as part of the
examinations of tragic formulas.
Tecmessa is also instrumental in a female empowered “re-visioning” of
Sophocles’ Ajax as her silence enables a “furious awareness of the Man’s power
over her.”15 Upper-class male citizens (Agamemnon, Theseus, and Menelaus)
have silenced the lower-class, female, slave Tecmessa which illuminates the
intersectional domination of these characters over her. Tecmessa is aware of her
position in life. She is heavily dependent on Ajax to survive. He owns her but he
also protects her from becoming a lower form of slave, as most surviving people
of Phrygia probably did. Tecmessa begs Ajax, “I have nothing to look to except
you; you devastated my country by violence and another fate took my mother and
my father in death to live in Hades…on you rests all my safety.”16 In a society
where she has no rights, her best chance at survival is with the man who, along
with his friends, murdered or enslaved everyone she loved. In order to understand
the progress that is still needed in terms of women’s rights and gender equality, it
is necessary to understand the way women, like Tecmessa, used to be treated.
Furthermore, this demonstrates the significance of supporting characters’ ability
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to comment on contemporary society, a capability which has been overlooked in
tragic formulas.
In adaptations, Tecmessa is almost exclusively transformed into a wife as
seen in Robert Auletta’s 1986 Ajax and Ellen McLaughlin’s 2011 Ajax in Iraq.
This makes sense as, for example, a man in 1980s America, as in Auletta’s
adaptation, would not own a slave. Auletta’s play updates not only Tecmessa, but
Ajax. In this version, Ajax suffers from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD),
which was a fairly new disorder when Auletta wrote his adaptation, being
officially recognized by the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders in 1980.17 This condition is:
An anxiety disorder that some people develop after seeing or living
through an event that caused or threatened serious harm or
death…Symptoms include strong and unwanted memories of the event,
bad dreams, emotional numbness, intense guilt or worry, angry outbursts,
feeling ‘on edge,’ and avoiding thoughts and situations that are reminders
of the trauma18
Auletta’s Ajax is shown to have PTSD through the descriptions of his behavior by
Tecmessa. Her compassion throughout the play is a form of pathos, which causes
the spectator to feel increased pity for Ajax, leading to a similarly increased
moment of catharsis at the conclusion of the play. Without Tecmessa’s
descriptions, Ajax would remain a murderous, arrogant man who deserves his
ultimate fate, which would not allow for a cathartic moment.
McLaughlin’s Ajax in Iraq incorporates the Iraq War (2003-2011), rather
than the Trojan War of the ancient Greeks. In her play, as in Auletta’s, PTSD is a
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concern. New here, though, is a focus on how PTSD affects the family of soldiers,
not just the soldiers themselves. The character of Tecmessa is split into two parts,
a traditional spear-won bride and a modern military wife of a man with PTSD
who is referred to as “The Patient” because her scene takes place during a therapy
session.
The Patient’s rhetorical functions reveal two crucial facts about the world
beyond the play: 1) Therapy sessions have been normalized, rather than
stigmatized, in contemporary America, but there is a new area of concern for
psychologists: secondary traumatization, in which family members of those with
PTSD can feel similar symptoms of trauma and 2) Having a second Tecmessa
character indicates a modern shift toward multi-narrative storytelling, in which
there is less focus on a protagonist, though there generally still is one as in
McLaughlin’s Ajax in Iraq, and more focus on different stories which deal with
an overall theme. This highlights a contemporary craving for a breaking down of
the traditional character hierarchy and a surging interest in secondary characters.
These concerns also point, once again, to the forgotten figures being tasked with
making each adaptation relevant to the adaptor’s society.
A discussion on Tecmessa’s rhetorical functions, including the way she
makes contemporary connections, would benefit those in the areas of psychology,
military studies, general theatre studies, women and gender studies, and postcolonial studies. Hugh Lloyd-Jones’ translation of Sophocles’ Ajax as well as
Auletta and McLaughlin’s adaptations provide the foundation for this analysis of
Tecmessa. Reviews of Auletta and McLaughlin’s adaptations, current as well as
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contemporary research regarding PTSD and secondary traumatization, and
scholarship on women and gender, military statistics, and post-colonial theory
further reveal the importance of Tecmessa and the forgotten figures’ importance
to the tragic formula.
Tecmessa is not only the heart of Ajax, but the bones too. Without
Tecmessa, Ajax is simply the story of a suffering man who, unbeknownst to
anyone, commits suicide. Tecmessa adds the action and the intrigue. She adds the
pity and the sense of urgency. It is hoped that this chapter shows, by the
illumination of the rhetorical functions of Tecmessa, that Tecmessa is not only an
integral character in Sophocles’ Ajax, but also that secondary characters are just
as essential within the tragic structure as the tragic hero is.

Tell Me About It: Exposition and Witness Statements
The consequence of Tecmessa being a supporting character, rather than
the protagonist, is that her cleverness and indispensability to the play are
generally overlooked in favor of studies on Ajax. However, without Tecmessa,
Ajax becomes more savage and less humanized. If the ancient audience thought
he deserved his fate, there would be no pity and ultimately no catharsis, which
according to Aristotle, Greek playwrights sought to achieve. Tecmessa not only
details the events that led to Ajax slaughtering a pasture full of animals, but to
clarify that his actions are out of character. As Aristotle explains, “pity concerns
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his not deserving [bad fortune].”19 Tecmessa’s account of the story is more
sympathetic toward Ajax, allowing the spectator to pity him.
Without Tecmessa, there is only Athena’s account of the incident, which
is much more damning. Athena’s description of altering Ajax’s mental faculties is
callous, and at times vitriolic, but seemingly necessary due to his intent to murder
his fellow soldiers. She explains that, “It was I that held him back from his
irresistible delight, casting upon his eyes mistaken notions, and I diverted him
against the herds.”20 In Athena’s story, Ajax is an attempted murderer who she
successfully turned into an animal brutalizer instead, and there is very little
sympathy for Ajax to be found. Tecmessa, however, is capable of altering the
spectator’s opinion of Ajax by promoting him as “mighty Ajax, harsh in his
might,” who, “lies low, stricken by a turbid storm of sickness.”21 Essentially,
Tecmessa’s job is to get the audience to forget that Ajax wanted to murder
numerous people before he was made to believe the animals were those
individuals. She further accomplishes this creation of pity by detailing the abuse
Ajax committed to animals while out of his mind. She describes that:
Taking two white-footed rams he slashed off and hurled away the head of
one and the tip of its tongue, and bound the other, standing upright, to a
pillar; then he took his great thong for tethering horses and lashed it, with
the whirring two-headed goad, uttering evil imprecations, which a god and
none among men had taught him22
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According to Tecmessa, Ajax would ordinarily never hurt innocent animals. He
must, therefore, have been made to by someone else. Furthermore, this “someone
else” is not only a god capable of controlling mortals, but surely a monster for
inciting this type of carnage. The fact that the spectator ultimately wants Ajax’s
body to be properly buried and respected at the conclusion of the play, means
Tecmessa succeeded in her mission to soften the spectator’s opinion of Ajax.
In the quest to “re-vision” Sophocles’ Ajax, the challenging task becomes,
as feminist theorist Sue-Ellen Case explains in her book Feminism and Theatre,
that one “must read against the text, resisting not only its internal sense of pathos
and conclusion, but also the historical and cultural codes which surround it,
including its treatment within theatre history.”23 If one is to read against Ajax,
then one finds a wealth of small instances of empowerment by Tecmessa which
culminate into her being a much more powerful figure than previously thought.
For instance, since Tecmessa is the sole witness to Ajax’s butchery, apart from
Athena who never again appears after the introductory scene, and who Case calls
a “male-identified woman in alliance with the male network of power” due to
being in cahoots with male figures of authority like Odysseus.24 Tecmessa’s
words, therefore, have the most weight from her entrance until Ajax’s. She is the
one being listened to because only she knows what has happened; she has
everyone’s attention. In fact, it is because of Tecmessa that the chorus has even
arrived to help Ajax, having sent for them herself. She is a woman not only of
words but, like Chrysothemis, of action.
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Unlike Electra and Ismene and more than Chrysothemis, Tecmessa
follows her words with action. Electra never acts on her intent to murder
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Ismene, as was discussed in chapter one, acts via
linguistic assertion of her deed and Chrysothemis, as discussed in chapter two,
performs a ritual meant to incite divine wrath against her mother and step-father.
Tecmessa, however, sends for the chorus to aid Ajax, physically reveals Ajax
with the animals he has massacred, retrieves Eurysaces, initiates the search party
to find Ajax, discovers, and respectfully covers his body. Tecmessa is not one to
sit idly by and simply impart wisdom. This is what makes her later silencing so
unusual and so violent.
In comparison to other major female characters in classical Athenian
drama, Tecmessa seems to be one of the least popular examples of empowered
women. Medea, the woman who murdered her own children in order to punish
her husband for leaving her for another woman, for example, is often cited as
having contemporarily, “achieved the status of an icon for those suffering from
oppression (sexual, political, ethnic, racial),” (author’s parentheticals).25 As far
back as the nineteenth century, largely white, middle to upper-class, college
educated women have embraced Clytemnestra’s criminal behavior as “a response
to unbearable patriarchal oppression.”26 Then, of course, there are Antigone and
Electra who have both been hailed as proto-feministic (see chapters one and two).
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These opinions illuminate the intersectional oppression the forgotten figures,
women who exist on the margins of scholarship and of their societies, experience.
Tecmessa receives little attention by feminist scholars. The reason for this
may be that she seems to care for her captor, bemoaning his death and telling of
his legacy that will live on, which seems like empowering her captor. She
chastises those who wished Ajax ill, saying that, “Men of evil mind do not know
the good that they hold in their hands till they lose it.”27 However, there are two
reasons Tecmessa should be hailed by feminists nonetheless. First, it is possible
that Tecmessa is merely reacting out of a sort of Stockholm Syndrome, in which
those held captive develop sympathy for their captors.28 If that is the case, it is not
her fault that she cares for him as this psychological condition is not something
she could have controlled but rather, “an adaptive trait that promotes survival in
times of war and strife.”29 Second, Tecmessa has just learned that the person
protecting her has died. It seems likely that she is not truly mourning her captor,
but rather her own sense of safety away from men who would treat her worse than
Ajax did. Ajax may be guilty of many despicable things, like rape, but he is the
lesser of two evils. In either case, Tecmessa is just as capable of fighting
patriarchy as Medea or Clytemnestra because she is, throughout her appearance in
the first two-thirds of Ajax, a man manipulating, soldier gathering, search party
organizing, uncompromising female.
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Silence vs. Disobedience: The Question of Tecmessa’s Behavior
Classical Athenian wives and female children were expected to spend their
lives primarily inside their homes, which limited their social interactions.30
Women that were specially chosen to act as religious leaders during festivals,
priestesses, and prostitutes were allowed greater freedoms than others, because
they existed in the public realm rather than the private, and so were expected to be
outside the domestic area.31 Female household slaves were outside the home more
often because they were trusted to get their work done, rather than engage in
salacious activities with males who were not their husbands, unlike Athenian
wives. Spear-won women were a completely different subset of women.
These women were foreigners, generally thought of by the locals as
‘barbarians,’ and had no citizenship status.32 Though this may sound similar to
Medea, for instance, it is a vastly different situation as Medea chose to marry
Jason and leave her country, Tecmessa was kidnapped. The spear-won bride, as
William Ridgeway explains, “is the private property of her captor, who can club
her to death if she has dealings with any other man.”33 As inferred, the captive
woman was generally taken during war and came from the conquered land. In
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Ajax, Tecmessa is a Phrygian, ally of Troy, princess. After Troy, and by extension
Phrygia, was conquered during the events of Homer’s Iliad, her parents were
murdered and she was taken to be the sex-slave of Ajax and forced to bear his
child.
As Patricia Hill Collins and Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw describe in their
studies on intersectionality, it is important to take into account not only one’s
gender, but everything else that makes them who they are: race, class, religion,
abilities, etc. They are all linked together to create one identity. This linking of
classifications carries with it the possibility to be oppressed in compounded ways
by dominant groups. Collins refers to this idea as the “Matrix of Domination.”34
That is, a black lesbian woman experiences intersecting oppressions based on
each individual classification which mesh together to create her identity.
Moreover, as Crenshaw discusses, intersectional oppression occurs when there are
“two or more axes of subordination.”35 For instance, if a lesbian were sexually
assaulted, it cannot be said that she was targeted because she was a woman. That
would flatten the issue. According to Crenshaw, this is an intersectional assault.
In Sophocles’ Electra, Tecmessa is intersectionally assaulted because she
is a woman, a slave, and a foreigner who has been raped and forced to birth
Eurysaces. Combined together, these axes of subordination cause her to be subject
to the “heavy flow of traffic traveling along all these roads… [which means she]
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must negotiate the ‘traffic’ that flows through these intersections. This is a
particularly dangerous task when the traffic flows simultaneously from many
directions.”36 Essentially Tecmessa, due to her differences, has at least three times
the chance of encountering oppression as do people with dominant
characterizations. Each of her individual classifications would mean that she does
not receive full Athenian citizenship, but together she is an even bigger threat to
their society.
The only way for a spear-won bride to achieve a more respectable status
was by bearing male children to citizens, called nothoi, who inherited their
father’s estate. By being the mother of the nothos, they had a comparatively
respected status. However, this social-climbing opportunity became more difficult
to accomplish in fifth-century Athens as inheritance laws became stricter and
nothoi became unable to receive their father’s estates, except in rare
circumstances.37 Although spear-won women were a different category of woman
than a proper wife, nearly all women were expected to remain silent in public,
especially in the presence of men. This idea is known as sôphrosunê, the “virtue
that should check feminine speech.”38 However, it is apparent that Tecmessa
ignores this virtue for most of the play because she has 216 lines and all of them
are to men.
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Jill Dolan theorizes in The Feminist Spectator as Critic, that ancient Greek
tragedy consisted of, “conservative moralizing against outsiders who threaten the
normative social order demonized by those who don’t fit conventional models of
white, male, middle-class, heterosexual decorum.”39 For example, Antigone is
demonized because she threatens a normative social order and dies because of it.
By reading against Ajax, Tecmessa is no longer seen as a slave who was probably
ultimately taken by a worse master, but as a woman fighting back against her
oppressive society by refusing to play dumb for most of the play. On multiple
occasions Tecmessa thwarts her male-dominated world by ignoring male
commands. When she tells Ajax to, “yield and be sensible,” something which the
chorus agrees he should do, Ajax protests that, “She shall surely have my
approval, if she will only take heart to do as she is ordered.”40 Tecmessa,
however, cannot accept her limited social position at a time when her, and her
child’s, lives are at risk and thus continues speaking.
Tecmessa forces men to listen to her. She orders Ajax’s soldiers to, “go in
and help [Ajax], if you have any power to do so!”41 She implores Ajax to, “yield
and be sensible” and when he does not, and instead leaves to commit suicide,
Tecmessa takes the initiative to send a search party to try to save him,
commanding Ajax’s soldiers to, “hasten Teucer’s coming, and let others go to the
western, others the eastern bends of the shore, and investigate the man’s
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unfortunate departure!”42 In fact, Tecmessa even shows she can emotionally
handle more than men when she protects the chorus from viewing Ajax’s body,
having just committed suicide by falling on his sword, by laying her own cloak
over him and explaining that, “none that was a friend could bear to look upon him
spurting blood upward to his nostrils, and the black gore from the deadly wound
inflicted by self-slaughter.”43 Tecmessa is powerful in a way that these men are
not. They must be protected and she is their protector.
This moment of protection was immortalized by the Brygos Painter
around 490 BCE (Figure 5) and is significant to mention because, unlike tragic
heroes, this is the only extant pottery to feature Tecmessa. It is also one of only
three examples of the forgotten figures appearing in ancient pottery. This kylix
showcases her initiative and gumption, but also happens to represent the moment
at which she is struck dumb. Having selflessly sought to help the people who
captured her, she is repaid by being forgotten. Once Teucer, Ajax’s half-brother,
arrives, Tecmessa turns mute and the story moves away from her, out of her
control.
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Figure 5:
Attic Red-Figured Kylix (Tecmessa)

