HOMER XENIA  Transcript

PRESENTER: Hello, and welcome to Classical Wisdom Weekly's guide to the
Essential Greeks. In this course we will be focusing on some of the greatest minds
of ancient Greece; indeed some of the greatest minds there have ever been.
Men who have managed to attain epithets like 'The Father of Tragedy', 'The Father
of Philosophy', 'The Father of History', 'The true Father of history' and so on and so
forth.
Today, however we will be looking at the father of them all. The founding father of

all we know. A man we are culturally and literarily so indebted to that not only does
he transcend time and space, but even knowledge. In other words we know the
stories for which he is famous even if we have never taken the time to read them
ourselves.
This man of course is the legend who is Homer.
And legend is an appropriate term to use, as the only piece of universal concord in
Homeric scholastic fields is that we know almost nothing about the man said to
have shaped western civilisation with his two epic poems 'The Iliad' and 'The
Odyssey'.
We could comfortably spend this entire episode going back and forth over the
arguments for and against Homer's true origin. However, an abridged version will
suffice as a preface to the real business at hand, that of the epics themselves.
It is accepted by many, though by no means all, that Homer came from Chios, just
off the coast of modernday Turkey. And that 'The Iliad' came to us circa 750 BC,
and 'The Odyssey', twentyfive to fifty years later.
Even if we accept this as true thus far, we are still riddled with problems and
controversies. Not least of which is the method of delivery.
It is widely thought that the stories in the epics, of the Trojan War and the
wanderings of Odysseus, were handed down thorough the oral tradition.

The poetry was recited to music by skilled, perhaps travelling, bards.

So the next question, which has never been satisfactorily answered is: did Homer
write? Or was he one such bard himself? Did he dictate to a scribe?
If he were blind, as some contest, then surely he must have done – the famous
Roman politician and philosopher Cicero certainly thought he did. Additionally,
was he creator or merely chronicler? And, most interestingly of all, was he really
only one man?
It is no new idea to think that the two poems may have been the work of many
hands. Some consider the contrasting themes of the two epics too diverse to be
consistent in the mind of one individual.
Others believe it is perfectly appropriate that the young Homer would have been
preoccupied with the blood, guts and glory of wrath and warfare. Whilst the older,
more reflective poem may have considered a homecoming to wife and child the
natural topic of a man in his goldenyears to write about.
Samuel Butler and Robert Graves, perhaps the two most famous classical scholars
of recent times, even propounded the unlikely idea that the Odyssey, with its
emphasis on the end of war and the necessity to strive for domesticity, may have
actually been written by a woman.
Regardless, the two works contain so many stylistic similarities that they were
certainly intended to be seen as consecutive narratives.
And thus, whether he likes it or not, whether he really existed or not, Homer was
born unto the world. And, this Homeric scholars do agree on, was a jolly good
thing.
But now, to the works themselves.
How to make a satisfactory synopsis of the story of 'The Iliad'? Well, if one was
desirous of infuriating the academic community then surmising it as “being about
the Trojan War” would do the trick.

However, perhaps there is no better précis than the opening lines of the text
themselves, as translated by Samuel Butler.
HOMER: Sing, O goddess, the anger of Achilles son of Peleus, that brought
countless ills upon the Achaeans. Many a brave soul did it send hurrying down to
Hades, and many a hero did it yield a prey to dogs and vultures, for so were the
counsels of Zeus fulfilled from the day on which the son of Atreus, king of men,
and great Achilles, first fell out with one another.

PRESENTER: Set over just a few weeks in the tenth year of the Trojan War, an
argument between the mighty Achilles and the king of the Greeks, Agamemnon
dominates the early exchanges of the Iliad.
Broadly speaking, the focus remains on Achilles throughout as, angered by the
arrogance and avarice of Agamemnon...
...he goes on strike, refusing to participate in the war until stirred by vengeance
upon the death of his close friend, Patroclus.
'The Odyssey' on the other hand deals with Odysseus' journey home which is
thwarted at every turn by the fearsome and cantankerous seagod, Poseidon.
After ten years, twenty if we include the years at Troy, of combating men, monsters,
gods, witches, weather, and the whims of fate, Odysseus manages to make it home
and must deal with the difficult task of reclaiming his oikos, his household, from the
108 Suitors who have taken up residence with his wife, Penelope and son,
Telemachus.
To deal adequately with all the themes presented in 'The Iliad' and 'The Odyssey'
would be impossible in the time available, thus today we will focus on just one
theme, but an allimportant one, that of xenia.
Xenia has been broadly interpreted as comprising aspects of hospitality and
generosity directed towards foreigners. Foreigners, for those living in Ancient
Greek citystates, meant those not from your town. However, it was more than
merely a set of manners and social customs, but actually a religious ritual which
placed demands both on hosts and guests.

The god Zeus Xenios oversaw appropriate observation of the xenia laws. Slightly
confusingly, Zeus Xenios is merely an aspect of the head god Zeus, and not a
entirely separate being. This was not unusual or indeed exclusive to Zeus and can,
very loosely, be compared to the different roles and responsibilities conferred on the
Virgin Mary: Our Lady of Victory, Queen of Prophets, Morning Star, Gate of
Heaven, Destroyer of Heresy and Untier of Knots to names but a few. Like with
Zeus, none of these in any diminish from her primary religious role.
The importance of the theme of xenia in the epics may be surprising when we
consider all the Homeric blood, guts and gore, the talltales, deceptions and
subterfuge, the sex, the glory, the gold, the family, the love, and not to forget, the
gods with their divine wrath and vengeance. Despite all these, it is one aspect of
xenia, one that appears so simple, that has a hugely dominant role to play.
However, before we get too far ahead of ourselves, let's stop to examine what
exactly was xenia? Of what did it specifically comprise?
Well, a good executor of xenia should do the following:
...immediately welcome strangers into the home... offer them food, drink, and a
bath... give up the most comfortable chair for them... not ask them any questions
until they are satisfied and comfortable... and give them a gift to depart with.
However this sacred relationship was reciprocal, in other words, when playing the
guest one should be respectful, charming, entertaining, and not outstay one's
welcome. Also, ideally, give a gift if you have one.
While the extreme punishments of death and destruction for breaching xenia are not
contemporary, the idea of hospitality seems very familiar and comfortable to us.
Granted, in our time it is unusual to welcome someone into the home without let,
hinderance or even asking their name, but these principles are basically those that
our parents taught us when we were young, though perhaps not because they
thought we might encounter a disguised, powerful, wrathful god.
An example of the importance of xenia is that it was actually the root cause of all
the troubling situations Odysseus found himself in, in addition to being the root
cause of the deaths of Achilles, Ajax and Hector. This being because the casus belli
of the Trojan war, Paris abducting Helen, was an extreme and incredibly serious
breach of xenia etiquette.

We see the importance of the conventions of xenia recurring in both epics; they
were an essential part of civilised life and social interaction, seemingly for all
levels, not merely kings and nobles. However, whilst we can confidently say 'the
Iliad' was predicated on a breach of hospitality, 'The Odyssey' deals with it at every
turn. In fact the entire poem is preoccupied either with entertaining, or being
entertained.
So much so that not only does it underpin most of the significant scenes of the
poem, but the moral and heroic quality of most of the characters is determined or
reflected by their adherence to, or rejection of the conventions of xenia.
As early as book 1 we see that Odysseus' wife, Penelope and his son, Telemachus
are obliged to entertain the very men who are threatening the disruption of the
social order and putting the life and legacy of Telemachus in peril. These 108
Suitors who are looking to usurp Odysseus have only been prevented from doing so
by the wiles of Penelope who claims she cannot marry until she has completed her
weaving, which she cunningly had unpicked every single evening so that no
progress was ever made for four years!
Such is the importance of xenia that, in honouring it by feeding and housing
unwelcome guests at great personal expense and danger, Penelope and Telemachus
rather risk her ruin and his murder from the Suitors than the wrath and disfavour of
a slighted Zeus Xenios.
We see the true, innate, inner quality of the often weak and emasculated
Telemachus when he is given the opportunity to show his heroism through xenia.
This following excerpt highlights how Telemachus treats a stranger, unbeknownst
to him Athena in disguise, with great civility and kindness in a manner by which his
mighty father would surely have been proud.
HOMER: Now far the first to see Athena was godlike Telemachus, as he sat among
the suitors, his heart deep grieving within him, imagining in his mind his great
father, how he might come back and all throughout the house might cause the
suitors to scatter, and hold his rightful place and be lord of his own possessions.
With such thoughts, sitting among the suitors, he saw Athena and went straight to
the forecourt, the heart within him scandalized that a guest should still be standing
at the doors. He stood beside her and took her by the right hand, and relieved her of
the bronze spear, and spoke to her and addressed her in winged words: 'Welcome,

stranger. You shall be entertained as a guest among us. Afterward, when you have
tasted dinner, you shall tell us what your need is.'
PRESENTER: This is a scene in which the boorishness and contemptuousness of
the suitors contrast starkly with our young hero; acting impeccably and oppositely
to them. As Telemachus chidingly puts it, “they are eating up my substance, waste
it away; and soon they will break me myself to pieces”.
If eating your host out of house and home weren't bad enough, the suitors also show
poor xenia to a fellow guest, Odysseus in disguise, when they mock him and hurl a
stool and an animal hoof at him when he comes begging for food.
This behaviour towards Odysseus is a double breach of hospitality as the suitors
have overstayed their welcome to such an extent that they have become quasihosts
and consequently are disrespecting xenia over both sides of the table.
Books one to four of 'The Odyssey' are often referred to independently as 'the
Telemachia' as they have almost nothing to do with Odysseus himself, but are
instead concerned with the personal development and minor wanderings of
Telemachus.
This 'coming of age journey' provides an opportunity to develop the xenia theme
further when the young man visits the courts of two heroes from Troy; Nestor and
Menelaus. In contrast to before, here we have the chance to see how xenia should
be conducted properly by wise and noble Homeric heroes.
The exception to this being Menelaus' wife Helen who refuses to accept personal
responsibility for her xeniabreaching collusion with Paris, passing it off as
temporary insanity: “I grieved for the madness that Aphrodite bestowed”, are the
precise words she uses. Even if we are initially convinced of her contrition, then we
are not for long, as she commits the bizarre and unnecessary hospitality sin of
drugging Telemachus' wine!
However, we needn’t look solely at the obvious sources to see character flaws. As
good and noble as Odysseus is, and as much as we are rooting for him, he is by no
means perfect. Sometimes arrogant, avaricious, cruel, appetitive, lazy, neglectful
and downright stupid; Odysseus is not a onedimensional Clark Kent figure.

And despite being predestined for greatness, he is not exempt from incurring the
wrath that goes handinhand with disrespecting the laws of hospitality.
A key reason Odysseus' journey home takes ten long years is because he angers the
god Poseidon by blinding his son, Polyphemus, commonly known to us as the
Cyclops.
In itself, the act may be justified, but because it is done in the Cyclops' home,
Odysseus is breaking the xenia laws, he is being the ultimate bad guest. In fact,
Odysseus is doubly culpable in this case as, in addition to blinding his 'host', he also
has the temerity to steal his cheese!
Likewise, at the climax of the poem, Odysseus shows very poor hospitality by
slaughtering the 108 suitors in his own house. This is despite it being clear in the
poem that only the ringleaders are truly guilty and the others are not merely ready to
accept Odysseus as their lord, but also willing to pay him reparations.
Finally, he also brandishes a sword on the nymph Circe when he and his men pay a
visit to her island.
These xenia transgressions of Odysseus are partially forgiveable because, even
though he is sinning as both host and guest, he is sinned against even more gravely.
The cyclops imprisons and kills his men, Circe transforms them into pigs, and the
suitors are constant threat to his kingdom and legacy. That said, his behaviour is not
excused away entirely. There are only ever explanations for contravening xenia,
never justifications.
There are three characters in the Odyssey who are held up as paradigms of good
xenia. The first is Nausicaa, the daughter of the Phaeacian king Alcinous. She
shows a complete lack of regal haughtiness when encountering the shipwrecked and
dishevelled Odysseus, immediately offering to have him bathed and beautified.
The nobility of Nausicaa is phenomenal when we consider that she is a defenceless,
regal virgin who may be risking her honour in aiding the powerful, rugged stranger.
However, in the unlikely event that Odysseus should have taken advantage of the
situation then he could only have expected swift and brutal divineretribution.
Next is the humble swineherd Eumaeus who shows his piety and goodness when
encountering the, seemingly perpetually, disguised Odysseus. Eumaeus' devotion to