Source: Brygos Painter, Attic Red-Figured Kylix, ca. 490 BCE,
terracotta, J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, Ca. Image has been
cropped for emphasis.
It is at this point that it can be said that Sophocles violently silences Tecmessa,
because to go from loquacious to suddenly and permanently mute is a change akin
to being gagged.
Kirk Ormand writes in Exchange and the Maiden: Marriage in
Sophoclean Tragedy that due to the three-actor convention, and with only two
characters onstage for a majority of the time, “from her entrance at 1168 until
Odysseus’s at 1315, the original audience cannot have known that Tecmessa was
a silent character. Major characters who leave the stage to return as mute are quite
rare.”44 The audience must, then, have been thoroughly perplexed that Tecmessa
never speaks again. The question then arises, why does she not?
Ormand thinks that, since Ajax had no other children, Eurysaces would be
the sole inheritor of his father’s famous lineage, since the play takes place during
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a fictional past when inheritance laws had not been updated, and, due to being
taken care of by his paternal grandparents, Tecmessa would receive respect for
being Eurysaces’ mother and a pseudo-widow.45 Ormand believes that the
silencing of Tecmessa occurs because she has fully assumed the rights of the
proper wife after Ajax’s suicide and that this new position comes with more
extreme silencing. However, Ormand’s theory places a lot of weight on the idea
that Tecmessa becomes a pseudo-widow which goes against Tecmessa’s own
rhetoric. She asserts that once Ajax dies, “I shall be seized with violence by the
Argives together with your son and shall have the treatment of a slave.”46
Tecmessa will never be an Athenian wife; their culture would never accept a
Phrygian foreigner as one of their own. The best she can hope for is for Ajax’s
parents to take care of her as the spear-won mother of their half-Athenian, nothos,
grandchild.
Tecmessa’s silence can, however, be read as a form of resistance, in terms
of postcolonial and critical race theory. Kevin Quashie theorizes in The
Sovereignty of Quiet: Beyond Resistance in Black Culture, that:
The notion of quiet…is neither motionless not without sound. Quiet,
instead, is a metaphor for the full range of one’s inner life—one’s desires,
ambitions, hungers, vulnerabilities, fears. The inner life is not apolitical or
without social value, but neither is it determined by publicness47
Though Tecmessa is not speaking her protest of being unable to participate in the
debate over whether or not to bury Ajax aloud, that does not mean that her silence
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equates to a lack of resistance. It can represent a sorting through of options,
planning for the future, forming opinions, or even simply imagining the
oppression being overthrown.
From a Sophoclean perspective Tecmessa’s rhetorical function is to
humanize Ajax which enables spectators to pity him. She is capable of
manipulation in a way few Sophoclean characters are ever found to do, certainly
not Electra, Antigone, or Clytemnestra. In terms of strategies of resistance,
Tecmessa represents a quiet challenge, but a challenge nonetheless. She is
therefore informative of both ancient dramatic form and modern concerns of
gender and racial equality.