Zeus Xenios is made greater and nobler by his own inferior social status and abject
poverty. Indeed, he seems to have been a favourite character of Homer as he is,
extremely peculiarly, referred to in the second, rather than the third person, as can
be seen in the following excerpt.
HOMER: Then, O swineherd Eumaeus, you said to him in answer: 'Stranger, I have
no right to deny the stranger, not even if one came to me who was meaner than you.
All vagabonds and strangers are under Zeus, and the gift is a light and a dear one
that comes from us, for that is the way of us who are servants and forever filled with
fear when they come under power of masters who are new'.
PRESENTER: The third, and most important shiningexample of good xenia is the
character upon whom Odysseus is most focused and most depends; his wife,
Penelope. She manages to strike an almost impossible balance between being a
good hostess to the Suitors, ensuring that she remains true and virtuous to Odysseus
and also finding time to raise, protect and instruct Telemachus.
In book 11, the chillingly named 'Nekyia', or Book of the Dead, she is compared
favourably by Agamemnon to his wife Clytemnestra. Odysseus had journeyed to
the underworld in order to parley with an assortment of ghouls. Agamemnon,
murdered in his own house by his wife's lover, assures Odysseus he'll never fall foul
of such an extreme breach of xenia with the words: “circumspect Penelope is all too
virtuous and her mind is stored with good thoughts”.
The poem's ultimate retribution for transgressing xenia comes in a moment of
bloody climax at Odysseus' court on Ithaca.
Having been beaten and abused by the Suitors Odysseus picks up and attempts to
string a mighty bow.
A bow so large and cumbersome that nobody but a superhuman hero could manage
to wield it, and certainly not the ragged and filthy figure who is comically
attempting to do so at this very moment. Though, as harmlessly innocuous as the
wooden horse was to the Trojans, so the beggar is now to the Suitors.
He succeeds, he strings the bow. Even as the mockery and jeers are being
swallowed down, choking the incredulous Suitors, our hero takes aim and fires
straight through the neck of the usurperinchief, Antinous. The giant, almost

inoperable bow had poetically, aptly, beautifully, onceuponatime been a xenia
gift to Odysseus himself.
107 more Suitors fall to sword, spear and bow. Thus blood pays for the
dishonouring of host and household. The almighty Zeus finds a way to punish those
who fail to show appropriate levels of honour and humility. The hubristic and
impious are slain without mercy. Justice is done. Xenia has won.
And we are left only with the cold, clear feeling that next time we go round to a
friend's house, we will definitely, definitely not outstay our welcome.
And so, for now, we must leave Homer, Odysseus, xenia, and the world of the
sublime.
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Homer’s The Odyssey  Book 11 Transcript
PRESENTER: Hello, and welcome to Classical Wisdom Weekly's guide to the
Essential Greeks.
Today we will look at the second of Homer’s two epic poems: 'the Odyssey'.
Whilst Homer's 'Iliad' was the first great literary work of Western Civilisation, the
'Odyssey' has waggishly been called the first great literary work of Western
Civilisation actually worth reading.
Perhaps this is a little unfair, but those of you who have read both epics may feel the
adage 'war is long periods of boredom punctuated by short moments of excitement'
applicable to 'The Iliad' when compared to 'The Odyssey'.
However, it should be stressed that, if this does contain a grain of truth, it is because
'The Odyssey' is so rich, so creative, such a colourful tapestry of events, adventures,
tension, morality and personality that almost anything else juxtaposed to it cannot
help but to pale ever so slightly.
That said, the twentyfour books that make up 'The Odyssey' might seem like a
daunting piece of bedtime reading.
Daunting too is the choice for which version to actually pick up and get your nose
into. Thomas Hobbes, Alexander Pope, George Herbert Palmer, Samuel Butler,
T.E. Lawrence, Robert Fagles, and Stanley Lombardo offer but a small selection of
literally dozens of English language translations of 'The Odyssey'.
Whether you tackle a prose translation like that of E.V.Rieu, or a less fluid, but
more authentic verse translation (Richmond Lattimore's is superb) there is no
getting away from the fact that you are faced with twelve thousand lines of wild and
wonderful people and places.
Although 'The Odyssey' was originally intended to be heard, not read, the ancients
soon picked up a taste for epic poetry as a piece of literature, not solely something
aural.
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However, whether they were reading or listening to 'The Odyssey' they would often
do it a random book at a time, rather than cover to cover.
This could be easily done as every reader would be intimately familiar with the
story, much in the same way that we don't need the wider context when reading
about an act of Jesus.
We don't ask the question 'who is this fellow? Likewise, neither did the Greeks ask
about Odysseus.
So which of the 24 books would they tackle? Where would they begin, being so
spoilt for choice?
Well, 'The Odyssey' can be easily divided into four distinct sections:
The Telemachia... The homecoming of Odysseus... The Great Wanderings... and
Odysseus on Ithaca.
Books one to four dealt with the adventures of Odysseus' son Telemachus. These
four books were often published independently of the greater epic under the name
'The Telemachia' or 'The Telemachy'. They served the purpose of showing us the
degenerate life on Ithaca in the absence of the great Odysseus, but do not actually
feature the hero himself.
They also provide an opportunity for Homer to introduce to us a new hero, albeit
one who is still learning the ropes. In these early books, the goddess Athena takes
Telemachus under her wing in an attempt to help him learn the essentials of what it
takes to be a Greek hero. Essentially she makes him manup.
In an essential rite of passage for an aspiring Greek hero, she sends him to Sparta
and then to sandy Pylos to hobnob with Menelaus and his wife, the troublesome and
tantalising Helen. He also meets with another hero from Troy, the wise old trooper,
Nestor.
In these scenes Homer is not only developing the dramatic and personal character of
Telemachus, but he is also providing us with exciting cameos from old favourites,
we thought we'd left behind in 'The Iliad'.

3

The Telemachia also has the effect of justifying the brutality that will come later.
Telemachus is in mortal danger from the 108 Suitors who are courting his mother,
Penelope, with the assumption that Odysseus is dead and she must choose a new
king. Whilst this is not really a grave sin in itself, the plot they hatch to murder
Telemachus on the return from his travels helps to reinforce the carnage that will
occur later in the story.
In 'The Iliad', Homer expertly ekes out the tension and delays the inevitable we are
constantly expecting as Achilles slowly simmers to a boil of supreme destruction.
So, with the Telemachia, does Homer tease us by prolonging the appearance of our
hero, Odysseus.
For these reasons the Telemachia becomes a supreme dramatic tool. However, it is
hard to get away from the notion that it is most definitely just that; a tool, something
possibly added as an afterthought; even if it is done so in a way that improves and
enriches the text as a whole.
You might have cottoned on to the fact that if the story starts with the fullygrown
son of Odysseus, Telemachus, then the story cannot proceed chronologically. And
indeed it doesn't.
Books five to eight run roughly in tandem with books one to four and chronicle
Odysseus' homecoming. In these, we see our hero, twenty years after he set out
from Troy, a captive sexslave to the gorgeous nymph Calypso.
Odysseus' usual guardian, Athena is curiously absent from this scene, as she is
whenever Odysseus indulges his sexual side. Therefore he is freed from his...
hardship by Hermes and subsequently travels to Scheria, home of the noble
Phaeacians. Here he successfully competes in athletic events before telling them the
story of his wanderings.
This leads us to books nine to twelve; which probably contain the most famous
passages that Homer ever wrote. However, these are not actually narrated by Homer
himself, but are stories told by Odysseus to the Phaeacian king and queen about
why it has taken him so long to get home. Here he recounts such famous stories as...
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The Ciconians – old enemies of the Greeks from Troy, The LotusEaters with their
opiates, The Cyclops – a creature regularly found in folk tales from around the
world, Aeolus and his bag of winds, The destructive Laestrygonians who were
responsible for more deaths than any other characters Odysseus encountered, Circe
and her penchant for pigs, The Halls of Hades, the repulsive, irresistible Sirens, the
grotesque Scylla and the deadly Charybdis, and finally, a macabre barbecue on
Thrinacia.
It was the third perilous situation Odysseus and his men found themselves in, inside
the cave of the Cyclops, which caused the greatest woe. This was because, upon the
brutal giant's blinding he invokes a curse on Odysseus.
Poseidon, mighty seagod and father of the sightless beast hears his son's roars of
pain and spends the next ten years punishing Odysseus, batting him to and fro
across the seas of the Mediterranean and capriciously taking the lives of his men in
the manner of a cat toying with a shoebox full of helpless voles.
The Greek gods, never paradigms of virtue, are shown at their absolute worst here
through the oldtestament cruelty and brutality of Poseidon.
Odysseus' account of his extraordinary trials has, in recent times, brought about
some scepticism. This is largely due to the blatant and deliberate lies he tells as
cover stories between books thirteen and twentyfour.
Some of this duplicity such as pretending to be the son of Castor is necessary as,
when he arrives on Ithaca, he wishes to secretly insinuate himself into his household
before destroying the Suitors from within. In this instance he has neither the time
nor resources to build a giant wooden horse to hide in, so a few wellplaced fibs do
the job just as well.
Odysseus, infiltrates his own household disguised as a beggar and with the help of
Telemachus and two loyal slaves he brutally and excessively massacres the Suitors
before reestablishing his relationship with Penelope.
Some conjecture that at this point  when the couple reunite in book 23  was the
original ending, due to its satisfying resolution... and that book 24, which is
stylistically different, was a later addition.
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In the contentious final act Odysseus cruelly lies to his father, Laertes before finally
revealing himself, thus releasing the old man from two decades of worry about his
lost son and fragile dynasty. This unnecessary deceit is thought to be either a
schizophrenic tick Odysseus has developed after years of compulsive lying,
evidence for a fatal flaw in the hero’s character, or further proof that book 24 is a
later interpolation. Regardless, after this, Athena does a hasty and unsatisfying 'deus
ex machina' to placate the furious and hostile families of the dead Suitors who are,
quite justifiably, baying for Odysseus' blood.
We could talk almost endlessly about whether book 24 is an interpolation and not
the work of Homer. We could spend an equal amount of time arguing about the true
origin or origins of the poet himself.
But let us for now be content with Sir Denys Page's synopsis of the Odyssey's final
chapter: “The hand has lost its firmness, but who can say for sure that the hand is
not Homer's?”.
So there we have a rapid and far from comprehensive summary of the Odyssey and
the substories which an Ancient Greek might have picked up to skim over if they
had an hour to kill.
Unfortunately for us, without such a deeply embedded and automatic knowledge of
Homer, it is difficult to pick a book of the Odyssey at random for casual digestion.
The exception to this is book 11: The Book of the Dead, sometimes called The
Nekyia.
The Nekyia, is one of the more selfcontained chapters in 'The Odyssey'. So much
so that it actually feels like it has been included for its own sake rather than any
necessity of plot development.
At the end of book ten, the witch Circe releases Odysseus and his men from
luxurious captivity with the words:
HOMER/CIRCE: Resourceful Odysseus, you shall no longer stay in my house
when none of you wish to; but first there is another journey you must accomplish
and reach the house of Hades and of revered Persephone, there to consult with the
soul of Teiresias the Theban, the blind prophet, whose senses stay unshaken within
him, to whom alone Persephone has granted intelligence even after death.
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PRESENTER: At this point already there is a feeling that this pilgrimage of
necromancy is being done somewhat capriciously; that Homer has crowbarred this
development into his story.
But why would the Bard go to all this trouble? Well partly to increase the glory of
Odysseus, a glory reflected by the increase of his 'kleos' or 'what people hear about
you'. In this instance people hear that Odysseus is a hero who has, quite literally,
been to hell and back.
Not only is the feat extraordinary in itself, but puts Odysseus in an elite heroic
group alongside Heracles who, for one of his twelve labours, was forced to fetch
Cerberus, the threeheaded guarddog, from the halls of Hades.
Perhaps the more dominant reason for the descent is so Homer can once again
indulge himself, and indeed us, with a long line of impressive and entertaining
cameos from dead heroes past.
However, in order to actually converse with the bodiless ghouls, Odysseus must dig
a pit three cubits in each direction and pour into it honey and milk, sweet wine,
water, white barley, and the blood of freshly sacrificed sheep. This exotic cocktail is
then drunk by the ghosts so they can speak truthfully to the living.
The first deceased soul to address him is, surprisingly for Odysseus, one of his own
crew, Elpenor.
This foolish crewman never made it off Circe's island to join his comrades on the
ships, his own words tell us why:
HOMER/ELPENOR: Resourceful Odysseus, the evil will of the spirit and the wild
wine bewildered me. I lay down on the roof of Circe's palace, and never thought,
when I went down, to go by way of the long ladder, but blundered straight off the
edge of the roof, so that my neck bone was broken out of its sockets, and my soul
went down to Hades'.
PRESENTER: Odysseus' interaction with Teiresias, his whole purpose for being in
the house of Hades, lasts only 60 of the 640 lines of book 11. In these lines our hero
learns how he must appease the vengeful god Poseidon, but only after the
restoration of his oikos, or household.
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Then comes Odysseus' mother, Antikleia who he'd left alive and well when he set
out for Troy. She tells him of the fidelity of his wife, Penelope and the development
of his son, Telemachus.
These plotdeveloping formalities quickly dispensed with, Homer brings through a
procession of fine and fascinating characters; a veritable who's who of the heroic
Greek world.
First come the wives and daughters of princes: There is everyone there, from Tyro
to “Eriphyle the hateful”, with some memorable names such as Leda, the lover of
Zeus in swan form, in between.
Although this assemblyline of impressive and important female figures would have
meant more to the Homeric audience than it does to most of us, it still reeks of
showing off.
We have neither the necessity nor even the time to digest who these characters
actually are before Homer whizzes on at a speed which would further have broken
Elpenor's neck.
Remember the original audience wouldn't have had the luxury of pawing over the
text; epic poetry was intended to be performed orally.
So is this list merely the Homeric equivalent of using big words to small children?
Well, perhaps. We are supposed to be wowed and humbled by this catalogue of
fame and fortune, however we won’t be tested on it later.
It should be reiterated that this underworld excursion is narrated, not by Homer, but
by Odysseus to Alcinoos and Arete, the king and queen of the Phaeacians.
This is important as, at this point in his narrative, Odysseys shows great
showmanship by declaring, entirely out of the blue, that it is time for bed.
This prompts Alcinoos to implore him to continue, culminating in an ode to his
integrity:
HOMER/ALCINOOS: Odysseus, as we look upon you do not imagine that you are
a deceptive or thievish man, the sort that the black earth breeds in great numbers,
people who wander widely, making up lying stories from which no one could learn
anything. You have a grace upon your words and there is sound sense within them.
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PRESENTER: The significance of this description is not lost on the audience as
“Wily Odysseys, Master of Stratagems” is famed for, and proud of, being a
firstrate liar. As touched on before, this has led scholars to debate whether the
stories he tells the Phaeacians are pure fantasy made up on the spot by a
mythomaniac.
And so Odysseus, as a good guest must, continues to spin his yarn.
He talks of meeting the Greek highcommander Agamemnon, fresh from the literal
bloodbath he met on his homecoming from Troy at the hands of his cousin
Aegisthus with the help of the Queen, who Agamemnon describes as, “my sluttish
wife”, Clytemnestra.
This encounter is used to highlight the difference between the virtuous Penelope
and the unfaithful Clytemnestra. This is despite Agamemnon tarnishing his wife and
all women with the same brush that would later be used to stain the scrumping Eve:
HOMER/AGAMEMNON: I had been thinking that I would be welcome to my
children and thralls of my household when I came home, but she with thoughts
surpassingly grisly splashed shame on herself and the rest of her sex, on women still
to come, even on the one whose acts are virtuous!
PRESENTER: Agamemnon also warns Odysseus against an ostentatious return,
instead urging him to enter Ithaca by stealth. This is a noted and key change from
the behaviour of the greatest of the heroes at Troy.
The two mightiest of the Greeks, Achilles and Ajax had not a grain of stealth
between them. The former wilfully perishing in battle and the latter committing
suicide because he was not given the honour of wearing Achilles’ armour after his
death. Incidentally that honour went to our hero, Odysseus. Regardless, in this
world, the world of 'The Odyssey' not 'The Iliad', boldness is oldhat, we now know
that cunning is what wins the day.
These two thundering juggernauts also make star turns on the bloody redcarpet in
Hades. The mighty Achilles appears and makes the confusing claim: “I would
rather follow the plough as thrall to another man... than be a king over all the
perished dead”.
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This seems to directly contradict his choice early in life when told he could either
die young and famous as the hero of Troy, or old and unknown amongst his family.
Commentators conjecture that Achilles is either repenting his choice of war over
peace, emphasising just how ghastly the underworld actually is, or simply
embellishing for the sake of selfindulgence.
Whilst Ajax does make an appearance, he chooses not to speak with Odysseus; he
still, incredibly, almost impressively, holds a grudge over the quarrel they had while
at Troy. Odysseus implores him: “Ajax, son of stately Telamon, could you then
never even in death forget your anger against me”, but... to no avail.
Other dead heroes we meet are Achilles' righthand man, Patroclus. A comrade so
dear to Achilles that he was assumed to have been much more than merely a
sparring partner; a traditionally assumed relationship which was unsuccessfully
repressed during Christian times.