Mourning Becomes Tecmessa…Or Does It?
When Ajax commits suicide, Tecmessa fails to mourn him. Though it is
true that Tecmessa mentions, “Ajax…is gone, leaving pain and weeping for me,”
she never follows through with the ritualistic tearing of hair or skin, or even
keening as Phaedra does in Euripides’ Hippolytus.48 Tecmessa neither falls to the
ground nor bloodies her limbs. Though this could be a reflection of Solon’s
aforementioned ban on self-injury during mourning in 6th century BCE Athens,
Tecmessa also does not really verbally lament Ajax. In her final monologue, she
states that:
Even if they did not miss him while he lived, now that he is dead they may
lament him in the urgency of battle…For me his death is bitter as it is
sweet to them…It is the gods that killed him, not they, no!...He is gone,
leaving pain and weeping for me49
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Tecmessa addresses how Ajax’s superiors will miss him when they are struggling
in the next battle and how she fears the future, having now to depend on the
kindness of strangers who she believes will treat her, and her son, abhorrently.
There is no indication that Tecmessa is mourning Ajax himself. This line of
thought is supported by her previous line, “Alas, my son, to what a yoke of
slavery are we coming!”50
According to Olga Taxidou, author of Tragedy, Modernity and Mourning,
mourning is central to Athenian tragedy. It is a traditionally feminine behavior in
which, believes theorist Melanie Klein, the mourner cannot separate the person
they have lost from themselves. The process of mourning is then the process of
separating those two entities and recognizing that they are different.51 Basically,
one mourns for themselves until they realize they are still living, or else they too
die, as in the case of Antigone.
In many cultures, it is the woman’s job to mourn the dead, as it was in
classical Athens. Mourning, then, is often seen as a feminine trait. As Gail HolstWarhaft explains in Dangerous Voices: Women’s Laments in Greek Literature, in
general “women and men are perceived and expected to mourn in different ways.
Men and women may both weep for their dead, but it is the women who tend to
weep longer, louder, and it is they who are thought to communicate directly with
the dead through their wailing songs.”52 Moreover, Holst-Warhaft notes that,
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“there is evidence, even in traditional societies, that it is more shameful for men to
weep over their dead than women.”53 Furthermore, if gender is something that is
performative, as Judith Butler claims in her high-profile book Gender Trouble:
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, then mourning loudly for extended
period of time, as Holst-Warhaft discusses, is a feminine act.54 Since often what is
performed, according to Butler, is a “repetition of oppressive and painful gender
norms,” to refuse to vocally lament the death of Ajax, implies that Tecmessa
consciously subverts gender norms by refusing to behave in a traditionally
feminine fashion.55 This implies a quiet resistance to heteronormativity, similar to
what was discussed in the above section. In Tecmessa’s case, inaction is
resistance.
When reading Ajax against the grain, it becomes apparent that Tecmessa’s
rhetorical functions form a pattern. They are nearly all connected to traditionally
masculine traits. She seeks to control the actions of Ajax by manipulation. She
commands that Ajax “yield and be sensible.”56 Tecmessa declares that she is the
sensible person in their relationship whereas he is being histrionic. She is the one
correcting his behavior. Tecmessa weaponizes logos and pathos with lines such
as, “On the day when you perish and by your death abandon me…I shall be seized
with violence by the Argives together with your son and shall have the treatment
of a slave,” and similarly the line, “Show regard for your father, whom you are
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deserting in bitter old age, and for your mother, heiress of many years, who often
prays to the gods that you may return home alive.”57 Tecmessa manipulates Ajax
by forcing him to confront those he would leave behind if he killed himself. The
force of her pathos causes the chorus of men to side with her and makes Ajax
become irrationally defensive.
Since classical Athens would not be interested in subverted gender
stereotypes, the question is, then, why does Tecmessa refuse to mourn?
Sophocles’ Tecmessa, like Ismene and Chrysothemis, illuminates the interests of
the playwright’s society. In this case, Tecmessa’s words point to, similar to
Antigone and Electra, a fear of the abuse of power and the subsequent support for
a democratic system of governance. It can be argued that Tecmessa’s lack of
mourning is less an ancient statement on gender norms and more an unintentional
result of having Tecmessa’s speech focus on the dangers of straying from
democracy. That is, when Tecmessa remarks, in her non-lamenting final
monologue, that, “Men of evil mind do not know the good that they hold in their
hands till they lose it,” this is not about Ajax, it is Sophocles warning his audience
about the dangers of their nascent democracy being overthrown.58 The story of
Ajax losing the armor that was rightfully his due to bias toward other soldiers,
rather than following democratic procedure, warns spectators about being fair,
just as it warns them about being arrogant.
When Ajax is looked at from a feminist or post-colonial perspective,
Tecmessa is shown to be a master manipulator of men, a protector of men’s
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sensibilities, and averse to mourning for her captor. Both ancient and modern
perspectives indicate an importance of Tecmessa to Ajax and represent
opportunities for deeper and different understandings of the tragedy. By
extension, it supports the conclusion that supporting characters in general need
greater focus than they are currently receiving due to their potential to disrupt
traditional understandings of these well-known tragedies and form fruitful new
theories.
The fate of Tecmessa after Ajax’s death is unknown. Euripides writes in
his Helen that Teucer was exiled by his and Ajax’s father, Telamon, for not
having stopped Ajax’s death, but it does not mention Tecmessa or Eurysaces. In
his compendium, The Greek Myths, which summarizes the fates of ancient Greek
characters, Robert Graves only mentions Tecmessa in passing while outlining
Ajax’s fate and does not mention hers. It is unknown whether Tecmessa was
protected by Teucer, and in turn Ajax’s parents, or whether she was taken as a
slave by another Argive. Moreover, no adaptation of the Ajax myth seems to give
her a conclusion. She lives in a state of perpetual incompletion. A revised tragic
formula that includes supporting characters, would highlight the roles of silenced
women, suggesting they receive the traditionally denied conclusions to their story.
It would send the message that even women not traditionally hailed as feminist
icons, because they are silent or respectful, are still necessary to an understanding
of tragedy.
Taking Sophocles’ lead, adaptors have tended to silence Tecmessa in their
versions of the Ajax myth, as in Robert Auletta’s Ajax. Though he alters
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Tecmessa’s role to be a full-fledged wife, he also still forces Tecmessa to be a
mute character at the conclusion of his adaptation. It is worrying that modern
adaptors should continue striking Tecmessa silent, because it carries on the trends
of character mismanagement, violence, racism, and sexism which the Sophoclean
version has implied.

Conduct Unbecoming: Robert Auletta’s 1986 Ajax
There are far fewer adaptations of Sophocles’ Ajax than either his
Antigone or his Electra. In cultivating a list, it became clear that most of the
adaptations to be found occurred after the twenty-first century. In fact, Robert
Auletta’s poorly reviewed Ajax, directed by Peter Sellars in 1986, is probably the
reason why the trend did not occur in the twentieth century. Auletta, who
previously wrote a similarly poorly reviewed adaptation of Aeschylus’ The
Persians, introduced the modern Ajax audience to a connection between the
fictional soldiers in the Trojan War, as well as fifth century BCE soldiers in the
Persian War, with modern soldiers in the Vietnam War. However, it was
presented in such an aggressive and blunt fashion that audience members and
reviewers were left on the defensive.59
Though there are key differences from the original in Auletta’s adaptation,
the basic story is the same. Athena causes Ajax’s madness, he massacres a herd,
Ajax becomes despondent, Tecmessa tries to convince him to live, he commits
suicide anyway, and the play ends with Odysseus arriving and demanding a burial
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for Ajax while Tecmessa stands awkwardly on stage, silent as the grave and just
as neglected. One of the biggest changes Auletta made, was to the location of the
action. Auletta centered his adaptation at a military hearing at the pentagon, rather
than at a military camp outside a war zone.
According to critics, the charges made at the hearing did not seem so
much directed at Ajax as at the U.S. Sylvie Drake of the Los Angeles Times called
it, “indictments of war and ugly Americans,” and “politically blatant.”60 Dan
Sullivan, of the same paper, wrote that “Its visuals are bizarre, its text is difficult
and its message is uncomfortable, particularly for a Washington audience.”61 The
issue at hand seemed to be laying the blame on American soldiers for the
atrocities in war-torn countries and showing how traumatized soldiers can become
due to the nature of what they do. In fact, due at least partially to the negative
reviews of, and political reaction to, Ajax, Sellars was ousted as director of the
Kennedy Center’s American National Theater.62
The Aulettan script is significant in two respects in regard to the forgotten
figures, and specifically Tecmessa. Though it never mentions it by name, and
neither do any reviews, Auletta’s adaptation is the first to feature a character with
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), the term having been classified in 1980.
Characters with this condition were identified through their negative actions and
reactions, wild emotions, and having been mistreated or traumatized by an event
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during their service. Famed film reviewers Roger Ebert and Gene Siskel referred
to movies during this time as “this time we win” films.63 In them, the soldier
affected by a lost war emotionally and/or physically, such as Rambo, would
finally overcome a major obstacle and win their current fight, something they
were not able to do as a soldier in Vietnam. The movies were meant to be
cathartic; a way to assuage the audience’s anger. Similar issues surrounding
soldiers were being investigated in theatre, as seen in David Rabe’s series of
Vietnam plays, including Streamers in 1976, John DiFusco’s Tracers in 1983, and
the musical Miss Saigon in 1988.
Though obviously not a ‘this time we win’ play, the negative experience
Ajax has with the military, his violent outbursts, and his suicidal tendencies,
marks Auletta’s Ajax as a victim of PTSD. It is probable that Auletta’s adaptation
forged this initial connection between modern soldiers with PTSD, still not a
commonly used term in pop culture and thus never directly mentioned in the play
but based on the well-known shell shock syndrome which came before, and
Ajax’s madness and subsequent suicide.
A further difference to Sophocles’ Ajax, is Auletta’s transformation of
Tecmessa into a legal wife. In this version, Tecmessa is a Latina and described by
Auletta as a:
Woman who fled America’s crimes by escaping her country and coming
to America, a woman who falls in love with and marries a dashing and
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ambitious Army officer, much to the distaste of the American military and
political establishment. A red-wrapped wife for Ajax? Why not?64
The exact race or ethnicity of Auletta’s Tecmessa is nebulous. Auletta’s
description of her as a woman from a Latin American country that is in a
“fictional war in the near future” with the U.S., which he called “the Great War of
the Americas,” is vague.65 Auletta wanted the war to be believable, but not one
which actually existed, like the Vietnam War, because it would simply force
conversation regarding a particular war, rather than the combative attitudes which
brought about the war.66 A future war with a country due to communism would be
believable because the U.S. was obsessed with the theory of a communist domino
effect from the 1950s through the 1980s, when Auletta wrote his adaptation. In
particular, even though by 1975 “the domino theory looked discredited…it
continued to influence foreign policy, particularly in Latin America and the
Caribbean,” such as with Cuba, El Salvador, and Nicaragua.67
The implications of racializing Tecmessa in this way, are that she is no
longer a slave but is still Other, still viewed as dangerous or uncivilized. This,
however, would seem to be the point Auletta is trying to make: being something
other than democratic should not be reason enough to invade a country with
extreme prejudice. Auletta seems to be inferring that it is fear of the Other that
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creates war and not actual actions taken against the U.S. It is also a warning for
the future.
Though Tecmessa is still an outsider in Auletta’s Ajax, she now has the
legal status of “wife” and the monetary security that goes along with it. Even now
that two of her social classifications have been adjusted, her economic and marital
status, she is still a foreigner and she is still a woman in a time where women
were still being openly sexually harassed, something which will be discussed
further later, paid less for the same work, and seen as abnormal for focusing on
her career rather than her family. In Auletta’s adaptation, if Ajax were to die her
status would be in jeopardy, but it is hardly the same as being a sex-slave who
may become, in addition to being raped, as she already was by Ajax, physically
beaten. As a ripple effect, being Ajax’s proper wife means the chorus treats
Tecmessa with more respect. The Sophoclean chorus was polite to Tecmessa, but
the Aulettan chorus are more than that, they are protective of her. Though
Tecmessa at one point states that, “I knew they laughed at you, the General and
his Lenin breasted wife,” the men seen in the chorus never display this reaction to
either her or Ajax.68 The fact that Tecmessa is implicitly stated to be in love with
Ajax, rather than lying for the good of her son or having Stockholm syndrome,
also alters Tecmessa’s character.
Even after updating the myth, Auletta chose to retain the silencing of a
woman who was a chief figure up until, in this version, the last four pages of the
script. After commenting on the arrival of Agamemnon, she is suddenly struck
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dumb and is forgotten while the men figure out what to do with Ajax’s body.
Auletta’s muting of Tecmessa is even more confounding than Sophocles’,
because at least the latter’s version had 31% of the play to go rather than a
handful of pages. Being Ajax’s wife, rather than slave, means that she should
have been consulted regarding his burial. For a play that was written in a postfirst-wave and current second wave feminism world, it is disappointing that
Tecmessa was forgotten once again. Auletta sustained the trend of taking the
forgotten figures, specifically Tecmessa’s, ability to examine contemporary issues
for granted by letting their endings go unmentioned. It sends the message that it is
still okay to ignore women and people of color.
This is an example of intersectional oppression. As Hill explains, “Racist
and sexist ideologies both share the common feature of treating dominated
groups- the “others”- as objects lacking full human subjectivity.”69 Tecmessa is
oppressed for being a Latina woman of, due to Ajax’s death, low economic status.
Refusing to allow Tecmessa to participate in the conclusion of the play ignores
her existence by forcing her to remain onstage and yet silent. The matrix of
domination her character experiences because of Agamemnon, Menelaus,
Theseus, Teucer, and Odysseus ignored her can be seen as being upheld by
Auletta due to his failure to challenge Sophocles’ ancient dismissal of her
character. In essence, Auletta is implying that Tecmessa is not fully a person.
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Of Men and Monsters: Normalizing Ajax
In 1975, with the fall of Saigon, the Vietnam War finally ceased with no
definitive victor, 90,220 total American deaths, and 7,391,000 living veterans, the
highest number of veterans an American war created up to that point.70 The
American psyche was damaged in a way it had never been before. Hundreds of
thousands of people marched against the Vietnam War, causing a huge rift
between citizens for and against the war. In December 1965, after 184,000 troops
were sent to South Vietnam, 57% of Americans supported President Lyndon
Johnson’s handling of the war. However, by August 1967 this dipped to only
27%. Then, in 1973, when the current president, Richard Nixon, signed the Paris
peace accords ending the war, 75% of Americans supported his actions.71
Thousands of returning soldiers were diagnosed with Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder. It was estimated in the late 1980s that 15% of all Vietnam
veterans were, at that time, diagnosed with PTSD, with the current estimate being
30% of all Vietnam veterans having had PTSD within their lifetime.72 In 1986,
Auletta’s adaptation of Sophocles’ Ajax premiered and highlighted a soldier
reacting to a traumatic wartime event, suffering from uncontrollable rage,
hallucinations leading to a mass slaughter of animals, and suicidal tendencies.
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Connections to this newly classified disorder must have been made, even if the
term was never uttered during the play.
Tecmessa’s principal rhetorical function in Auletta’s Ajax is, as in the
Sophoclean version, to humanize Ajax so that the spectator will pity him and fear
a similar traumatization in their own future so that ultimately a catharsis is
reached. Tecmessa engenders pity specifically by providing a gut-wrenching
description of Ajax’s torture of the animals and by detailing Ajax’s realization of
having done it. She explains that:
He was standing there, staring at me; and I knew that it had left him…And
he said: Tecmessa, what are you doing here? And I said: I’m here to watch
over my husband. And he said: what has your husband been doing? And I
answered…he has killed and butchered animals. And he said: poor
Tecmessa, your heart has been broken. And I said: yes, it was broken. And
then he broke down, crying and moaning, lashing himself like a crazed
child amidst the ruins of his world73
Like a magician, Tecmessa utilizes misdirection. Her illustration of a slow
realization, bubbling up of guilt, and then crashing sorrow is so wretched that the
fact that Ajax actually meant to kill people is overlooked and the spectator is led
to believe that he never wanted to hurt anybody; that he is simply sick. There
would have been no pity for Ajax nearly killing many of his once-comrades if not
for Tecmessa’s pathos and thus no catharsis.
Due to Tecmessa being upgraded to the status of a wife, Auletta’s Ajax
introduces the issue of marital stress and familial impact on traumatized soldiers.
Sophocles’ original dealt with a slave-wife and her master and though she claimed
that Ajax felt she was his proper wife, there was little proof. In Auletta’s
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adaptation, Ajax clearly cares about breaking Tecmessa’s heart, stating this
specifically above, and since Tecmessa is his wife, she is assumed to have
consented to be in the relationship with Ajax. Tecmessa can therefore be
identified with by military spouses in the audience, specifically those dealing with
partners with PTSD. An entirely new population of people is thus able to connect
with the myth of Ajax. This issue is pushed even further when McLaughlin takes
up the story in the twenty-first century.
Tecmessa normalizes PTSD by connecting it to core emotions through
pathos. When Tecmessa cries out after Ajax declares his intention to kill himself,
“My love, please, God, no more!” the spectator pities her, but they also might
recognize that this is a true experience that many family members of those with
PTSD go through.74 For modern spectators, love is a universal concept so hearing
Tecmessa’s heartfelt plea engenders more pity from spectators. At the same time,
Ajax is suddenly less frightening or intimidating and more broken. Tecmessa
further pulls Ajax from his mythical status as an Ancient Greek Warrior and
toward an ordinary man by connecting him to his community. Tecmessa turns the
play into a domestic tragedy. Ajax is neither kingly nor aristocratic here, he is
simply a soldier who is unwell.
Tecmessa introduces the importance of community, or what the classical
Athenians would refer to as a group of philoi or friends.75 Tecmessa is the guiding
hand of a community that is unsure how it can help, telling them to, “Speak to
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him, before he does something horrible. He was pleading to me, where are my
friends, he said? Where are my men? They can help me. I want them near me.”76
The play’s characterization of Tecmessa draws attention to the community of
soldiers that can potentially help Ajax heal. Though Ajax’s men are unsure of
what help they can be, Tecmessa persuades them to attempt to save his life, even
if they might fail. Her interference causes Ajax to take longer to commit suicide
and if the chorus had talked to him longer, or watched him better, he may have
lived until his half-brother Teucer arrived to help. Tecmessa shows the power that
community can have on a traumatized soldier and consequently forces a
responsibility on the audience to look to those around themselves who may be
suffering from PTSD and help them, because being a community means one
cannot be isolated. In terms of the tragic form, this shows how supporting
characters, like the forgotten figures, can create new insights.
Besides Ajax, Tecmessa is the sole communicator about Ajax’s condition.
Her words outline Ajax’s personal fear, anger, and sorrow. They also explain her
own feelings of confusion, sadness, and terror and reveal the influence that a
community can have on someone coping with PTSD. Without Tecmessa’s
rhetoric, Ajax would be an unsolved puzzle. Tecmessa gives Ajax a voice, a
statement particularly apt given that Auletta’s Ajax was played by deaf actor
Howie Seago. Essentially, Tecmessa is not just illuminating Ajax’s state of mind,
but literally speaking on his behalf. Ajax is dependent on a woman for once,
rather than the other way around.
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Tecmessa’s Uncomfortable Truth About America’s Culpability
The disaster of the Vietnam War and the Libyan raid of 1986, in which the
U.S. sent air strikes to Libya killing bystanders, including as some reported a
baby, cast a dark shadow on America.77 Soon after the incident, “Tens of
thousands of demonstrators marched and burned American flags…in Britain,
West Germany, Italy and Sweden to protest the American air strike against
Libya.”78 In addition, many Americans were themselves feeling ashamed. Peter
Sellars, the director of Auletta’s Ajax adaptation, describes that in this play, “It is
very important for us to consider what is and what is not honorable from a
military standpoint, especially in these late days of the Libya raid.”79 For Auletta
and Sellars, this involved portraying a man who has committed disgraceful acts
against innocent victims, struggling to make peace with himself. A veritable
stand-in for America’s deadly bombing.
The criticism of the U.S. was dangerous in the current defensive political
climate, however, and Richard Stayton, a reviewer of the Los Angeles Herald
Examiner, felt it was, “no accident [Sellars’] exile [from Kennedy Center’s
American National Theater] followed June’s premiere of Ajax. This is the play
that finally shattered the tolerance of Washington…one of the most savage
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indictments ever of America’s increasing militarism.”80 Auletta’s Ajax seemed to
blame America, specifically the military and government, for the disaster in
Vietnam, the recent spate of civilian casualties in air raids, and for the world
hating them for making themselves out to be heroes, when they may in fact be
villains.
Tecmessa introduces “wicked America” for Auletta, by explaining the
reaction to her marriage with Ajax. According to her:
As a young woman I met a brave soldier who loved and protected
me…And I knew they laughed at you, the General and his Lenin breasted
wife, they’d say, don’t they make a lovely couple? He kills them during
the day and sleeps with them at night. And I know they never fully trusted
you because of me; and it may have eventually led to your downfall81
Auletta’s Tecmessa is from an unnamed Latin American country where
communism reigns and even though she resides in America, she still believes in
communism. It was important for Auletta to be nonspecific regarding her
nationality in order to not be seen as making an obvious statement regarding
Vietnam. He therefore set the conflict as “a fictional war in the near future,”
where Tecmessa could still be an outsider, communist, and Ajax the conquering
American soldier.82 The fact, then, that Ajax and Tecmessa fall in love is
controversial and makes a statement regarding racism in Auletta’s America;
specifically, about how intolerant people cannot be allowed to dictate other
people’s happiness.
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Tecmessa faults the titular character’s suicide on the racist attitudes of
Americans to foreigners, specifically Latin Americans like herself. Norman R.
Yetman explains in Majority and Minority: The Dynamics of Race and Ethnicity
in American Life that, “During the 1980s the Hispanic or Latino population grew
nearly five times faster than the rest of the population,” (author’s italics).83 In
conjunction, during this time, “race and racial discrimination must…be
considered as a force shaping the integration experiences of Hispanics,” and, “the
changes in the political and legal rights of people of color in the United States
should enhance opportunities in the world of work and schooling, but evidence of
such outcomes is limited.”84 Latin Americans, like Tecmessa, were, in the 1980s,
still being discriminated against, regardless of slowly improving race relations in
general. Moreover, being a communist sympathizer, especially during the 1980s,
would have tapped into deep seated American fears, making Tecmessa even more
ostracized.
Auletta’s Tecmessa worries that, “I would be quite alone without you
[Ajax]…Don’t leave me or your son here unprotected.”85 Though Tecmessa is no
longer a spear-won bride, she is still a foreigner from a land Ajax’s country is at
war with, and fears the physical and emotional retaliation of Americans without
Ajax there to shield her. While she and Acere (Eurysaces) have living family, her
mother and sister, they are all foreigners and dependent on the kindness of
strangers for jobs and housing, both of which would have been negatively
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impacted by racism, in order to survive. Just as Tecmessa’s Sophoclean rhetorical
function was to warn his spectators of the dangers of losing democracy to
corruption, so too does the Aulettan Tecmessa signal the degradation of modern
democracy due to racism. Both instances comment on the capability, or even
responsibility, of the tragic form to remain in conversation with contemporary
issues.
Tecmessa’s pathos introduces America’s responsibility to war-torn
regions and civilians caught in the crossfire. The tragic form is particularly well
suited to discussing culpability because the reason for the tragic hero’s downfall,
their hamartia, can be traced back to it. For instance, Sophocles’ Oedipus is guilty
of pride and his pride leads to his finding out terrible things which cause him to
blind and exile himself. Auletta’s Ajax is guilty of taking for granted the lives
affected by the war he takes part in and so his downfall occurs because he tries to
take even more lives, those of his fellow soldiers, because the human life has
become meaningless to him.
Tecmessa’s rhetoric, pathos as is her particular style, leads the spectator to
seeing not only Ajax’s guilt but the United States’ guilt and thus their own guilt.
She remembers that, “when I was a child…my father and leaders of my country
were killed and trains were loaded with the dead; all because the American willed
it.”86 Tecmessa infers that her country had done nothing to deserve being torn
apart. The chorus seems to agree by simply answering her with, “Ma’am.”87
Citizens of Ajax’s country, the United States, feeling guilty about being culpable

86
87

Ibid., 82.
Ibid.