In addition to glimpses of Antilochus, Minos, Orion, and a quick chat with
Heracles, Odysseus also sees the really grisly side of the underworld in the guise of
three of the damned:
Tityos, the giant who attempted to rape Leto. Tantalus, a favourite of the gods who
stole from them and tried to feed them the mutilated flesh of his son, and Sisyphus,
a perpetual liar whose tricks often made the gods look rather foolish.
HOMER/ODYSSEUS: I saw Tityos, Earth's glorious son, lying in the plain, and
sprawled over nine acres. Two vultures, sitting one on either side, were tearing his
liver, plunging inside the caul....
...I saw Tantalus also, standing in lake water that came up to his chin; every time the
old man, trying to drink, stooped over, the water would drain away. Over his head
trees with lofty branches had fruit like a shower descending; each time he would
straighten up and reach with his hands for the fruit, the wind would toss them away
toward the clouds overhanging...
...Also I saw Sisyphus embracing the monstrous stone, he would try to push it
upward to the crest of the hill, but when it was on the point of going over the top,
the force of gravity turned it backward, and the pitiless stone rolled back down.
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PRESNTER: Odysseus, despite his courage and curiosity, makes a sharp exit as, in
his own words: “the hordes of dead men gathered about me with inhuman clamour,
and green fear took hold of me”.
His macabre mythmaking complete, our hero returns to the realm of mortal men, to
the ultimate goal of reclaiming his oikos. He has seen enough of the dark and
dreadful halls of Hades, certainly enough to avoid a premature return.
Instead, his job is to stand proud in combat beside his son and loyal servants and
add the 108 shameless Suitors to the wretched ranks of fleshless ghouls.
But for now, like Odysseus, we too must part from the world of the dead and the
damned and return once more to the light, which hopefully now provides just a little
bit more illumination than it did before.

Aeschylus Transcript

PRESENTER: Hello, and welcome to the Classical Wisdom Weekly course on the
Essential Greeks. Today we are going to look at the origins and development of
dramatic theatre in ancient Athens through the life and works of one extraordinary
man: the 'Father of Tragedy', Aeschylus.
Theatre, especially tragedy, was of key importance in the ancient Greek world. Its
role within society was rich and varied to the extent that different playwrights were
not only expected to produce a play.

They were also expected to educate, glorify the gods or the state, discuss religion,
initiate political discourse, provide a social commentary, innovate, shock, and above
all, entertain.
Aeschylus, remarkably, managed to tick each of these boxes. Perhaps this is
unsurprising given that he wrote an estimated 7090 plays in a career that spanned
four decades. However, as only a paltry seven survive, what is truly astounding is
that he still manages to achieve every one of these admirable goals... And achieve
them in considerable style.
Before taking a closer look at his texts, let's see what we know about the man.
Born in 525 BC just outside Athens in the sacred 'mystery religion' town of Eleusis,
the aristocratic Aeschylus grew up in a time of astonishing political upheaval and
dynamism.
He was still a boy when the last Athenian tyranny was coming to an end. Two men,
Harmodius and Aristogeiton, assassinated the tyrant Hipparchus during a religious
festival. Four years later his brother and heir, Hippias fled the city leaving Athens
free to embark upon its experiment with a strange, new type of government;
democracy.

Aeschylus was only 15 years old at the time, but he was to become a firm advocate
that power, justice and law must come, not from the old order of supremacy and
superstition, but from the 'demos'; the people.

Thus, drama was very much a part of Aeschylus' daily life, even before it was his
profession. And his profession or, more accurately professions, are worth looking at
more carefully.
Pausanias reports that Aeschylus was working in a vineyard when he was visited in
a dream by the god Dionysus, who instructed him to give his life to theatre. A
fanciful story perhaps, but indicative of how people viewed the man, as one
divinely inspired.
Aeschylus is our earliest extant playwright, and truly deserves his 'Father of
Tragedy' accolade. Without his innovations, his foresight, his daring and his drive,
theatre may not have evolved into the beast it is today.
In addition to being a brilliant dramatist, Aeschylus came up with the idea of
characters talking to each other, rather than speaking independently to the Chorus.
This had been a product of necessity rather than style because, before Aeschylus,
there were only two talking actors on stage.
While it’s obvious to us, it would have been almost unthinkable at the time to
introduce a third actor. In doing so, Aeschylus greatly altered the theatrical potential
for dramatic interaction and dialogue.
In addition to popularizing the dramatic trilogy and introducing platform shoes to
enhance actor visibility, he may also have been the man responsible for introducing
scenery. If so, he certainly made theatre a more visually dramatic experience – so
much so that his gruesome representation of the Chorus of Fates in 'The Eumenides'
is rumoured to have caused a pregnant woman to die!
However, there were two theatres which dominated the father of tragedy’s life. One,
in which his works were judged and often rewarded with first prizes. The other...
was the theatre of war.
Aeschylus was no mere conscript when he fought with valour at the battle of
Marathon in 490BC. Nor was he a dramatist just there to conduct research and
collate material. He was a true soldier, his job was war. The pen would one day fit
snug in the hand ready to attack the parchment, but for now, his tool of choice was
sword or spear... and it was used, not to bring about gasps and squeals from an
enraptured audience, but the blood and destruction of Persian soldiers.
Though not without terrible personal sacrifice. At Marathon, he fought the invading

Persian army with bravery and distinction. Although the outnumbered Athenians
were victorious and our playwright had enhanced his reputation, he also lost his
elder brother, Cynegeirus who died heroically while trying to thwart a Persian
retreat.
Not that our intellectual warrior would have regretted his decision to take to the
field. Aeschylus had gone to war to protect his homeland and honour the gods. He
was a deeply patriotic and religious individual as well as being a dramatic
philosopher. His experiences fighting against the foreign, blasphemous, Persian
Empire eventually helped to inspire his 472 BC prizewinning play, 'The Persians'.
'The Persians' is unique amongst Greek tragedy in the sense that it deals with a
contemporary, historical event; an event that every member of the audience would
have lived, suffered and bled through themselves. More normal topics revolved
around gods and the heroes of the distant Trojan War.
Consequently 'The Persians' is our most reliable account of the decisive,
navalbattle at Salamis in 480 BC, to which Aeschylus was probably a participant or
at least an eyewitness. He gives us a flavour of the carnage on that fateful day in
this except from the speech of a Persian messenger:
MESSENGER: Every ship we had broke rank and rowed for life. The Greeks seized
fragments of wrecks and broken oars and hacked and stabbed at our men swimming
in the sea as fishermen kill tunnies or some netted haul. The whole sea was one din
of shrieks and dying groans, till night and darkness hid the scene.
PRESENTER: A hugely effective and dramatic account and one which the audience
would certainly have rejected if false – even taking into account artistic licence and
home bias.
Therefore, this excerpt is considered by many as our most accurate account of this
bloody battle which was so crucial to the fate of early European society. A battle
that, if lost, might have pushed back the birth of democracy by centuries.
'The Persians' was a play of thanksgiving and celebration. It characterised the
Athenians as the defenders of liberty and justice, but also as a deeply religious
people. The overriding message is that Athens won this war because of her piety,
or, more precisely that Persia lost because of her hubris.
Therefore it is a play that reflects both a great patriotism and a deep, religious
conscience. And these two principles are present throughout the work of Aeschylus.

However, his brand of patriotism was not of communal selfglorification, but a
quest to maintain and improve the 'polis'. It was based on a belief that Athens had
all the ingredients of true greatness, but that she shouldn't be timid in identifying
and improving her shortcomings.
For all Aeschylus' patriotism, piety, and fame in both art and war, he was not
without controversy. Indeed it seems he was put on trial for revealing, onstage, the
secrets of the sacred Eleusinian Mysteries; a crime punishable by death.
However, he may have been lucky even to get to court; Heraclides of Pontus
suggests the audience attempted to stone him during the play for his impious
indiscretion.
Whilst the details of his trial are unknown, the result is. Luckily for Aeschylus and
for us, he was acquitted. A tale that his younger brother addressed the court in
dramatic fashion, revealing the stump of a hand he had lost fighting for the state, is
very likely apocryphal. However, suggestions that he was released due to his, or his
elder brother's, war record are far more credible.
From 473 BC with the death of his great rival, Phrynichus, Aeschylus began to
dominate the dramatic festivals of Athens, winning an abundance of first prizes. In
fact all of the extant plays that we have from Aeschylus were created during this
time, and all are thought to have brought him the gold medal.
So what of these texts which we’re lucky enough to still enjoy today?
First there is 'Seven against Thebes', which was produced in 467 BC and deals with
the fallout from Oedipus’ death and its consequent power vacuum. His two sons
fight for the position of king with unfortunate consequences, fulfilling their father’s
prophesy that they will each die by the other’s sword.
Keeping with the general ideas of social reform, as well as increased participation
of individuals within the state, Aeschylus’ next play is 'The Suppliants', likely
performed four years later. It is a story of fifty women fleeing forced marriage in
Egypt and finding protection in Argos. It also has the anachronistic feature of
positioning the chorus, or fifty women, as the collective protagonist.
Another work that has similar themes, plus the duel, bittersweet, nature of God and
the fact we that must suffer in order to progress, is 'Prometheus Bound'. This is,
ironically, the bestknown of Aeschylus' plays. Ironic because there is a large
amount of controversy as to whether or not he actually wrote it.
The story of the Titan, Prometheus, tied to a rock for 1000 years because he

believed in the potential of mankind (enough to steal fire from the gods for them) is
the natural precursor to the greatest and grandest of Aeschylus' extant works, 'The
Oresteia'.
This is because Prometheus reflects on issues of the old, backward, tribal, vengeful,
bloodthirsty and superstitious. On the other hand, the Oresteia, from beginning to
end, gradually works through these ideas and makes the following conclusion. The
Eumenides, a new pantheon of gods, who are not as abstract, cruel or capricious, are
the ones worthy of our devotion and respect.
Whilst 'Seven Against Thebes', 'The Suppliants' and 'Prometheus Bound' each
comprise one instalment of different dramatic trilogies, 'The Oresteia' is a trilogy in
its own right. It is, in fact, the only surviving trilogy we have from ancient Greek
theatre.