189

in the deaths of innocent people is a new concept to the story of Ajax. Tecmessa,
in essence, applies Brechtian verfremdungseffekt in which spectators are not
permitted to forget themselves in watching a play, but are forced, through a
representation of something they think they know in a strange or new way, to
consciously think of their own place within the story, which in Auletta’s
adaptation is as Americans with blood on their hands.88
In Sophocles’ time, the Athenian audience would have been unconcerned
with issues of foreign countries’ difficulties during war. In fact, “captured
enemies became the personal property of their captors and faced either death or
enslavement…One-third of all Greek sieges led to the enslavement of enemy
soldiers, while one-fourth ended in a mass killing.”89 Modern Americans,
however, began empathizing with bystanders swept up in war zones, especially
after the 1986 bombing of Libya. After that, the United Nations wrote that it was,
“gravely concerned at the aerial and naval military attack perpetrated against the
cities of Tripoli and Benghazi on 15 April 1986, which constitutes a serious threat
to peace and security in the Mediterranean region.”90 The U.S. government began
to be held accountable by many American people, such as Auletta and Sellars, as
well as many in foreign countries. The rhetorical function of Tecmessa is to imply
that Ajax is not the only one whose hamartia is guilt, but the spectator’s too. This
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shows how tragedy can be used not just as a warning, as Sophocles’ warned the
spectator about losing democracy, but to critique the spectator for something they
have already done.
Sexism in the American military is another hot topic that Auletta brings
into his adaptation through Tecmessa’s rhetoric. Despite being written during
second wave feminism, the American soldiers in Auletta’s adaptation are sexist.
The Sophoclean line in which Tecmessa relays how Ajax yelled at her that,
“Silence makes a woman beautiful,” is altered in Auletta’s script to be crueler:
“Woman! Silence! I don’t want to hear you, or know you in your weakness and
stupidity…Be a pretty dress, hanging against the night sky.”91 Similarly, the
chorus’ sexist approval of Tecmessa’s “surprising” logic remains. Drew, a
member of the chorus, says, “Listen to her, General. Sometimes it’s good to listen
to the women; our minds have grown too heavy with weapons and marches.”92
The increased chauvinism of these lines show that Auletta is forcing his audience
to confront this as another of the U.S’s ugly traits. By focusing on Ajax alone,
there is a missed opportunity to view this critique of U.S. values. It is also a
missed opportunity to evolve the tragic form, which was founded upon patriarchal
values, to being more female empowering in nature.
According to Jill Elaine Hasday’s article Fighting Women: The Military,
Sex, and Extrajudicial Constitutional Change, “The rise of the modern women’s
rights movement in the 1970s led legislatures and courts to repeal or invalidate
almost all laws subjecting men and women to explicitly different rules,” but it was
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not until 1993 that congress “repealed the last statutory prohibition on women
holding combat positions.”93 During the 1980s, the armed forces gradually
become 12% female and the first female cadets graduated, but the attitude toward
them was still negative as evidenced by the necessity for the first Congressional
hearings on sexual harassment in the military in 1980.94
Tecmessa is the ethical, ethos voice for female soldiers, despite not being
one herself. She stands up for herself and tells Ajax, who has just refuted the
abovementioned statement from Drew, by calling her disobedient, “That’s not
true,” and shows the grit that women can equally have by volunteering to “crawl
bleeding through the fields for you. I’ll carry a grenade with my teeth.”95
Tecmessa’s rhetorical function reveals Auletta’s belief that women can be tough,
fighters, and stand just as strong for their ideals as men. Their play parallels the
debates on gender equality taking part in the 1980s in the U.S. Tecmessa is
historically a strong woman, always willing to speak her mind until forced not to.
Auletta’s Ajax carries this forward and modernizes it, showing that Tecmessa, and
women in general, is willing to die for her family. As positive a message as it is,
however, Auletta spoils it by silencing Tecmessa and allowing only men to have
any say in the burial of Ajax at the finale. Having at least one of the military
commanders involved be gender-swapped would have allowed the message of
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equality to be more impactful. As it stands, Auletta’s message is incomplete and
weak.

Aulettan Tecmessa: A Conclusion
Tecmessa has multiple rhetorical functions in Auletta’s adaptation, many
of them the same as from Sophocles’ original, such as humanizing Ajax so the
spectator will pity him and representing contemporary ideals, which for Auletta
are: community responsibility, the prevalence of racism in the U.S., the U.S.
culpability in wars like Vietnam and in the bombing in Libya, and the emerging
issue of sexism in the military. The forgotten figures ensure the spectator realizes
their own country, their own time period is being critiqued.
This ability to connect to contemporary society shows tragedy’s ability to
continually be up-to-the-minute if the right characters are put to use or focused
on. In fact, the racism Tecmessa experiences in each adaptation resonates with the
current moment and the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement. This
undertaking is “Rooted in the experiences of Black people in this country who
actively resist our dehumanization, #BlackLivesMatter is a call to action and a
response to the virulent anti-Black racism that permeates our society.”96 This
movement also protests on behalf of Brown lives, that is, the lives of Hispanic and
Latin American people, which is what Tecmessa is portrayed as in Auletta’s
adaptation.97 Tecmessa’s effort to fight against the status quo, through refusing
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gender expectations or through quiet resistance, would today be a representation
of the Black Lives Matter struggle. It has been over 2,000 years and racism still
exists. Foreigners still fear for their lives. As recently as March 3, 2017 a Sikh
man was shot simply for being foreign and in the U.S.98 Tragedy’s job is to show
that suffering, distress, and destruction did not only happen in ancient times, they
happen now. Today. A tragic form which takes this into account and takes
supporting characters, like the forgotten figures, into account, is therefore
required.
Between Auletta’s and McLaughlin’s adaptations, there were only a few
others. One version had Ajax die by impaling himself on an American Music
Award (Alice Tuan’s 2000 Ajax (por nobody)) and the other was written
specifically to encourage actual veterans to heal from their own PTSD (Bryan
Doerries’ 2011 Ajax for the Theater of War). Tuan’s adaptation is a stark contrast
to Doerries’ not only in regard to their takes on modernizing the story, but
because Tuan’s was vastly more updated whereas Doerries stuck more closely to
the original text, modernizing only relationships, such as Ajax and Tecmessa’s
marriage, and certain references.
Tuan’s Ajax, which reviewer Thomas E. Jenkins calls a “fantasia on
Sophoclean themes,” has a wife dealing with blatant xenophobia and fears that
she will have an unstable future after Ajax’s suicide because of the community’s
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potential violent reaction to her afterward.99 Significantly, Tecmessa does not
become mute before the conclusion of that play. Doerries’ Tecmessa, on the other
hand, disappears before the end, rather than becoming silent. Both of these
adaptations somewhat capitalize on the potential of using Tecmessa to evolve the
potential of the tragic formula. Tuan’s adaptation, like Auletta’s, points to
tragedy’s ability to connect with spectators via Tecmessa’s discussion of
contemporary concerns like xenophobia. Doerries’ version uses Tecmessa to
connect with wives of soldiers with PTSD in order to spark healthy conversation
about shared experiences. These uses show a gradual shift in the belief of
Tecmessa’s importance to Sophocles’ tragedy as well as current society.
The year after Doerries’ version, McLaughlin presented hers. Her
adaptation is a reaction to the inherent patriarchy of Sophocles’ original and, by
extension, its later adaptations. The most noticeable difference, however, is that it
is an entirely female driven story. McLaughlin’s version of the myth is also an
interesting take on the characterization of Tecmessa, making her both less visible
and more present, which reveals that the tragedies are evolving to be more
welcoming toward supporting characters like the forgotten figures.

Two for One: Ellen McLaughlin’s Ajax in Iraq
In 2003, America declared war on Iraq. US troops entered the country on
March 20th and did not leave until December 18, 2011. Much like the Vietnam
War, the Iraq War lasted longer than most thought it would and ended
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uncertainly. Andrew Lam of the Huffington Post remarks that, “The war in Iraq
started with Operation Shock and Awe but ended in a fizzle, and, some would
argue, in an epic exercise in human futility.”100 Furthermore, as USA Today
details, “The invasion was aimed at removing Saddam Hussein’s weapons of
mass destruction, which were not found.”101 Just like Vietnam, the war felt
pointless to many, with 46% of people surveyed in 2011 saying they did not feel
the U.S. made the right decision in invading Iraq.102 With her adaptation,
McLaughlin taps into the feeling of futility, of static uncertainty, and of a pressure
cooker about to blow.
McLaughlin’s Ajax in Iraq is a multi-narrative play. The macro story
revolves around an Ajax stand-in named A.J. who is repeatedly raped and
ultimately commits suicide because of it. The micro narratives follow, among
other stories, both a traditionally dressed cast in a story close to Sophocles’
original, and a contemporary set of characters attending a therapy session. This
adaptation is especially notable because of its female-heavy cast, having genderswapped Ajax into A.J. and Teucer into Connie Mangus. One of McLaughlin’s
versions of Tecmessa is the patient in the therapy session, but she does not attend
with her husband. In fact, she and the therapist are the only two characters in their
micro narrative. Tecmessa’s husband is alluded to, but never named nor seen; an
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interesting turn of events after the many versions of Tecmessa being silenced.
Here, Ajax is. This shows that the tragic form is being impacted by the female
voice.
Many issues at hand are also traditionally female oriented. Though men
are also raped and/or attend therapy, these events are generally attributed to
women, due to their greater numbers. Frontline News explains that in 2013,
though there were more men sexually assaulted in the military, “Due to the much
smaller number of women in the military — there are about 200,000 compared to
1.2 million men — women still bear a greater proportion of these assaults” and
Psychology Today writes that only 34% of patients in treatment were male in
2004.103
There are three main elements to be examined in McLaughlin’s
adaptation. The first is her use of a multi-narrative structure, specifically how it
affects the portrayal of, and length of time spent on, Tecmessa. The second is
McLaughlin’s transformation of Tecmessa into a nameless “Patient” archetype
and the ripple effects caused by it. Lastly, Tecmessa’s attempt to destigmatize the
struggle of soldiers with PTSD and partners with secondary PTSD. These
elements focus in on the woman’s struggle, rather than the man’s, which
counteracts the patriarchy inherent in Aristotle’s tragic form.
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The Multi-Narrative: Enhancement and Languishment of Tecmessa
The multi-narrative structure is one in which different stories or points of
view, which may or may not intersect, are explored and all of which generally
deal with an overarching theme, which in this case is the struggle of the
contemporary woman in a militarized country. McLaughlin’s Ajax in Iraq is an
example but not the first play to opt-out of a linear, individual-focused narrative.
Tony Kushner’s Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes (1993)
and Shirley Lauro’s A Piece of My Heart (2006) are just two further examples.
Though a modern tragedy rather than the kind seen in antiquity, it is still a
tragedy.
Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House is often seen as the beginning of modern
tragedy, but it has its roots in the domestic tragedies of the English Renaissance.
In a modern tragedy, the heroes are everyday people, in contrast to royalty and
others of high esteem in Attic tragedy, and concern everyday life, rather than on
shocking developments like finding out someone married their mother.104 For
example in Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller, the tragic events concern being
outmoded at work.
While Ewan Fernie claims in Tragedy in Transition that multi-narrative
tragedies have “kaleidoscopic range but [lack] concentrated intensity,” this study
offers the counterargument that multi-narrative tragedies allow for concentrated
intensity on a single subject reinforced with multiple examples.105 In

104
105

Adele Wills, Texts Through History (London: Routledge, 2004), 63.
Ewan Fernie, “Hardcore Tragedy,” in Tragedy in Transition, ed. Sarah Annes Brown and Catherine
Silverstone (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 46.

198

McLaughlin’s adaptation, characters from the original Ajax are divided up into
micro stories which each help in telling the macro story.
In Ajax in Iraq, there are multiple versions of Ajax and Tecmessa onstage
at various times. The first pair are found in a traditional story of a suicidal soldier
and his spear-won bride. The second Ajax, as discussed, is called A.J. She is a
soldier and a rape victim who ultimately kills herself due to that betrayal. There is
no Tecmessa-equivalent in that story. Instead, Connie Mangus, a Teucer-like
character, is A.J.’s sounding board. The second Tecmessa in McLaughlin’s
adaptation, is simply referred to as the “Patient.” It can be seen to be Tecmessa,
however, because she is married to a soldier suffering from PTSD.
Tecmessa was originally the sole female character in Sophocles’ Ajax,
apart from Athena who has a very small role. In McLaughlin’s gender swapped
play, nearly everyone is a woman, creating a female heavy and female centered
play. Tecmessa’s voice is then diluted in a sea of similar issues, making her
rhetorical functions less numerous in comparison to Auletta’s and Sophocles’
versions. In place of the sexual violence done to Tecmessa in the original,
McLaughlin’s play focuses on the rape of A.J. Though McLaughlin’s more
traditional Tecmessa does mention her captive status, it is a comparatively shorter
reference than in Sophocles and the plight of A.J. is something seen physically
occur, rather than something inferred through deductive reasoning or are told
about after the fact, which naturally pulls focus onto AJ and away from the
Tecmessas.
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The Patient has a much larger role than Tecmessa. McLaughlin’s play
essentially revokes Tecmessa’s identity as a spear-won bride, a victim of sexual
and domestic violence, and replaces it with the Patient’s fears of living with a
traumatized husband and who, significantly, has never actually been harmed by
him. This is still an important concept, but far less pitiable and far less dire in the
larger picture which ultimately affects the pity experienced by the spectator.
The doubling-down on the importance of Ajax/A.J. shows that there is still
a titular character bias in McLaughlin’s adaptation, reinforcing this patriarchal
view. Even though Tecmessa receives two roles, as Tecmessa and as the Patient,
they are both such small roles that combined they are smaller than her single
Sophoclean role was. Nonetheless, she is shown to still be rhetorically significant
to the play. Arguably, when they occupy the stage at the same time this increases
the pity and fear of the spectator because the spectator is reacting to each of them.
For instance:
PATIENT:

He doesn’t want to be left alone with the children anymore.
At first I thought it was because he didn’t think he could
handle them, the noise and stuff, but now…now I think it’s
because he doesn’t trust himself with them…
TECMESSA: Homesick comrades, bad news. The mind of mighty Ajax
was broken in the night.
THERAPIST: Do you think you’re in danger?
PATIENT:
From him?
THERAPIST: Yes
TECMESSA: He became a madman, sick with blood. Killing and
torturing innocent creatures. Thinking he was slaughtering
Greeks.
PATIENT:
I don’t know. I don’t know anymore106
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Both women are pitied due to their fear of being hurt by their Ajax. The spectator
is also caused to feel fear that their own partners could change so suddenly and
cause them to fear for their children and themselves. This passage is also
significant because it shows the symbiotic relationship between two versions of
the same character, their lines informing the other character’s lines, which seems
to symbolize the lineage of Tecmessas throughout history; women who have each
had to deal with a fear for their life. It can also be seen to represent, in the same
vein, the connection between all partners of PTSD sufferers, past and present.
These women are all in flux, unsure of the future because their partner is in
control of it. They are bonded by their helplessness.
The increased presence of Tecmessa onstage increases the surface
representation of her character, but, in reality, her personality has been bisected.
In psychological terms, if this were a dissociative identity issue, the Patient is the
host personality and Tecmessa is a protective alter. As the American Psychiatric
Association accepts, “Although these alternate states may feel or appear to be
very different, they are all manifestations of a single, whole person.”107 The
Patient is hesitant with her therapist while Tecmessa speaks without a filter to her
chorus about what needs to happen, when, and how. They are two parts of a
whole, separated to appear more substantial onstage while not adding anything of
significant difference. While the multi-narrative form can strengthen a play
through varying examples which combine to bolster a main theme, McLaughlin’s
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Tecmessas are not two examples. They are merely one example split in half. This
signals McLaughlin’s support for a main character hierarchy and though she
interrogates the play from a feminist perspective in many areas, allowing
Tecmessa to remain, in the main, unused and silenced, both versions disappearing
before the end, simply upholds male-created biases.

The Other Side of the Story: Secondary PTSD
As has been reiterated many times through each chapter, the forgotten
figures keep tragedy relevant to contemporary society. Ismene showed the
dangers of sibling abuse, Chrysothemis’ survival brain is shown to be the cause
behind her decision to not aid her sister in burying their brother, and Tecmessa
brings up the issue of secondary post-traumatic stress disorder. This focus on the
traumas of the family, rather than the tragic hero, disrupts the traditional character
hierarchy and presents opportunities for connections beyond the play.
According to the U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs, “Veterans with
PTSD have more marital troubles. They share less of their thoughts and feelings
with their partners. They and their spouses also report more worry around
intimacy issues.”108 Additionally, families of those with PTSD can experience
secondary traumatization, in which there is an “indirect impact of trauma on those
close to the survivor…[or have] gone through trauma just from living with a
Veteran who has PTSD.”109 Furthermore, because the risk of violence is higher,
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there is more verbal aggression, higher rates of divorce, lower happiness levels,
and “about half have felt ‘on the verge of a nervous breakdown’,” leading to the
need for individual, couples, and/or family counseling.110 The rambling,
incoherent Patient displays secondary traumatization.
When her therapist asks her whether her husband understands that she
cannot sleep in a bed with a man who has a gun under his pillow, the Patient
stammers, “No. Yes. He does, yes. Sort of. Not really. But yes. I don’t
know…”111 In this case it is Tecmessa’s simultaneous actions which tell the truth
of their situation. McLaughlin’s stage directions for Tecmessa at this moment
read: “TECMESSA: spattered with blood, begins crawling out from under the
side of the tent, trying not to make any noise.”112 Tecmessa’s fearful movements
infer that the Patient knows her husband does not care whether the gun under his
pillow scares her, because his condition blinds him to her emotions and this
seemingly terrifies her.
Just as Ismene and Chrysothemis represented various subsets of women
during each of their adaptor’s time periods, so does McLaughlin’s Patient embody
the twenty-first century military spouse coping with a loved one who is turning
into someone she fears. Having the Patient’s scenes exist exclusively in a therapy
session also highlights the plight of partners of those with PTSD. The Patient
discusses many of the issues mentioned above. She admits that, “He doesn’t go
out. He doesn’t talk…He hasn’t slept in the same bed with me for, oh, it’s been a
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long time…He’s got a gun” and that “I started locking my door. I still can’t
believe it. I didn’t even used to lock my front door…Now he’s home and I’m
locking my door. My bedroom door. Against him.”113 The Patient is the
personification of the medical diagnostic of secondary trauma. In this way,
McLaughlin’s Tecmessa inspires pity from the spectator. They pity her for living
with someone she fears. They fear having to seek help from a therapist in their
own lives because their own family has traumatized them.
Although suicide has always been a concern in society and in families,
destigmatizing those suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and
depression is a contemporary concern, and one which Tecmessa and the Patient
are charged with. As close as WWII, shell shock and Combat Stress Reaction
(CSR) were still the common terms used and, as previously mentioned, soldiers
were scorned for having it. When PTSD was added to the APA’s DSM in 1980,
there was a huge push to normalize the condition.
This struggle is still ongoing and organizations like the Wounded Warrior
Project have made fighting the stigma a high priority, proclaiming that “asking for
help is strength not weakness.”114 Having the Patient in a therapy session is
McLaughlin’s way of normalizing the struggle of both veterans with PTSD and
their families. In 2004, the APA wrote that, “Nearly half of American households
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have had someone seek mental health treatment this year.”115 The widespread use
of psychiatry is proof of its normality and thus helps to destigmatize those with
PTSD, or their family, seeking help. Highlighting the plight of family members
suffering from secondary traumatization is the Patient/Tecmessa’s ultimate
rhetorical function in Ajax in Iraq but in educating the audience on it, she also
helps in destigmatizing those suffering from PTSD, similarly to how Ismene
destigmatizes mental illnesses in Keystone’s Antigone.