The three plays ran for a total of four and a half hours and were performed back to
back during the Great Dionysia, the premier dramatic festival of 458 BC. They
focused on two generations of The Cursed House of Atreus. A house that had, for
decades, seen bad blood flowing through, and often out, of the unfortunate members
of its royal dynasty.
Orestes, the unlucky heir at the end of this line, is the preoccupation of Aeschylus'
trilogy. But before we come to him, we should perhaps take a second to review
when and how the House of Atreus developed the unfortunate epithet 'cursed'.
Tantalus founded this woeful household of parricide, infanticide, cannibalism,
incest and hubris. But what sins did he commit that doomed his descendants so?
Well, one crime he had in common with Prometheus; stealing from the gods. An
extremely foolish, albeit daring, course of action.
However, his sins didn't end there... either in number nor scale. He also served the
immortals his murdered son, Pelops, for dinner, either as an offering or a test to the
gods. His punishment?
Eternal hunger and thirst in the darkest recesses of the underworld, plus a bloodline
with filth in its veins. The curse is reinforced generation after generation as every
act of repentance and contrition is outweighed by yet greater sin.
Pelops, however was reconstructed by the merciful gods and seemed destined for a
life of success and favour. He even had the honour of being the lover of the mighty
Poseidon. Unfortunately, his inherent evil caught up with him when he betrayed and
murdered a coconspirator in a chariot race.

Pelops’ sons, Thyestes and the eponymous Atreus, continued the downward spiral
when Atreus, with echoes of Tantalus, served Thyestes’ children to their father. It
was an act of revenge for Thyestes sleeping with Atreus’ wife.
Aeschylus' trilogy begins three generations after the original sin was committed. By
its end, the family's seemingly perpetual cycle of hubris and nemesis, sin and
vengeance, betrayal and blood will have drawn to a close. There was, however,
plenty to get through before then, starting with the first instalment of the trilogy,
'The Agamemnon'.
Agamemnon, the greatgrandson of Tantalus, has returned home to Argos after
leading the Greeks to victory in the Trojan War. He is greeted at the door by his
wife Clytemnestra.
From this moment on we witness what has, for her, been years in the planning: the
total destruction of Agamemnon. Clytemnestra's hatred of her husband comes from
the fact that he sacrificed their daughter Iphigenia to appease the goddess Artemis.
Agamemnon doesn't help matters as he arrives home from ten years away at war
bearing, not flowers, tears and apologies, but a royal concubine, Cassandra. What
follows is one of the most visually and psychologically pleasing scenes in Greek
theatre.
Clytemnestra, wellaware of the narcissistic nature of her husband, devises a
fiendish plan to ensure he dooms himself in the eyes of the gods, as well as,
importantly for Aeschylus, the people. She unfurls purple tapestries and incites
Agamemnon to cross the threshold to the palace on them.
To walk on tapestries of this extremely expensive colour was an oriental excess,
insulting towards the gods, and certainly not worthy of a Greek hero. As Philip
Vellacott put it: “to a Greek the essence of piety was humility, the conscious
acknowledgement that the gods are greater than man, and that man's greatness is
held by their sufferance”.
Despite his initial reluctance, Clytemnestra convinces Agamemnon to commit what
he knows is an impious act. As we will see in the following excerpt, she does this in
a three pronged attack. First, through a subtle reference to his sacrifice of Iphigenia,
then by asking what the King of Troy would have done and finally, brilliantly, by
asking him to indulge the whim of a 'foolish' woman:

CLYTEMNESTRA: Might you have vowed to the gods, in danger, such an act?
AGAMEMNON: Yes, if someone with knowledge had prescribed it me.
CLYTEMNESTRA: Imagine Priam conqueror: what would he have done?
AGAMEMNON: Walked on embroidered satin, I have little doubt....
CLYTEMNESTRA: Yield! You are victor: give me too my victory.
AGAMEMNON: Since you're resolved – Come, kneel; untie my shoes.

PRESENTER: Her success in dialogue and trickery puts Clytemnestra in the
ascendancy over Agamemnon. However, his hubris is no oneoff. He took
Cassandra as his concubine after she had already refused the advances of the god
Apollo. At times it feels like Agamemnon is wilfully doing all he can to behave
with the godlike arrogance and abandon of one who secretly believes he is more
than a mere mortal.
Thus, with his fate sealed, all that remains is the manner of Agamemnon's death.
It comes defenceless, naked, pathetic and impious. Clytemnestra executes, almost
sacrifices her husband in the bath along with his innocent, enslaved lover,
Cassandra.
What is most disturbing is not the act itself, but Clytemnestra's mania at the point of
triumph. A mania that is not a chronicle of horror, or even a victorious crowing, but
feels more like she is revelling in a disturbing and distasteful orgasm of blood.
CLYTEMNESTRA: With cough and retch there spurted from him bloody foam in a
fierce jet, and spreading, spattered me with drops of crimson rain...while I exulted
as the sown cornfield exults drenched with the dew of heaven when buds burst forth
in Spring....He – as you see him; she first, like the dying swan, sang her deathsong,
and now lies in her lover's clasp. Brought as a variant to the pleasure of my bed, she
lends an added relish now to victory.
PRESENTER: With the shift of the political landscape, the decline of tyranny and
the emergence of democratic rule in Athens – and we mean true democratic rule,
which meant no senators or members of parliament, and certainly no filibustering –
the people needed, for the first time, to ask themselves the important question: What
is justice?
This was not important on a selfinterested or philosophical level, but important

because they, the normal people of Athens, were now obliged to govern, judge and
legislate. A stark contrast to when they only have had to serve, obey, and venerate.
In The Oresteia's second instalment, 'The Libation Bearers', this justice slowly
bubbles to the surface. Is Clytemnestra just in avenging the murder of her daughter?
If yes, then is her child just in avenging the murder of his father?
The child in question is Orestes, who like Clytemnestra before him, is caught
between two dreadful stools. Avenge his father... by killing his mother? Or be sated
that his dead sister has been avenged? Tragically, Orestes is doomed to be the bad
son; he must kill his mother. Less controversially, to reclaim the throne of Argos, he
also must dispose of his mother's lover, his uncle, Aegisthus.
Theatrically, this all takes place seven years after 'The Agamemnon'. Seven years of
poor rule and subjugation of the populace. This misrule certainly redacts some of
the sympathy we might have felt for Clytemnestra, but does it lead us to think
Orestes is correct in not turning the other cheek?
Well, turning the other cheek isn't exactly an option for the young hero. He has been
commanded and threatened by the god Apollo to perform the most sinful of all
misdeeds; matricide.
ORESTES: The word of Apollo is of great power and cannot fail. His voice, urgent,
insistent drives me to dare this peril, chilling my heart's hot blood with recital of
threatened terrors....This was the god's command: “Shed blood for blood, your face
set like a flint. The price they owe no wealth can weigh.” My very life, he said,
would pay, in endless torment, for disobedience.
PRESENTER: So Apollo, in unenlightened fashion, continues to heap woe on the
House of Atreus. But the message of Aeschylus is coming through loud and clear.
Despite what was traditionally thought, blood cannot be cleansed with blood,
instead it only creates an acrid pool in which more lives are lost; without gain,
without satisfaction, without redemption.
So Orestes kills the usurper Aegisthus but, like all the male members of this
mouldering family tree, he goes a step too far and makes an abhorrent aberration; he
slaughters his mother. You see, Orestes was ordered to kill the murderers of his
father, so one would think that this must include Clytemnestra. According to the
gods, however, matricide is still too abhorrent, no matter the justification.
As a result, Orestes is set upon by the Furies, sometimes called the Erinyes or

Eumenides. These gruesome gorgons are female dark gods straight from the bowels
of hell. Their job is simple and, pitiably, neverending. They must punish acts of
hubris, transgressions of xenia, Greek hospitality, and, in this instance, of
kindredbloodshed.
These creatures, reminiscent of ringwraiths, make up the Chorus in the final act of
the Oresteia, 'The Eumenides'. These are the same characters who, as mentioned
before, are rumoured to have caused a pregnant woman in the audience to die
during the performance.


Their role in the story is to haunt and hunt Orestes, to follow him wherever he goes,
to tease and torture him, to never let him rest or settle. They have been interpreted
by psychologists as representing personifications of guilt.
However, to the Athenian audience they would have seemed all too real, all too
dangerous, all too terrible. Not merely something frightful and fanciful used to stop
the children misbehaving, but personifications of evil and fury who, without
caution, could work their way into our midst.
'The Oresteia' climaxes as so many murder stories do, with a seemingly
impossibletowin trialbyjury. The Areopagus, the hill of Ares in Athens, is the
scene for this final instalment of epic theatre.
The Furies take the role of prosecution, Apollo is defence and, patron Goddess of
Athens, Athena, is judge. Here Aeschylus is showing us that this crime, so complex
and convoluted, so typical of The Cursed House of Atreus, is one that cannot be
solved by mortal minds alone. Thus the only humans in the proceedings are the
defendant, Orestes, and the jury, twelve Athenian elders.
However, this latter body is key. Aeschylus is screaming to us that the decision,
especially for an acquittal of bloodguilt, can only come from the 'demos', from the
people.
Gods may well be pulling the strings in human affairs, but we decide by how far we
have the ability to fight back. We are the jurors of humanity. Aeschylus is showing
the benefits of dialogue and democracy rather than superstition and revenge.
In addition, to have Athena in the judge's chair is partly a nod and a wink to a
grateful, patriotic audience, but it is also significant that she is the goddess of
reason, of wisdom, and of protection.

Orestes is acquitted. With his acquittal, the Fates, to save their shame, transform
into the Eumenides, The Kindly Ones, and are given a position of prominence in
Athens. The curse of the house of Atreus has been lifted. Though it took generations
of suffering, guilt, lies, hatred and, above all, blood, this cycle of perpetual parricide
is finally at an end.
And so ends our knowledge of Aeschylus and his works. 'The Father of Tragedy'
leaves us on a high note, on a feeling of hope for humanity. For, under the surface
of his piety, his patriotism and his love for lofty and elevated language, this is
surely what we must take away from the lifeworks of this extraordinary man.
Hope, but not blind hope, is the key. Hope that man, the common man, will be able
to play a role in improving his life and the lives of those around him.
>>>>

A footnote to the life of any great man is his death. Aeschylus considered himself a
professional solider, and as such, was fortunate not to die in battle, but during his
retirement in Sicily. There is a telling irony that the reported death of the Father of
Tragedy is distinctly comic.
The story goes that an eagle dropped a tortoise onto the bald head of Aeschylus,
thinking it was rock, killing him instantly. Even if apocryphal, this is an image
almost impossible to disassociate with the great man.

Much more dignified, and poignant, are the words written on Aeschylus' gravestone
in Gela, Sicily. Words that, like the man, do not dwell on his achievement as an
artist, but instead reflect that his life's service was, and remains, to the state, to the
people, to humanity:
“Aeschylus, the Athenian, Euphorion's son, is dead. This tomb in Gela's cornlands
covers him. His glorious valour the hallowed field of Marathon could tell, and the
longhaired Persians had knowledge of it”

Sophocles  Transcript
PRESENTER: Welcome to Classical Wisdom Weekly's course on the Essential
Greeks. Today we are going to look at the development of tragic theatre in ancient
Athens through the life and works of the most prolific of the three ancient Greek
dramatists; Sophocles.
However, before we get to Sophocles, a quick word on Greek theatre in general.
Athenian theatre was a vehicle of education, piety, and social and political
discourse; in addition of course, to being a fount of great entertainment.
However, what theatre was not was, perhaps surprisingly, a source of nightly
recreation and relaxation.
In fact only two theatrical festivals were of noteworthy prevalence; the Lenaia,
attended exclusively by local citizens, and the Great Dionysia, a panHellenic,
annual celebration which would see theatrelovers from all over Greece cram
cheekbyjowl into a venue accommodating 17000 spectators.
Also, tragedy was not really a vehicle for creativity, not in our modern
understanding of the term anyway. Extremely few plays introduced new scenarios,
or even characters, and were all vetted, sponsored and evaluated, with coveted
gongs awarded by a randomlychosen panel of judges.
Traditional performances saw one actor interacting with the chorus; which
effectively meant he performed a dynamic monologue with choral commentary.
However, this was not all the chorus was good for.
The true purpose of the Chorus was to provide a bridge between the audience and
the actors. Thus we almost feel like an extra in its ranks, though one not required, or
even welcome, to sing or speak.
Aeschylus, the grand old master of Greek theatre, introduced a second actor,
independent of the Chorus. This revolutionised the scope of dramatic interaction,
but not as much as the innovation of Sophocles...
...who liked the idea so much he stole it, by introducing a third independent actor.

As the chorus occupied this liminal state, both omnipresent and omniabsent, they
didn't have the capacity to directly affect the plot. However, the Sophoclean third
actor meant that two people could be...

...expedited, curtailed or misdirected by a third. Also, new information could be
brought from offstage to pivot the tension in a scene. And lies could be refuted or
denied.