Hidden Silencing, A Chapter Conclusion
In McLaughlin’s version of the Ajax myth, neither Tecmessa nor the
Patient are silenced in the way that the character was in Sophocles’ version. There
is, however, a similarity in that when the traditional Tecmessa is not speaking, she
stays onstage like a silent witness, watching but not commenting until it is her
micro narrative that has the focus. It seems to be a much gentler way to have her
uninvolved in the action and yet she is still silenced. The dissection of the
Tecmessa into two characters has created two marginal characters instead of one.
Moreover, after about halfway through the tragedy, neither character is used
again. Once more, Tecmessa is silenced, only this time it is hidden by the form of
the micro-narrative.
The rhetorical functions of the Tecmessa character across Sophocles,
Auletta, and McLaughlin are generally the same. In each, she compels pity and
fear, both in terms of herself and Ajax. She humanizes Ajax in order to allow the
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spectator to pity him/her. In McLaughlin’s adaptation, the way the Patient
describes her husband as being too afraid to be near their children informs the
story of A.J., this version’s Ajax, who kills herself rather than go home to her
child. Tecmessa also connects an ancient play to a contemporary audience
through descriptions of PTSD, secondary PTSD, and culpability during wartime.
Furthermore, in “re-visioning” each play, Tecmessa is revealed to be
powerful, manipulative, and intelligent. She controls the comings and goings of
the chorus, advises men how to act, and attempts to manipulate Ajax.
McLaughlin’s adaptation, more than the others, focusses on the plight of women
and has a nearly all-female cast. The female focus is most probably because
McLaughlin is a woman herself. McLaughlin subverts the male-skewed original,
silencing men and rejecting the male gaze. Even though there is a depiction of
rape, it is presented from the point of view of the woman. As Judith Butler would
say, the women of Ajax in Iraq assume the masculinity that the male characters
would have possessed and use it against them by not allowing them to, for most of
the play, speak.
The essential nature of Tecmessa makes it therefore confounding that she
is continually forgotten, silenced, and/or given decreased stage time in each play.
In Sophocles’ Ajax, Tecmessa is ignored for 31% of the play. In Auletta’s play of
the same name, Tecmessa is silent for the final four pages of the play.
McLaughlin’s Tecmessa characters are similarly silenced. The Patient is allowed
only one very short micro scene in the entire play. As soon as she is introduced,
she is promptly forgotten. Her Tecmessa is woven in bits and pieces throughout
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the play, but the sum total of Tecmessa and the Patient’s lines is vastly smaller
than either Sophocles’ or Auletta’s Tecmessas. Though, as aforementioned, the
silencing is less odd because her role throughout the play is less expansive and
disjointed from the start than the others. The silencing of the Tecmessas is telling
of the continued trend of major character bias found in the Forgotten Figures
adaptations and indicative of an ever-present patriarchy.
Since McLaughlin’s Ajax in Iraq, there seems to have been only two Ajax
adaptations. The first is Sean Graney’s 2012 These Seven Sicknesses, which is a
compilation of all seven extant Sophoclean plays. Graney connects the stories
through loss and anger, exploring the human condition with each of them. The
second is Timberlake Wertenbaker’s Our Ajax (2013) which interweaves
interviews with real servicemen and women. Sophocles’ Ajax seems to be the
least popular Sophoclean play, featuring a forgotten figure, to be adapted.
Tecmessa is the least forgotten figure compared to Ismene and
Chrysothemis, in terms of lines of dialogue, but she is the most forgotten while
she is onstage. Neither Ismene nor Chrysothemis are forced to mutely stand and
merely be stage decoration while men decide the fates of those they love or are
bound to. This visible silencing is significant because it represents her slavery.
Ismene and Chrysothemis went back to the palace but Tecmessa was ordered to
stand with the men while they purposely ignored her. It is a mark of how
Tecmessa’s intersection of woman, slave, and foreigner have made her more
dangerous.
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More time is also dedicated by scholars and reviewers to Tecmessa than
either of the other forgotten figures, but it is not enough. Ajax continues to receive
the most attention even though he has a more passive role. Tecmessa is the one
who calls the chorus, orders them to aid Ajax, attempts to manipulate Ajax into
living, and sends the search party once he has disappeared to commit suicide.
Moreover, the amounts of lines are similar for Tecmessa and Ajax. The reason for
the constant focus on Ajax, then, is typical; titular character bias and perpetuated
patriarchy.
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Conclusion
Towards a New Tragic Formula
“The truly absorbing and successful narratives of our age are moving
beyond the limited, individual perspective of The Hero’s Journey…Stories
told not from the point of view of one person, but from many interrelated
perspectives…can engage us more than the story of a single man being
brave.”
–John Higgs, Stranger Than We Can Imagine1
“Minor characters: overshadowed by definition, all of a sudden they are
taking over the popular literary landscape…Over the last several decades,
an eclectic and ever-growing assortment of contemporary writers has been
seizing minor figures from the original texts in which they appeared and
recasting them in lead roles”
–Jeremy Rosen, Minor Characters Have Their Day2
Introduction: Remembering Those Forgotten
The forgotten figures, Ismene, Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa, are crucial
elements in Sophoclean tragedy, appearing in nearly 43% of it (57% if one
includes Colonus, see the introduction for why it was not included in this study).
The forgotten figures are therefore a significant component of the entire
Sophoclean tragic form. Furthermore, since Sophocles is one of only three extant
ancient Greek tragedians, this implies that the Sophoclean tragic form is integral
to understanding the ancient tragic form in general. Therefore, by extension, the
forgotten figures are integral to a comprehension of Attic tragedy.
The rhetorical functions of the forgotten figures include, but are not
limited to: showing how fifth-century Athenian women would have been
permitted to rebel, as gleaned from historians such as Keuls and Blundell, creating
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a balanced ethical debate, increasing pity and fear in the spectator through a
variety of means, expositing the political and gender dynamics in their respective
plays which correspond to contemporary standards, reflecting the interests of each
adaptor, for instance expressionism, empathy, democracy, and/or PTSD, and
creating an actively engaged spectator.
From a contemporary perspective, “re-visioning” Ajax, Electra, and
Antigone enables multiple connections to current theories on women, race, and
power. For example: Ismene’s ability to inform Judith Butler’s theory on
masculinity, Chrysothemis’ allowance for a comparison between her introverted
mourning versus Electra’s pathological form, and Tecmessa’s manipulation and
protection of the men around her. To understand where women are now, in terms
of rights and inequality, and where they should be, it is necessary to know their
history or herstory. Ismene’s struggle to legally save her sister is a perfect
example of this, as her rhetoric function identifies the ways in which male power
dominates each of the selected adaptor’s periods (fifth-century Athens,
eighteenth-century Italy, and twenty-first century United States of America) and
the continued subjugation of women. Even though women have gained many
rights, they are still oppressed by patriarchy. These types of observations are lost
if only major characters are studied.

A Starting Theory
Since the forgotten figures, and supporting characters in general, are not
analyzed by Aristotle, or many of his adaptors, it can be deduced that his tragic
formula is incomplete, necessitating a new, contemporary tragic formula to be
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written which is more representative not only of Attic tragedy, but also of
contemporary tragedy, which has come to view supporting characters as more and
more interesting, exciting, and singularly important.
Supporting characters are here differentiated from the chorus who, like the
tragic heroes, provide a separate function in tragedies, for instance praising the
gods, dancing, singing, and commenting on the action, often without being
directly involved with most of it (see: Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, Aeschylus’
Agamemnon). Supporting characters include many different subsets of characters
from the forgotten figures who speak eloquently and with passion to herdsmen,
guards, and messengers who provide, often nervous or excited, exposition or
announcements.
The supporting character can be, and this is especially true for the
forgotten figures, the viewpoint character, the way into the tragedy for the
audience. Their take on the world of the play is the one which enables the
audience to decide who to pity and who to oppose. For instance, Tecmessa’s
description of an Ajax gone mad enables the audience to empathize with him and
to be disenchanted with Theseus, Menelaus, and Agamemnon.
The ability of the supporting character to deliver political messages to the
spectators via impassioned speeches is particularly significant in tragedies, which
often involve contentions of leadership, issues of gender and economic disparity,
and hot button topics like gun violence (Martín Zimmerman’s On the Exhale, Eric
Ulloa’s 26 Pebbles). This is something that can also be seen in Edward Bond’s
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idea of “Group Public Soliloquies” which are meant to deliver political messages
as an assembly of people who all support a certain political ideal.
While supporting characters have the capability to illuminate the tragic
hero, provide exposition, and help push the action of the play forward, the
forgotten figures go one step further because of their very personal relationships
to the tragic heroes. In Sophocles’, Hofmannsthal’s, and Payne’s Electras, since
Chrysothemis is Electra’s sister and they have lived together their whole lives, it
follows that would know her better than a random messenger would.
Chrysothemis knows that Electra was not always so depressed and she knows that
Electra has the capability to move on from the tragedies in her life, even if she
does not want to. This helps to humanize Electra, to create sympathy for her
character, and to create a more complex view of grief.
Tragic heroes are often contrasted with supporting characters. While the
tragic hero is frequently jittery, unable to resist causing a scene, impulsive,
frantic, angry, supporting characters often more controlled, thoughtful, logical,
even funny. For example, the guard in Sophocles’ Antigone provides a comic
moment due to his fear of Creon combined with how terrible he is at his job. It is
just one brief moment and does not alter the tragedy into a tragicomedy, but it
provides a moment of levity in an otherwise gloomy world, which shows that
lightness can be found even in the darkest of situations.
While supporting characters can be foils to the tragic hero, they are also
different in many important ways. Ismene contrasts Antigone in Sophocles’ and
Keystone’s plays, in terms of initial readiness to break a law that is punishable by
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death as well as in terms of attitudes, but they diverge in other, less discussed
ways. Ismene uses legal logos arguments against Creon, whereas Antigone mostly
uses pathos. While Antigone focusses on the past and on appeasing the dead,
Ismene looks to the future and to her living family, Antigone. So, while they can
contrast each other, they also have much in common, loyalty to family for
instance. This just manifests in different ways.
Of course, this is not true for all supporting characters. Messengers often
have no connection to the other characters, but they can still contrast them in
terms of personality. The messenger in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King contrasts
Oedipus in that he is respectful, patient, kind, and excited to give the news to
Oedipus that he is the new king of Corinth. The herdsman in the same play might
not be happy or calm, but he still contrasts Oedipus by being afraid, nervous, and
hesitant. Oedipus himself is jealous, suspicious, angry, determined, and later
bleak.
Supporting characters, in general, represent the future of their kingdoms.
They are the living reminders of what comes next. In Aeschylus’ Libation
Bearers, after the murder of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus by Orestes, the play ends
as Orestes is set upon by the Furies who are angry at his committing matricide,
hinting at the next installment of Aeschylus’ trilogy. When Electra dies and
Orestes has murdered the usurpers Clytemnestra and Aegisthus in Hofmannsthal’s
Electra, Ismene describes the hope that her people feel for the future. In
Euripides’ Hippolytus, after the title character dies and forgives his father for
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listening to gossip and lies, there is renewed hope that now that all issues have
been settled, there will be peace in Troezen.
In terms of the forgotten figures, as discovered by this dissertation’s
explorations of their rhetoric, they have three specific functions in the tragedies of
Sophocles and in the selected adaptations discussed in chapters one through three.
They increase the pity and fear of spectators, not only regarding the tragic hero
but toward themselves as well. The spectators sympathize with Antigone in
Keystone’s Antigone, because she loved her brother and they sympathize with
Ismene because, though she wants to help Antigone, she is too traumatized to
physically act on her wishes.
The forgotten figures highlight the tragic hero and the main conflict
between the protagonist and the antagonist. Ismene emphasizes that Antigone and
Creon both have valid points concerning the burial of Polynices. Chrysothemis
admits that her mother and stepfather should be punished but does not think she
and Electra are the people to do the punishing. Tecmessa counters Ajax’s belief
that he should commit suicide to avoid humiliation with the argument that doing
so would ruin the lives of his whole family.
The forgotten figures have the ability to showcase contemporary societal
concerns or interests in each adaptation. Chrysothemis’ refusal to murder
Clytemnestra in Payne’s play, because she believes murder to be wrong, shows
his U.K.’s contemporary abhorrence to capital punishment. Although the tragic
hero and antagonists do react to various cultural mores and laws that are newly
injected by adaptors, Ismene, Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa are often the
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characters charged with introducing these new concepts in each adaptation
through their speeches.
There are often more supporting characters than tragic heroes or
antagonists in tragedies, both ancient and modern. These characters are not more
important than tragic heroes, but they are just as important. Both types of
characters shape the tragedies they are in, both cause ripple effects which can
force other characters to have to adjust their course or further hold to a set choice.
The forgotten figures are but one example of supporting characters who
are overlooked because their roles are smaller, their speeches shorter, or their
actions less impactful and yet they are important. It is not their quantity of lines
which make supporting characters significant in tragedies, it is the quality and
function of them. Supporting characters, like the composition of a plot, the
relationship between actor and script, the subjects fit for plays, and the role of
music, are an integral component of the tragic form, or even dramatic form in
general. While it is not the goal of this investigation, due to time and space, to
create a complete theory on supporting characters in tragedies, it does hope to
have provided a kernel from which one can sprout.