It is not clear if the presence of three actors was a cause or effect of the most
distinctive facet of Sophoclean drama; his preoccupation with character and
characterisation.
However, an inevitable biproduct of an extra actor on stage, without a discernibly
increased play length, is a reduction in the role of the Chorus.
Euripides obviously thought this was an improvement as he goes a step further and
all but marginalises the chorus, keeping them for the sake of precedent and
goodmanners.
Aeschylus likewise approved of the three actor rule and incorporated the innovation
into his own later works.
However, before we get too far ahead of ourselves, let's go back and ask the
allimportant question: “just who was Sophocles”?
Well, compared to the the wild and wonderful lives of his tragic contemporaries, the
biography of Sophocles is a relatively tame affair. Not because it is an unimpressive
or uninteresting account, but because it is not littered with the juicy scandals and
controversies that followed other tragedians around.
Indeed, as far as we can tell, Sophocles appears to have been a model citizen.
And not just a model citizen, but charming, loyal, modest, sociallyresponsible and
handsome. In short, someone we'd all like to be a bit more like.

But what do we know of the details? Well, Sophocles was born circa 496 BC into a
prosperous family. As the Persian Wars were already in full swing, he would have
been just a young boy playing soldiers in the street when Aeschylus was shedding
foreign blood at the battle of Marathon.
However, by the time the Greeks were celebrating the victory at Salamis, Sophocles
was a beautiful and brilliant 16 year old who was cherry picked to lead the Athenian
festivities celebrating the result of this decisive encounter.
This was not his only service to the state. In fact, his devotion may have gone
beyond even that of the warrior poet Aeschylus, as Sophocles is the only one of the
three playwrights who spent his entire life and career in Athens.
In fact, the child who grew up in the neighborhood of Colonus within Athens, held
the coveted political offices of treasurer, general, commissioner and receiver despite
being neither a career politician nor soldier.
His domestic affairs were perhaps the only blemish on a seemingly perfect life.
Little is known for sure, but Cicero alleged that the three children he had from his
two marriages attempted to have Sophocles declared mentally incompetent for
neglecting his property. However, the writer was acquitted after reading out excepts
from his yet unperformed ‘Oedipus at Colonus’.
His death remains a mystery, though most accounts of it are unfittingly farfetched
for a man who spent his life skillfully tiptoeing his way through intricate plotlines.
One suggestion is that he expired trying to recite a particularly troublesome passage
of ‘Antigone’ without pausing for breath. Another, almost as extraordinary, account
sees him die of happiness after a triumph at the City Dionysia.
The two more likely stories are that he choked on grapes at a festival or simply,
rather sweetly, died without any suffering whatsoever. Seeing as he was 90 years
old in an age where lifeexpectancy was around half that, this hardly seems an
astonishing.
However, he may have had some assistance from the gods along the way, as he was
posthumously awarded with the title ‘dexion’ for promoting the cult of the god of
medicine, Asclepius.

Sophocles' dramatic début came in 468 BC against his forerunner Aeschylus.
Amazingly, the man who grew up in the shadow of Marathon was still writing and
directing when he died in 406.
Yet more impressive, and at first glance impossible, is that one of his extant works
was first produced in 401 BC, five years after the playwright's death. Also, even
though Sophocles was born and producing before the enfant terrible Euripides, he
outlived, and certainly outwrote his successor.
We are given yet another example of the all round nice guy Sophocles by the fact
that he appeared to have no enmity for either Aeschylus nor Euripides – evidence of
this is that Sophocles dressed his Chorus in mourning in the year of Euripides'
death. One might say 'why would Sophocles carry any ill will towards his rivals?
He outstripped both in terms of firstprizes, plays produced, years lived and,
arguably, contemporary respect'.
Well, this might be because he’s too obvious an answer to the question 'who is your
favourite Athenian playwright?' Sophocles is, somehow, the victim of his own
success.
Thus, he is often stereotyped as nobody’s favourite, but always the second choice.
This being because the styles of Aeschylus and Euripides, both worthy of
admiration, tend to polarise. So for some Sophocles is the perfect compromise
writer, picking up their silvermedal vote; you might say that he’s the Goldilocks
choice.

Others, however, find him to be the best of both worlds, even more than the sum of
his parts. He has some of the elevated skill and grandeur of Aeschylus...

...whilst rooting emotions and characterisation on firmly realistic ground, but
without...
...the intense hyperpathos of Euripides.
One of those who thought he trod the perfect, middle line was E.F.Watling who said
“If Sophocles lacks the archaic grandeur of Aeschylus or the neurotic intensity of
Euripides, he is supreme for his power and humanity. He is more objective than
either. He imitates neither the symbolism and poetic sublimity of the elder writer
nor the fierce partisanship of the younger”.

The inimitable Edmund Wilson put it more succinctly: “Aeschylus is more religious
and philosophical; Euripides more romantic and sentimental. Sophocles by
comparison is clinical”.
A peculiarity is that, whilst evidence for the life of Sophocles is unusually reliable,
believable and corroboratory, we strangely have less firm detail about his vast
oeuvre.

Of the 123 plays he's said to have written, which won a recordbreaking 24
competitions, only seven survive.
From the early period, roughly 450430 BC, we have Ajax, The Women of Trachis
and, in 441, Antigone.
Antigone's date may surprise some as it is the last instalment of what are known as
the 'Theban Plays'; three stories dealing with the life, death and legacy of that most
unfortunate of classical characters, the king of Thebes, Oedipus.
The first instalment, performed a few years later in 429 BC, was a play which
Aristotle regarded as the blueprint for dramatic excellence, Oedipus Rex. This tale
of one man and his mother was followed by Sophocles' treatment of Electra, then, at
the age of 87 he wrote and directed the politically poignant Philoctetes, before death
robbed Athens of one of its greatest servants, citizens and artists. It was left to his
grandson, conveniently also called Sophocles, to produce the second of the Theban
plays, Oedipus at Colonus, in 401 BC.
The reason these three plays: Antigone, Oedipus Rex, and Oedipus at Colonus light
the imagination and come often presented as a trilogy, is probably as much to do
with chance as anything else. They have survived, somehow, of the 100+ plays of
Sophocles, they made the two and a half millennium journey unscathed.

However, they are not a trilogy and shouldn't be treated as such, not least because
they show not only style, but plot inconsistencies. Perfectly understandable of
course, and not a reflection of fault in Sophocles, as they were written over four
decades and not dramatically chronologically.
Oedipus Rex is the classic tale of a hamartia, the Greek term for a mistake, error or
tragic personal flaw, ruining the life of a relatively innocent man. Oedipus’ hamartia
of course is unknowingly killing his father and marrying his mother. Sinful and

wretched, yes. But, that operative word, ‘unknowingly’ absolves Oedipus of true
guilt.
That's not to say that Oedipus is faultless. He's impatient, arrogant, rude and
dullwitted, but none of these ills is worthy of a fraction of the fate he suffers.
A fate that occurs because of his curiosity. Despite being given several warnings of
the doom it will unearth, he cannot help but demand to know the horrible truth.
His fate, blinding himself before being cast off into exile, is wellknown, but that of
his mother/wife is less so. Jocasta hangs herself upon learning of her incestuous
affair with her patricidal son. It is this grief, not the previous deeds, which seems to
tip Oedipus over the edge; as the following excerpt illustrates:
ATTENDANT: The King with heartrending groans untied the rope, and laid her on
the ground. But worse was yet to see. Her dress was pinned with golden broaches,
which the King snatched out and thrust, from full arm's length, into his eyes... he
pierced his eyeballs time and time again, till bloody tears ran down his beard – not
drops but in full spate a whole cascade descending in drenching cataracts of scarlet
rain.

PRESENTER: So, in enfeebled blindness Oedipus is cast out of Thebes and must
wander far and wide looking for some sort of solace. This is the subject of Oedipus
at Colonus.
The observant among you will remember Colonus as being where Sophocles was
born. The playwright honours his home deme by making it the place where the
blind Oedipus, guided by his loyal daughter Antigone, comes to perish.
It is often said that Oedipus at Colonus is rather stilted and difficult to swallow for
the modern reader, but for the Athenian audience it was nothing short of a triumph.
It has a great mythical king dying on their doorstep. Their own heroic king,
Theseus, is also a character in the play. Not to mention the fact that this is the final
work of their longest serving and most distinguished writer. This really does tick all
the crowdpleasing boxes.

The story itself is written by, and is about an aged man ready for the next world.
Thus we see Oedipus trudging slowly towards an inner divine catharsis after an
oldage of pain, hate and terror.

Unfortunately he leaves behind a bit of a mess in the shape of his two sons who
fight for control of Thebes. In what may have been his only wilful act of evil,
Oedipus had cursed the boys to die by each other's hands. This, like good sons
listening to papa, they obligingly, inevitably do.

Whilst son number one, Eteocles did this defending the city, son number two,
Polynices did it in attack. Thus the new king, Jocasta's brother Creon, refuses burial
rites to the aggressor. Here, we rewind to 441 BC for the plot of the Antigone.
The Antigone has been criticised for its lack of central hero, as she actually
disappears twothirds of the way through. Was this an innovation? An experiment?
A failing? Whatever it was, it surely wasn’t an accident. Sophocles was a master of
theatrical conventions and was happy, in this mastery, to develop them at the
expense of expectation and tradition.
The classic example of this is the death of Ajax who Sophocles has commit suicide
onstage; flying in the face of the unwritten rule that all tragic deaths take place
behind the scenes.
However, in the case of Antigone, the criticism is false; it is retrospective. Greek
tragedy was not Shakespearean. It did not necessarily follow the familiar 'life and
death of soandso' in the manner of Hamlet, Macbeth or Romeo & Juliet.
Antigone is the story of a woman's conscience... a king's arrogance... a prince's
turmoil... and a mother's misery.
Filling in these mighty foundations are themes of partial right and wrong, of the
innate fallibility of tyranny, the noble impotence of pacific dialogue, and the shame
of inaction.
With, of course, the overriding and ubiquitous theme of loyalty and to whom it is
owed.
The Antigone's high body count could easily come across as gratuitous in
lessskilled hands, but Sophocles strikes the right balance to leave a strong sense of
both pathos and justice in the resolution of the Oedipal family curse.
But now I’d like to take a moment to look at some of the less famous of Sophocles'
works.

The Women of Trachis is both highly dramatic and lowly base in the sense that the
heroic wanderings of Heracles are starkly juxtaposed with his 'down to Earth' wife,
Deianeira who seems awash with all the common struggles of daily life.
Ajax, after whom Sophocles’ play is named, was a hero of the Trojan War who was
refused the honour of inheriting the armour of the dead Achilles. Shamed and
embittered, he goes on a rampage before, as mentioned earlier, killing himself
onstage. As far as we know this is a unique portrayal of death in front of a live
audience and is a fine treatise on pity, fear, and the folly of pride.
Electra, a tale of the revenge the titleheroine and her bother, Orestes take on their
mother, Clytemnestra for murdering their father, Agamemnon, is fascinating if for
no other reason than it is the only extant topic which was written about by all three
of the major playwrights. The Electra character of Sophocles evolves from that of
Aeschylus who portrayed her as passive. Sophocles' Electra isn't the murderer
Euripides makes her, she is however greatly disturbing as a character in perpetual
mourning, with connotations of blasphemy and, what seems a worryingly recurring
theme for Sophocles, incest.
Philoctetes, the last of his remaining works which was produced while Sophocles
was still alive, is a masterpiece of characterisation and tension. It has a simple plot,
the resolution of which is a foregone conclusion and can probably be guessed even
by the uninitiated.

The eponymous lead was abandoned on the deserted island of Lemnos because of
the foul stench of his gangrenous foot and the screams it caused him to constantly
emit.
Odysseus and Neoptolemus, the son of Achilles, arrive on the island to persuade or
force Philoctetes to join them in the Trojan War, as a prophecy dictates that the
Greeks can only take the citadel with the assistance of Philoctetes and his magic
bow.
Unfortunately, it was Odysseus who had the idea to abandon Philoctetes in the first
place, thus making genial chitchat between the two men rather tricky.
And so the play ebbs and flows with the magic bow, along with the loyalty of
Neoptolemus, changing hands throughout. A highly dramatic and tense play within
its own right, but given an added spice by the subtext.

And that subtext was provided by the political situation. Philoctetes was performed
in 409 BC, a time in which the Peloponnesian War was going from bad to worse for
the Athenians.
Their top general, Alcibiades had defected to the enemy. There is a strong
possibility that Sophocles meant Philoctetes to be identified with Alcibiades.
Alcibiades' political opponents had accused him of damaging sacred monuments
and profaning the Eleusinian Mysteries; consequently he was summoned to stand
trial in Athens while he was away on campaign in Sicily, though his guilt was far
from confirmed, it was at that point that he went over to the Spartan side.
In 409 BC, the Athenians wanted Alcibiades back and were ready to restore his
citizenship and cancel the charges against him.
Thus, Philoctetes' wound may have been a metaphor for Alcibiades' moral defects,
of which there were more than merely blasphemy. But, Alcibiades was also
regarded as unbeatable, a supreme commander who was absolutely necessary to win
the war; just as Philoctetes' bow was essential for the Greeks at Troy.

With its commonlyempathetic emotions of guilt, anxiety, and duty to
professionalism in the Philoctetes, it an ideal place to begin reading Sophocles and
perhaps the most underrated of all the Greek tragedies.
However, it cannot be denied that the socalled 'Theban Plays' were the ones that
left the strongest influence on generations to come.
Jean Anouilh, Athol Fugard, Seamus Heaney, Stravinsky, Passolini and even
Woody Allen were all at least partially indebted to these three famous plays.
Conspicuous by his absence from this list is Sigmund Freud whose, perhaps wilful,
misinterpretation of Oedipus Rex means it is better to think Sophocles acted as a
catalyst for him rather than a true influence.
And so, for now, we leave Sophocles where he is. Comfortable in his role as a man
who served his state and his fans living through the most sensational and important
century in the history of Greece; perhaps in the history of the world.

“Wisdom is the supreme part of happiness.”
“No one who errs unwillingly is evil.”

“Wisdom outweighs any wealth.”
“You should not consider a man's age, but his acts.”
“Reason is God's crowning gift to man”
 Sophocles (496406BC)

Euripides  Transcript
PRESENTER: Hello, and welcome to the Classical Wisdom Weekly course on the Essential
Greeks. Today we are going to look at the world of theatre and in particular, the most divisive
and controversial tragedian, Euripides.
For the ancient Athenians, theatre was a vitally important aspect to their cultural, moral, and
religious life. The theatre was a place to socialise, to learn, to be entertained and to give
pleasant worship to the god Dionysus.
So important was it, that the Great Dionysia, a theatrical festival held around the beginning of
April, was second in importance in the religious calendar only to the Panathenaea...
...which was the annual festival dedicated to the city's protectress, Athena. The Panathenaea
was sacred and of supreme importance. But it was also a source of entertainment in the
shape of athletic contests and poetry readings.
However, to worship Dionysus at the Great Dionysia, or the lesser festival, the Lenaia, all you
needed to do was settle down with a glass of wine and enjoy the earliest, and some of the
finest theatre, Western civilization has ever produced.
The mark of greatness in these plays is evidenced by the fact they are still with us, two and a
half thousand years after they were first performed. However, regrettably, the vast majority of
both Greek tragedy and comedy is now lost to the ages.
However, we do have four shining lights of theatrical writers who, between them, wrote over
300 plays, of which 44 still remain.
These men are...
...Aeschylus, Sophocles, the comedian Aristophanes and finally, Euripides.
And today, it is Euripides, that dark tragedian, with whom we are primarily concerned.
Euripides wasn't everyone's favourite dramatist in ancient Athens. Whilst Sophocles and
Aeschylus won first prize at the Great Dionysia on at least 33 separate occasions, Euripides
only achieved that feat five times, and only four that he lived to see.
So what went into the mix to produce the paradox that was Euripides? Why is he regarded as
the most popular of all the Greek dramatists today, but in his own time was not only
underappreciated, but also a figure of fun?
Here we briefly turn to Aristophanes, a contemporary playwright, as there is no way of

discussing Euripides without also talking about his comedic peer.
The following excerpt comes from Aristophanes’ masterpiece ‘The Frogs’, performed in
405BC, just one year after the death of Euripides. In the following excerpt we hear Aeacus
and Xanthias discussing which deceased playwright has the honour of sitting by Pluto’s side
in the underworld.
AEACUS: There's a custom here with all the crafts, the good and noble crafts, that the chief
master of art in each shall have his dinner in the assembly hall, and sit by Pluto's side....Until
another comes, more wise than he in the same art: then must the first give way.
XANTHIAS: And how has this disturbed our Aeschylus?
AEACUS: 'Twas he that occupied the tragic chair, as, in his craft, the noblest.
XANTHIAS: Who does now?
AEACUS: Euripides came down, he kept flourishing off before the highwaymen, thieves,
burglars, parricidesthese form our mob in Hades – till with listening to his twists and turns,
and pleas and counterpleas, they went mad on the man, and hailed him first and wisest: elate
with this, he claimed the tragic chair where Aeschylus was seated.
PRESENTER: Such was the legacy of Euripides. And not a legacy born from centuries of
detailed rereading and analysis, but one which the man himself would have been aware he
was leaving.
This talk of Euripides pleasing thieves, highwaymen and the assorted scoundrels of Athens
and the surrounding Attica was damning with the faintest of praise. Aristophanes was
referring to Euripides' love of the low and base, rather than the lofty and regal which was
more a feature of the earlier work of Aeschylus.
It is thanks to Aristophanes, the undisputed master of Old Comedy, that we have a lot of the
colour we do about Euripides, not his works per se, but his life and the perception of him by
that of his contemporaries.
And what is known of his life? Well, sources indicate he was born around 480 BC and was a
native of the island of Salamis.
Although he became a prominent figure in Athenian citylife...
...he returned to the island for solitude in order to compose his plays. Not so strange in itself
you might think, and you'd be quite right. But it was his choice of office which caught the
imagination.
It is from here that we get the image of an early day J.D. Salinger; a lone figure, swaddled in
rags sitting secluded in a dank cave bent over his papyrus. A whittled reed in his hand dipping
rhythmically into a pot of octopus ink before adding a couple of urgent scratches to his script.

His bushy, white beard stained offcentre at the lowerlip, evidence of habitual penchewing.
But his mind is stained far more indelibly with images of...
...gods, war, warriors, adultery, incest, exile, blasphemy, damnation, infanticide, patricide,
matricide, humansacrifice, and worst of all, foreigners. These are the ideas, the dark and evil
components of Greek tragedy, that Euripides believes are too... stock, too trite, too
bedtimestory for the citizens of Athens.
Well... this is the reputation. Perhaps accurate, perhaps inspired by Aristophanes.... we don't
know. But we've no reason to believe that the man who produced, directed and wrote The
Bacchae, Hippolytus, Medea, and Electra really was the tortured recluse, the artistic oddball.
It satisfies our own sense of drama to think he was because, instead of merely putting a new
spin on traditional Greek myths, he always managed to find an even more shocking way to
deliver a tried and trusted tale. He could make heroes devils and devils heroes and all without
forcing the audience to break their mental stride.
His reclusiveness and mystery are accentuated by the fact that, late in life, Euripides
supposedly left Athens for Macedon in selfimposed exile. Why did he go? Some think he was
frustrated with the Athenian theatregoing public who didn't appreciate his art. However, it is
just as likely that he left for a lucrative retirement where his talents were rewarded not only
with money, but also with praise and status?
Unfortunately for him, Euripides would only achieve this praise and status posthumously.
Aristotle, who was himself part of the Athenian intellectual diaspora to Macedon where he
became the tutor of Alexander the Great, wrote about Euripides in his treatise on literary
theory, 'the poetics':
The hard to please Aristotle offers high praise to Euripides on a number of occasions. In the
following excerpts Aristotle lauds the dramatist’s tragic quality, compares him favourably to his
fellow tragedian Sophocles, and commends his subject matter and love of pathos. But what
exactly did Aristotle say?

ARISTOTLE: Euripides, faulty though he may be in the general management of his subject,
yet is felt to be the most tragic of the poets.
He drew men as they ought to be; Euripides, as they are.
PRESENTER: Now, the best tragedies are founded on the story of a few houses  on the
fortunes of Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, Telephus, and those others
who have done or suffered something terrible. A tragedy, then, to be perfect according to the
rules of art should be of this construction. Hence they are in error who censure Euripides just
because he follows this principle in his plays, many of which end unhappily.

PRESENTER: Aristotle could have written his 'poetics' as early as 350 BC, meaning only 55
years had elapsed between the image of Euripides the recluse, Euripides the tormented,
Euripides the punchline, and this Euripides, the Euripides of Aristotle.
To what do we owe this change exactly? Well.. the more pertinent question is: 'was there ever
really a change at all'?

As we touched on before, it was Aristophanes who provided much of the ammunition which
was fired at Euripides. But we must bear in mind that Aristophanes was not a biographer, he
was a comedian.

And as a comedian, he created a comic alterego for Euripides. Kernels of truth were
stretched and accentuated to seemingly ridiculous extremes and Euripides was not merely
referenced, but appeared directly as a character in several plays.
One common joke was that Euripides' wife was having an affair with his lodger, who also
happened to collaborate with Euripides in writing some of his plays. Here we again turn to
Aristophanes’ ‘The Frogs’ and a conversation between Euripides, his predecessor Aeschylus
and the god of theatre, Dionysus.
AESCHYLUS: No one can say I have ever put an erotic female into any play of mine.
EURIPIDES: How could you? You've never even met one.
AESCHYLUS: And thank heaven for that. Whereas you and your household had only too
much experience of Aphrodite, if I remember rightly. She was too much for you in the end.
DIONYSUS: He's got you there, Euripides. See what happened in your own home, when you
made other men's wives behave like that on the stage.
PRESENTER: Another running gag was that this cuckolding created in Euripides such
bitterness that many of his plays ended up propounding a theme of misogyny. The entire plot
of Aristophanes’ ‘The Poet and The Women’ concerns the revenge the women of Athens plan
to take on Euripides for such slurs. One such woman says: ‘I have long been pained to see us
women insulted by this Euripides’. And, whilst the women are in secret congress, another
comments: ‘the principal business here shall be the punishment to inflict upon Euripides for
the insults with which he has loaded us’.
Another, more serious and possibly damning joke was that, like his contemporary Socrates,
Euripides subverted the moral order of the day, was an atheist and blasphemous towards the
gods. Again ‘The Frogs’ is our source, wherein we witness a difference between the
supposed piety present in Aeschylus, but lacking in Euripides.

DIONYSUS: Ye two, put up your prayers before ye start.
AESCHYLUS: Demeter, mistress, nourisher of my soul, O make me worthy of thy mystic rites!
DIONYSUS: Now put on incense, you.
EURIPIDES: Excuse me, no; My vows are paid to other gods than these.

PRESENTER: Aristophanes also accuses Euripides of making tragedy less lofty. In other
words, whilst Aeschylus uses kings, gods and heroes as characters, Euripides uses beggars,
cripples and the workingclasses. And even when portraying kings they are clad in rags and
slovenly. Most insulting, but least credible of all Aristophanes' comical accusations, was the
joke that Euripides' mother sold cabbages in the Athenian Agora; possibly the earliest extant
example of a “yo momma” joke.
We see evidence of both of these from the mouth of Dicaeopolis, in ‘The Acharnians’.
Dicaeopolis has gone round to the house of his neighbour, Euripides, seemingly in order to
ask for the writer’s help with a speech he is composing.
DICAEOPOLOS: You perch aloft to compose tragedies, when you might just as well do them
on the ground. No wonder you introduce cripples on the stage. And why do you dress in these
miserable tragic rags? No wonder your heroes are beggars. But, Euripides, on my knees I
beseech you, give me the tatters of some old piece; for I have to treat the Chorus to a long
speech, and if I do it badly it is all over with me.

Euripides, my excellent Euripides, my dear little Euripides, may I die if I ask you again for the
smallest present; only one, the last, absolutely the last; give me some of the cabbage your
mother left you in her will.
PRESENTER: The effect of these jokes could have been to drive Euripides to distraction,
perhaps even drive him out of Athens, but more likely the effect was what Aristophanes surely
would have hoped for, to make the audience laugh.
Indeed, Aristophanes had been humiliating the politicians of Athenian for years, mercilessly
making fun of them and characterising them as halfwitted, bloodthirsty fools. However, his
lampooning of them, like of Euripides, was primarily about laughs and seemed to do little to
diminish their popularity or prevent their reelection.
Compare, for example, the impersonations of George W Bush by Will Ferrell or of Sarah Palin
by Tina Fey. Neither politician's career seemed to suffer as a result of these parodies. And,
absolutely, neither comedian's careers did either.
It is almost impossible to imagine that Euripides was from anything other than a highclass

family and enjoyed a fine education.
Whether or not his wife was playing away, we do not know for sure, but anybody who closely
studies his plays would find it hard to conclude he was a misogynist. In fact, even more than
his great rivals Aeschylus and Sophocles, Euripides treats his female characters with great
sensitivity and sympathy, as well as portraying them as independent and intelligent.
Moreover, it is quite likely that Euripides would have actually been in the audience when some
of Aristophanes' zingers landed, making the impact of the joke twofold. First, as the audience
appreciated what the actor said, then second, as they turned as one to the embarrassed,
angry, or perhaps, laughing Euripides.
One area where Aristophanes did not poke fun at Euripides was that of peace and war. The
5th century BC was a time of relentless fighting for Athens and both men used their art as a
medium to criticise either politicians or the very nature of war itself. Indeed, it's possible one
reason Euripides was not a man appreciated in his own time was because of his
unwillingness to slap a 'support our troops' sticker on the front of his programmes. Whilst
accusations he was a pacifist were perhaps a little wide of the mark, both he, and
Aristophanes, stood out as men who used their talents to campaign against the involvement
of Athens in expensive, devastating and pointless military campaigns.
Much as Euripides' attempts to win favour with the public were to no avail, his efforts to
influence popular opinion on foreign policy matters were equally fruitless. Two years after his
death, Athens fell to the Spartans.
The cradle of democracy never recovered its status as the leading light of Western civilization.
Thus, Euripides' legacy is a theatrical, not a political one. He changed theatre from a vehicle
for education and moralizing to one of doubt and introspection. Whilst it was his complexities,
his ambiguities and his lack of conformity that brought him up against such resistance in his
own time, it is perhaps those same qualities that keep him relevant and endear him to so
many today.
But what precisely is it about these complexities that keep modern audiences coming back for
more?
To understand this, we need to get under the skin the text.