Future Figures: Where to Go from Here
Books such as Jeremy Rosen’s 2016 Minor Characters Have Their Day:
Genre and the Contemporary Literary Marketplace, Alex Woloch’s 2003 The
One vs. the Many: Minor Characters and the Space of the Protagonist in the
Novel, David Galef’s 1993 The Supporting Cast: A Study of Flat and Minor
Characters, and Florence Yoon’s The Use of Anonymous Characters in Greek
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Tragedy: The Shaping of Heroes, represent the scholarly shift toward the margins
within the last few decades. The study of supporting characters is an emerging
field. As such, and as the epigraphs from this chapter state, it has really only been
in the last couple of decades that an interest in them has developed. An
investigation into the forgotten figures is therefore apropos for this trend.
Looking to the margins of canonical or classic works is necessary.
Identifying troubling gaps and absences in them gives voice to the marginalized
and the oppressed. It allows scholars to, as feminist Adrienne Rich believes is
necessary, break the hold tradition has over the literary landscape.3 Interrogating
works deemed canonical or traditional from contemporary perspectives, such as
with feminist, gender, post-colonial, or deconstruction theory, can challenge the
racism, sexism, political oppression, misogyny, classism, xenophobia, or general
bias that they, intentionally or not, tend to propagate with each successive
generation that studies or witnesses them. Sophocles’ original Ajax, Antigone, and
Electra promote democracy, but they also endorse the oppression of women,
xenophobia, and the institution of slavery.
Focusing on Ismene, Chrysothemis, and Tecmessa allows for the undoing
of those ideas through discovering their daring, their intelligence, and their
contemporary correlations, such as to sibling abuse, the psychology of regret, and
gender performativity. These women can change the way tragedy is viewed by
indicating a bias toward tragic heroes, which has caused adaptors and theorists to

3

Adrienne Rich, Arts of the Possible: Essays and Conversations (New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
2002), 11-12.

216

miss opportunities for understanding the world of the play and the world the plays
were written in.
While there are books on supporting characters in literature, such as
Rosen’s Minor Characters, there seems to be no book dedicated to the
blossoming of interest in supporting characters solely in dramatic works. This is
potentially the most immediate step at the conclusion of this study on the
forgotten figures, as it is of current interest in scholarship and would allow for a
greater understanding of the increasing visibility of Ismene and Tecmessa and
hopefully provide a more concrete reason as to the lack of a similar surge of
visibility of Chrysothemis.
Ultimately, it is hoped that if nothing else is taken from this dissertation, at
least the inspiration for using smaller, quieter strategies of resistance is. Quiet
activism is not a less important form of resistance, it is simply an option for those
looking to impact the world but who are hesitant to participate in other forms of
resistance like protests, marches, rallies, or forms which could lead to jail time or
police altercations. There is a form of activism for everyone who is interested.
Sometimes it is necessary to work within the system, like Ismene,
Tecmessa, and Chrysothemis do. As Saul Alinsky, author of Rules for Radicals: A
Pragmatic Primer for Realistic Radicals, proposes, “any revolutionary change
must be preceded by a passive, affirmative, non-challenging attitude toward
change among the mass of people. They must feel so frustrated, so defeated, so
lost, so futureless in the prevailing system that they are willing to let go of the
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past and chance the future.”4 There must be a first tentative step toward change
for every person; a moment where it is now or never. This can be seen in
Ismene’s change from opposing the burial of Polynices to lying to say she had
done it. That is all she does, lie, but it is a strong statement of defiance for her.
Yet, staying within the system, rather than attempting to break it as Antigone
does, allows for recognizing how the system came into being in the first place in
order to avoid creating a similar mistake in the future; working with what you
have to create something better.
In the end, even if one person’s quiet activism changes nothing, there is
still the hope that it will infect another person to want to try. This in turn could
persuade another person and another until a bigger impact is made. Even the
smallest ripples can create big waves. Moreover, it says something about
humanity that even in the most frustrating, discriminating, demoralizing of times,
people do not give up trying to change their world. Though Tecmessa knows that
convincing Ajax to live will still result in her being a slave, she refuses to give up
until the bitter end because she does not want her and her son being passed to a
worse man to own. Chrysothemis knows that physically murdering her mother
and stepfather is impossible and so she prays for change. Ismene moves from
reaction to action when she challenges Creon’s verdict. Each woman resists in her
own way and tries to change what she can. Their relentless attempts to take the
tragedy out of their worlds will hopefully inspire those reading this dissertation to
make their own ripples by being activists in their own ways.

4

Saul Alinsky, Rules for Radicals: A Pragmatic Primer for Realistic Radicals (New York, NY: Vintage
Books, 1989), xix.
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Final Thoughts on Being Forgotten
Hierarchical character bias has, for two thousand years, caused
Chrysothemis, Ismene, and Tecmessa to be forced into the shadows of Electra,
Antigone, and Ajax. This has caused the forgotten figures’ quieter battles against
slavery and gender inequality to go unnoticed, resulting in a reinforcement of
class structure and gender norms and missed opportunities to discover what these
characters can reveal about human nature. It is time that the forgotten figures were
brought into the light. Though they have been forgotten, it is not too late to
rediscover them.
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Appendix 1
Select Play Adaptations of Sophocles’ Antigone
Author

Title

Year

Thomas May

The Tragedy of Antigone:
The Theban Princess
La Thébaïde
Antigone
Antigone
Antigone, tragédie inédited
Antigone

1631

Country of
Origin
England

1664
1636-7
1782
1843-4
1917

France
France
Italy
France
Germany

Antigone
Antigone
Antigone
Antigone

1922
1944
1947
1961

Ismene
Antigone’s Tomb

1966
1967

France
France
Germany
Kingdom of
Yugoslavia
(Now Slovenia)
Japan
Italy

Odale’s Choice

1967

Barbados

La Pasión según Antígona Pérez
or The Passion According to
Antigona Perez
The Island
The Riot Act

1968

Puerto Rico

1973
1985

Furious Antigone

1986

South Africa
Northern
Ireland
Argentina

Another Antigone
Noces Posthumes de Santigone
or Black Wedding Candles for
Blessed Antigone
Antigone in Warsaw
Antigone in New York

1987
1990

USA
France

1995
1997

USA
USA

Jean Racine
Jean Rotrou
Vittorio Alfieri
Jean Reboul
Walter
Hasenclever
Jean Cocteau
Jean Anouilh
Bertolt Brecht
Dominik
Smole
Satoh Makoto
Maria
Zambrano
Edward
Brathwaite
Luis Sánchez

Athol Fugard
Tom Paulin
Griselda
Gambaro
A.R. Gurney
Sylvain Bemba

Richard Sewell
Janusz
Glowacki
José Watanabe
Nancy
Keystone
Mac Wellman

Antígona: versión librede la
tragedia de Sófocles
Antigone

1999

Peru

2001

USA

Antigone

2001

USA
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C. Denby
Swanson
Tanya
Barfield,
Caridad Svich,
Chiori
Miyagawa,
Karen
Hartman, &
Sabrina Peck
Femi Osofisan
Caridad Svich
Melissa
Cooper
Jocelyn Clarke
Ernest
Macintyre
Moira Buffini
Jeremy
Menekseoglu
Jeremy
Menekseoglu

Governing Alice

2002

USA

Antigone Project

2004

USA

Tègònni: An African Antigone
Lucinda Caval
Antigone Now

2007
2007
2008

Nigeria
USA
USA

Antigone
Irangani

2009
2009

USA
Sri Lanka

Welcome to Thebes
Antigone

2010
2012

England
USA

Ismene

2013

USA*

Appendix 2
Notable Alternate Media Adaptations of Sophocles’ Antigone
Form
Comic Book

Author
David
Hopkins
Anne Carson

Illustrated
Translation

Title
“Antigone”

Year
2006

Country
USA

Antigonick

2012

USA*

Appendix 3
Select Play Adaptations of Sophocles’ Electra
Author

Title

Year

Benito Pérez
Galdós
Hugo von
Hofmannsthal
Domenico Bassi
Jean Giraudoux
John-Paul Sartre
Ezra Pound
George Arkas

Electra

1901

Country of
Origin
Spain

Electra

1903

Austria

Elettra
Electra
The Flies
Elektra
Electra

1910
1937
1943
1949
1973

Italy
France
France
USA
USA
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Ellen McLaughlin
Frank
McGuinness
Kristina
Sutherland
Luis Alfaro
Alfred Preisser
Jeremy
Menekseoglu
Isaac Oliver
Nick Payne

Iphigenia and
Other Daughters
Electra

1995

USA

1998

Ireland

Live Girls Do
Elektra
Electricidad
An Electra
Electra

1999

USA

2002
2007
2007

USA
USA
USA

Electra in a OnePiece
Electra

2010

USA

2011

England*

Appendix 4
Notable Alternate Media Adaptations of Sophocles’ Electra
Form
Opera

Author
Hugo von
Hofmannsthal
(libretto) and
Richard
Strauss
(composer)

Title
Elektra

Year
1909

Country
Germany

Appendix 5
Select Play Adaptations of Sophocles’ Ajax
Author

Title

Year

Isaac Wake

The Tragedy of
Ajax
Ugo Foscolo
Ajace
Robert Auletta
Ajax
Alice Tuan
Ajax (por nobody)
Bryan Doerries
Ajax
Ellen McLaughlin
Ajax in Iraq
Sean Graney
These Seven
Sicknesses
Timberlake
Our Ajax
Wertenbaker
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1605

Country of
Origin
England

1811
1986
2000
2011
2011
2012

Italy
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA

2013

England*

Appendix 6
Notable Alternate Media Adaptations of Sophocles’ Ajax
Form
Short Story

Author
Paul
Woodruff

Title
The Story of
Ajax

Year
2011

Country
USA

* Tables do not include all adaptations, but rather those that could be located,
identified as adaptations, and copies of their script obtained for study during
research for this project. It does not include straight translations.
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