'The Medea', the ultimate tale of the fury of a woman scorned, is Euripides' earliest true
surviving tragedy. Performed in 431 BC, it tells the tale of Jason, in his postArgonaut phase,
and his exotic and dangerous wife, Medea.

The traditional tale has Jason abandon Medea in order to marry Glauce, the daughter of King
Creon of Corinth. Consequently, Medea kills both bride and father before fleeing the city. In
revenge, the locals murder her and Jason's two children.
This original story is shocking enough no doubt, but the innovation that Euripides introduced
would have chilled his audience to the bone. Medea words say it all.
MEDEA: My friends, I have decided to act and at once. I will kill the children and then quit this
land. I will not delay and so deliver them to other hands to spill their blood more eagerly.
PRESENTER: And the audience was no doubt chilled. 'The Medea' limped in lamely during
that year's Great Dionysia finishing in a poor third place.
However, this was not down to the innovation in itself. It was perfectly acceptable for a
playwright to quite significantly change the plot of a wellknown story.

Think of something as renowned to us as Romeo and Juliet... in ancient greece these famous
stories could have had characters added or deleted and had the plot significantly altered
without causing any undue comment.
Despite this tolerance for radical creativity, it seems that the idea of two Greek children being
butchered by their wild, foreign mother was too much for the Athenian audience to stomach.
Euripides had more luck with his production of ‘Hippolytus’ in 428 BC.
This story of the Athenian queen Phaedra falling in love with her soninlaw Hippolytus was
dealt with twice by Euripides. The earlier account is no longer with us, but was said to depict
Phaedra as a wanton seductress who does everything she can to seduce her husband's
celibate son. This incarnation received a similar reception as 'The Medea', the Athenian
audience not taking kindly to the idea of such aggressive and inappropriate behaviour.
The later version came three years after 'The Medea' and was far more subtle, psychological,
and popular. It won Euripides one of his five first prizes at the Great Dionysia.
In this incarnation, Phaedra is still in love with Hippolytus, and, as she considers her only
alternative is to pine away to nothingness in lovelorn misery, she opts to take her own life. In
her suicide note, she unjustly accuses Hippolytus of rape. The results are predictable and
tragic. Hippolytus ends up exiled, disowned, disgraced and, of course, deceased.
However, there is much ambiguity as to who is to at fault. Is it Phaedra for her weakness and
cruelty? Hippolytus for his celibacy, his disrespect of of the love goddess Aphrodite? Or the
father of the house, Theseus, for neglecting to control his wife and failing to understand or

trust his son?
Or perhaps it is the gods themselves who are the problem. Is all this the fault of the love
goddess Aphrodite – referred to here as the Cyprian?
HIPPOLYTUS: As for your Cyprian, she's not mine – good riddance!
SERVANT: Well, I'll make my prayers to your statue, Lady Cypris, speaking as a slave
should. For we shouldn't imitate young folk when this is what's in their heads. Forgiveness is
what we need. If someone in the heat of youth says foolish things about you, pretend not to
hear him. Gods should be wiser than men.
PRESENTER: “Gods should be wiser than men”. But in 'Hippolytus' they are not. Perhaps
here, Aristophanes has some real evidence with which to accuse Euripides of blasphemy. If
Euripides was indeed considered a blasphemer, then living in Macedon was probably a very
smart move, considering, back in Athens, Socrates was condemned to death for impiety in
399 BC.
But where can we see the real mark of difference between the Greek tragedians? Well it
comes in their treatment of the story of Electra.
The torrid tale starts with the father, the famous hero of the Trojan war Agamemnon, who
sacrificed his daughter for good wind to set sail. On his return, he was murdered by his wife
Clytemnestra who didn’t take well to her daughter’s death. Enter Electra and her brother,
Orestes who then wrought vengeance on their mother, Clytemnestra and her lover, Aegisthus
is rich in dramatic content.
In particular, Electra herself was a playwright's dream: wronged, bitter, wrathful, erudite,
hysterical, pathological, dangerous, righteous... and female. This may well be the reason why
we have full, extant plays about her from Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides.
Whilst the Electra character in Aeschylus is provocative, hostile and vengeful, she is also
passive – leaving the killing of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus to brother Orestes. Sophocles
develops her into a sickening figure who is indulging in a quasiincestuous relationship with
her dead father.
But Euripides, the enfant terrible, could not resist going a step further. What could possibly be
a step further than allusions to incest? Well... for this audience, it was having Electra commit
the matricide herself.
PRESENTER: And so while Orestes averted his gaze, Electra stood firm and watched the
geyser of blood erupting from her mother's neck. She was the vehicle for Clytemnestra's
destruction. Cold, calculating and horrific – she was every bit the terrifying, dangerous female
that Euripides had previously made Medea into.

And, although we don't know how this incarnation of Electra fared at the Dionysia, if the
audience's reaction to the formidable Medea and Euripides' earlier incarnation of the lustful
Phaedra are anything to go by, then we can assume it wasn't wholly favourable.
These extreme and commanding female figures with their intriguing and complex psyches did
not seem to be the stuff on which success was built for an Athenian playwright. At least, not in
the fifth century BC.
Also, we see in 'The Electra' that the only truly positive character is Electra's peasant
husband. Perhaps we shouldn't be surprised that, in a society of slaveowners, socially
inferior characters were not well received. Perhaps in the same way, patriarchal Athens may
have abhorred the powerful representations Euripides gave to some of his females
characters.
If so, there is a strong irony that anyone could accuse Euripides of being misogynistic.
Fascinated by the social and psychological roles of gender? No doubt, but hardly a
womanhater.
Thus we come to our, and Euripides', final play, penned just before his death and performed
posthumously in 405 BC. It was, of course, 'The Bacchae'.

The Bacchae – the murderous Maenads – were the followers of Dionysus, and the play
focuses heavily on the mystery cult of the god. To write a play featuring a mystery religion
was a bold move by Euripides as, unlike the popular heroic myths which were wellknown to
all, the mysteries were, by their very nature, secretive to the uninitiated.
However, there would have been plenty of gossip and speculation as to the details of the cult
which would have given even an ignorant viewer a peek through the shroud of secrecy that
hung over their proceedings.
Despite a straightforward plot, this is probably the least easy of Euripides' extant plays to
analyse. Written in Macedon, directed by his son, and performed at the Great Dionysia, 'The
Bacchae' is a simple tale riddled with ambiguity.
Pentheus, king of Thebes, has banned all worship of his cousin Dionysus. Dionysus decides
to wreak revenge. He sends the women of the city mad with devotion and forces them out into
the glens of Mount Cithaeron. These women are now his acolytes; his Bacchae. Pentheus
orders their arrest and the execution of the effeminate foreigner who is exciting them, not
realising that this is actually Dionysus in disguise.
Dionysus is arrested, he escapes, and then escorts a brainwashed and transvestitized

Pentheus into the countryside to watch the sexual exploits of the women. However, far from
getting his free peep show, Pentheus is torn limb from limb by the revellers led by his crazed
mother, Agave.
Agave brings the head of Pentheus back to the city and, as the mania of the Bacchic frenzy
relents, repercussions and regret begin to take hold.
So what can we take away from this deadly drama of blood and blasphemy? Well... despite
many considering this to be Euripides' magnum opus, there is little consensus about the
message beyond the madness.
One interpretation is that this is a deathbed repentance of an old man recanting all his years
of impiety. However, this is hard to believe as Dionysus is portrayed as a creature of horror,
violence and cruelty. Not content with justice, but desirous to carry out torture and humiliation.
We witness evidence of this when the citizens of Thebes see their addled king being marched
out of the city, emasculated in women's garb.
On his return all that is left is a severed head clutched in the hands of his frenzied mother who
at this moment, is cruelly brought back to reality.
AGAVE: Oh! What am I looking at? What am I holding.
CADMUS: Look at it steadily, and understand more clearly.
AGAVE: I see – O gods, what horror! What torture!
CADMUS: Does this seem to you like a lion?
AGAVE: No, it is Pentheus' head I hold in my accursed hand.
PRESENTER: And, whilst there is a call for piety, it feels more borne of pragmatism rather
than of true belief. As the sage, old grandfather Cadmus puts it: “Mortals must not make light
of gods  I would never do so... Dionysus, god of joy, has been just, but too cruel”.
These words of Cadmus are given extra weight as he, along with Teiresias, is the only noble
and wise character in the play. Thus, the emphasis is not on hubris or blasphemy, but on the
folly of upsetting a powerful enemy which is tantamount to a wilful abandonment of wisdom.
Did Euripides believe it was this that was the at the root of the social and political problems of
Athens?
This play was written far away from the bereaved, bankrupt and exhausted world of Athens, at
a time when the Peloponnesian War was in the process of being lost. Whether Euripides was
a bitter exile or a content expatriate we cannot know, but his distance, together with his
advanced age may have given him greater urgency and freedom.
So, was the play a warning to the city? On the surface, a warning from Euripides to be pious
seems disingenuous and inconsistent, but perhaps that is what it was. Euripides knew only

too well that most Athenians were, outwardly at least, extremely devout. Is he, therefore,
using religion to manipulate the believers? In doing so, trying to highlight the folly of war,
trying to bring an end to the carnage?
It's hard to say, but it is certainly unusual for a god, a true god  not a Heracles, demigod
figure, to dominate the action. Tragedy is filled with deities, but they are usually behind the
scenes, pulling the strings, causing or resolving problems out of mortal control. And usually
only punishing and not, like Dionysus, also committing sin.
Religion and violence are clearly important aspects of 'The Bacchae'. However, it is difficult to
understand if the former is being used to explain, excuse, or warn against the latter.
We certainly see extreme and brutal violence in Pentheus' punishment, a punishment we are
not sympathetic to. He preciously states he wants to 'hunt' the Maenads and has desires to
execute the effeminate foreigner by stoning, hanging or beheading. Then Teiresias says to
Pentheus that it is not force that governs human affairs.

PRESENTER: With these words is Euripides emphasising peace, piety or wisdom? Or are the
three interchangeable, each impossible to achieve without the others?

Euripides knows he won't be around forever. He'll no longer be there to tell people how to
think, to point out the error of their ways. If he can persuade his estranged countrymen to
think logically, calmly and peacefully, then perhaps he can die with some hope for Athens.
More superficially, does Euripides think Athenians are taking life too seriously? The fifth
century is a time of serious thought, of democracy, logic, laws, expansion and building.
Perhaps Euripides, reflecting from his position of remote tranquillity, thinks everyone should
be a bit more dionysiac, should do what feels good. Our wise Teiresias even says that the
cure for the weariness of life is for men to have their fill of wine.
PRESENTER: Or simply, subtly and very sadly, the play might be an introspective look at the
life of a lonely expatriate, a man who misses the acropolis and agora of Athens. Were the
words of the innocent Cadmus really those of our ancient exile?
CADMUS: What utter misery and horror has overtaken us all...in my old age I must leave my
home and travel to strange lands.
PRESENTER: A belated adoption of religion, a drive for peace, the plea of an educated man
desperate for his fellow citizens to think, the lament of a heartbroken exile who misses his
homeland, or simply an encouragement for us to to dance, drink and be merry. Whichever
way, the overriding conclusion to be drawn from 'The Bacchae' is that this is a truly fascinating

piece of theatre from the mind of an undeniably extraordinary individual.
'The Bacchae' won a dead Euripides only the fifth first prize of his lengthy career. Although he
was never truly esteemed in his own time, perhaps then, just one year after his death, the
Athenian public began to realise what they had lost. They had lost someone who, despite
poor showings in competition, despite public ridicule, despite having his social and political
ideas ignored or attacked, despite, quite possibly, being forced into exile, he still kept going,
he kept writing.
He kept doing everything he could to make Athens a better place. Euripides the patriot, the
reformer, the misogynist, the feminist, the blasphemer, the psychologist; think of him how you
will. But it is Euripides the artist to whom we are indebted. The artist who, though regrettably
not appreciated in his own time, we are lucky enough to appreciate in ours.
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Socrates  Transcript
Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, of all the essential Greeks we are
looking at in this series, the hardest one to discuss with any confidence is the
philosopher, Socrates. His importance is seen clearly by the fact that all his
predecessors have been neatly banded into a group known as 'presocratic'.
In this Classical Wisdom Weekly instalment we are, of course, talking about a
man who so popularised a method of philosophical enquiry that it bears his name.
A method you have almost certainly used yourself at some point, quite possibly
without even knowing it. In this sense we are all indebted, we are all students of
this great and unusual man, Socrates.
Born in Athens in 469 BC, Socrates came from humble, but honest beginnings.
The young thinker did not conform to our stereotypical image of a
seriouslooking man with a long white beard and flowing robes. He was, like his
father before him, a stonecutter. In fact Socrates Senior would have been working
in Athens during the Periclean building plan of the midfifth century.
Consequently it is likely he would have helped hew and shape the stones that
went into the Hephaisteion and its more famous cousin, the Parthenon.
However, Socrates, in typically peculiar fashion, considered himself to be more
influenced by his mother's profession, that of a midwife. While she facilitated the
birth of new, healthy Athenians, Socrates thought himself a nurturer of ideas,
even if, like a midwife, not necessarily a producer of the same.
But before taking up the selfproclaimed mantle as intellectual intermediary of
Athenian thought, Socrates, like countless other men, did his stint soldiering.
Socrates served as a hoplite, an infantry man. However, unlike other historical
periods, this was not an attempt to escape poverty, quite the opposite in fact. To
serve one needed to supply the equipment oneself; no insubstantial task for a poor
labourer.
Socrates, described as a great ugly brute with extraordinary strength which was
belied by his surprising grace of movement, served with distinction at Potidaea,
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Amphipolis, and Delium. He even saved the life of the brilliant, controversial
general Alcibiades, earning much praise and honour among his peers.
Unlike other prominent citizens such as Euripides, Socrates was not a traveller,
other than to fulfil his military duties of course. However, he probably thought he
didn't need to be; 5th century Athens was a pilgrimage site for intellectuals.
Socrates would have spoken to countless great minds who flocked to the cradle of
democracy in search of art and enlightenment.
Socrates' philosophical influences were said to have primarily been the thinkers
Archelaus and Anaxagoras.
And that, other than his marriage to Xanthippe, described for posterity as a shrew,
is all we have to go on with regard to Socrates' private life.
That said, in 406 BC he was a member of the Boule, the council of citizens which
dealt with day to day policy implementation. And in his capacity therein, he
refused the illegal demand that the generals from the battle of Arginusae be tried
en bloc for professional misconduct after failing to rescue drowning sailors.

Then, in 404 BC the 30 Tyrants, a Spartan supported oligarchy, seized power of
Athens. Despite having friends in the new government, Socrates likewise proved
a thorn in their side. He did not accept their illegal request that he bring the
innocent Leon of Salamis to be executed, just because Leon happened not to be a
supporter of the 30 Tyrants.
Socrates may well have been in mortal danger because of this uncooperative
action, had not democracy been rapidly reinstated and an armistice declared.
Although these may seem like good examples of virtuous, just, clement
behaviour on the part of Socrates, it is difficult to really understand very much
about the man.
Indeed, in true Socratic style it is much easier to say what Socrates was not. He
was not a teacher, at least not in the traditional sense. He was not an aristocrat.
He was not a panderer. He was not a politician, at least not a career one. He was
not a rich man. And he would have told you, though you may have doubted him,
he was not wise.
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He was, however, most certainly tried and executed for impiety and corrupting
the youth of Athens.
Plato, his most famous student and dear comrade, called him the wisest and most
just of all men. And it is his four dialogues: Euthyphro, The Apology, Crito, and
Phaedo, which chronicle Socrates' day at court, imprisonment and execution.
Indeed, everything we know about Socrates comes from the pens of Xenophon,
Aristophanes and Plato. Though it is chiefly through Plato that we recognise
Socrates as we have come to know him now.
Socrates never wrote, believing rhetoric to be the true method of philosophical
investigation. Plato, however, learning from his master, but adapting slightly, did
write, though as a faux stenographer chronicling, or creating, the dialogues of
Socrates' life. Immediately, here the idea of the Platonic Socrates and the reality
of Socrates become inevitably impossible to reconcile.
This is known as the Socratic problem. Is the voice at the end of Plato's pen truly
that of Socrates, inspired by the great man, or a pure work of fiction? We just
don't know.
Though it is almost certainly inaccurate for us to do so, we will examine the last
days of Socrates' life through the prism constructed for us by Plato. Some, quite
reasonably, take the character at face value to be the actual Socrates. Others are
more sceptical. Whilst it's safe to assume some words, ideas and aspects of
Socrates the character and Socrates the man overlap, it is impossible to put a
percentage on just how much.
Certainly, to some extent, the words of Socrates are the words of Plato. But,
paradoxically, there is no guarantee whatsoever that the words of Socrates are in
fact the words of Socrates.
It has been suggested that Xenophon, a soldier by trade, and not the sharpest tool
in the box, was merely parroting Plato when discussing Socrates.
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Modern philosopher Bertrand Russell thought very little of Xenophon whom he
described as “not very liberally endowed with brains”. Russell further derided
him with the famous quote:
“A stupid man's report of what a clever man says is never accurate, because he
unconsciously translates what he hears into something he can understand”.
Even if the castigation from Russell is harsh, Xenophon does not help himself by
the vigour with which he supports Socrates. Xenophon makes such a convincing
case to excuse the accusations directed at Socrates that credibility is lost.
Basically, he rewrites, rather than refutes the charges.
Meanwhile, Aristophanes, the comic playwright, lampoons Socrates in his satire,
'the Clouds'. Though, he is as much making fun of the practice of philosophy and
sophistry, as he is the man himself. Also, Aristophanes' penchant for mocking his
fellow celebrities doesn't necessarily seem to depend on how much he respects
those individuals, or indeed how much weight of truth is contained in his ideas.
Humour is his business, not history.
And a serious, sophisticated, and elevated thinker like Socrates, a man who was
perceived as being on a distinct and distant intellectual plane from us
commonfolk, would have been an irresistible target for Aristophanes. Socrates
was ripe for parody and is shown as cynical and greedy – wanting money for his
insight and using his powers for more ill than good. This is typical of
Aristophanes who is constantly debasing the famous; as indeed a good comic
should.
So Plato is perhaps our most reliable, but certainly our deepest and most
consistent port of call for analysing Socrates. It may be poor history, but still,
more or less, it is history of a fashion. Either that or 100% fiction. However, if it
were the latter, we might have heard of Plato denounced as a fraud and a liar by a
source somewhere along the line. However, there is no credible evidence for this.
As things stand we must take a slight leap of faith which we shall initially do into
the Euthyphro.
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Euthyphro is a young Athenian man who is bringing a prosecution against his
father for the manslaughter of one of his workers.
Socrates encounters Euthyphro outside the courthouse and asks why the younger
man is bringing a suit against a member of his own family. Euthyphro, remaining
resolute, declares that prosecuting murders, no matter their relations, is a truly
pious action.
Socrates, rather predictably, responds to this with another question. He asks
Euthyphro, who appears to have knowledge of the pious, what piety is.
Euthyphro then responds as such:
EUTHYPHRO: I say that piety consists in just what I am doing now: prosecuting
a wrongdoer for manslaughter or templerobbery or any other such crime,
whether the offender happens to be your father or your mother or anybody else;
and that not to prosecute such a person is impious.
This, Socrates points out, is a fine example of piety, but not a definition of it and
so, as the dialogue progresses, the two men attempt to discover just that; what is
piety and what is pious. They go about it by using the process known as elenchus,
or the Socratic method.
This technique is a question and answer method of deduction which attempts to
establish negative certainties. In other words, through a series of yes/no questions
we work out what is not true, and so what is left over must logically be the truth.
In some eyes it is exactly this, elenchus, which makes Socrates the father of
western philosophy. A vitally important thing for Socrates and his acolytes was
that the process was just as important as the result, as it leads, through logic,
towards good and away from evil. Or, if you like, towards wisdom and away
from ignorance.
But here we are duelling in synonyms. Socrates would not, perhaps could not,
distinguish good from wisdom or indeed evil from ignorance  to him they were
one and the same and it was impossible to posses either in isolation.
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The Euthyphro asks many questions, but provides few answers as the eponymous
lead is continuously proposing definitions of piety, only to have them refuted by
himself as a result of answering Socrates' very leading questions.
A logical realisation which germinates during the conversation is that it is
difficult, perhaps impossible, to define piety. The logical, but inexplicit,
extension of this is, if we can't adequately define what is pious, how can we
possibly execute Socrates on those very grounds?
By the end, Euthyphro only succeeds in revealing his own ignorance. The key to
which is that he doesn't even know he is ignorant, but parts ways with Socrates
sure that he knows what piety is, even though he has been unable to define it.
In comparison we can see Socrates' wisdom through his conscious ignorance.
And it is this idea which is developed in The Apology.
But before we get there, a brief word on the language Socrates uses, or if you
prefer, the language Plato puts into his mouth.
Although some of the philosophical concepts laid bare in these texts can be
daunting, there are, amongst the profundity, moments of humour.
Socrates frequently calls Euthyphro 'my talented friend' and asks him to 'impart
his knowledge' to 'increase Socrates' wisdom'. This might all seem very humble,
but seeing as Socrates is constantly ripping up Euthyphro's arguments and leaving
him slightly foolish looking, it might contain a smattering of sarcasm, perhaps
even arrogance. Socrates also assures Euthyphro that the Athenian jury he is set
to face will do the right thing, provided he presents his case properly.
Considering we all know full well that Socrates is about to be executed based on
the jury’s decision, this is most likely a piece of droll dramatic irony. The
argument that it is a rebuke of Socrates' ultimately fruitless defence is farfetched,
though the possibility is hard to discount entirely.
The Apology is anything but what it sounds like. It derives from the Greek word
'apologia' or defence. The Apology is not, technically speaking, a dialogue in the
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vein of the Euthyphro and doesn't employ the Socratic method in the
straightforward way it like many of Plato's works do. It is a continuous speech, a
closing argument of a man on trial for his life.
However, it is a response and we have not heard the case for the prosecution. It
may therefore be difficult to fully judge the merits of Socrates' apologia as there
could have been countless unaddressed elements to it that were sideswiped or
ignored. It does, however, remain trustworthy because Socrates' speech would
have been wellknown. Certainly wellknown enough that Plato couldn't have
gotten away with going totally off tack.
The charges brought against Socrates were somewhat frivolous. Impiety and
corrupting the young are nice, general crimes. Almost impossible to disprove and
basically quite easy to carry to term through anecdotal evidence.
What is more, these were charges which had been previously flung around
towards controversial individuals when actual, substantial accusations were
unable to be found.
The motivation behind the accusations looks simply to be that Socrates was
difficult, annoying, and a man with too many enemies and no respect for those
who, in his opinion, hadn’t earned any.
He was a critic of the state and state policy. A critic of warring as a default course
of action that should be undertaken simply because the resources were there to do
it.
In the Apology, Socrates, who is hard to imagine without a wry smile across his
lips, parrots the charges as he sees them:
SOCRATES: Socrates is guilty of criminal meddling, in that he inquires into
things below the earth and in the sky, and makes the weaker argument defeat the
stronger, and teaches other to follow his example...Socrates is guilty of corrupting
the minds of the young, and believing in deities of his own invention instead of
the gods recognised by the State.
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PRESENTER: These charge were brought by Meletus, Anytus and Lycon – a
poet, politician and orator respectively. At one point Socrates crossexamines
Meletus, but doesn't get him on the ropes like in other dialogues. Perhaps this is
why the Apology feels less convincing than some others – we are less spoonfed,
and the false arguments are not obliterated as they are in other works.
Socrates does get Meletus to admit that he, Socrates is the single corrupting
influence in the state and that everyone else is working for the good.
Socrates concludes, sarcastically, that the young of Athens must be very lucky
and privileged to have such fine influences on them and doubts that he could
counteract such benefits.
Socrates goes on to force Meletus to accept that good company positively
influences behaviour and bad company negatively does the same. Therefore
Socrates could not intentionally have been corrupting his acolytes without
inflicting the same harm upon himself through their nowinferior company.
The charge of atheism is particularly strange and inconsistent as evidence for it
seems to be reflected by Socrates' innerdaimon (sic), a godly voice in his head
who alerts him to false choices and steers him on the right path.
Socrates feels that the charge of atheism is ridiculous as his daimon evidences an
aspect of godly behaviour. He compares that nobody could believe in the
behaviour of horses, but not believe in horses therefore how could he believe in
godly activity i.e. divine voices in his head, but not believe in the gods.
During the defence we also learn that the Delphic Oracle said Socrates was the
wisest of all men. In response Socrates, a paradox fetishist, says that whilst the
oracle can't lie, he cannot be the wisest of all men. Thus Socrates recounts the
quest he made to discover wiser men than he.
He interviewed Athens' most renowned politicians, poets and artisans and found
them all lacking. His conclusion was that they were, like he, unwise. With regard
to the poets, he does concede their greatness, but passes it off as inspiration from
the muses rather than any innate wisdom on behalf of the writers themselves.
Although brilliant, at times Socrates seems rather smug, superior and arrogant,
though often rather amusing with it. He claims the only way in which he was
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wiser than anyone else was because he was conscious of his own ignorance,
while the others were so foolish they didn't even realise how lacking in wisdom
they truly were.
While interesting and of philosophical merit, these are hardly the words of a man
in a last ditch attempt to save his own life.
This becomes more and more apparent as the text progresses. Socrates is not
interested in salvation. At least, not that of his corporeal form.
Socrates refuses to pull at the heartstrings of the jurors. He won't parade his
infant children and crying wife in front of them as other men do. He is not asking
for a favour, or pleading on his knees, he wants to convince them with logic, with
the power of reason.
He welcomes acquittal or death, not a life lived after a shameful conviction.
But how could he welcome death? Or at least not be in fear of it? Well, there was
no Christian concept of hell, and the Greek concept of Tartarus, the hellish realm
of Hades, isn't even entertained by Socrates.
He presumes death will either be a dreamless sleep of perfect peace or a
transmigration of the soul. However, he does like the idea that he may be able to
chat, and presumably argue, with Homer and Hesiod. Moreover, he is buoyed by
the idea that if he continues his philosophic ways into the next world then there
will be no recourse from those he encounters who don't like what he says. After
all, you can only kill a man once.
Socrates compares himself to Achilles, as one who would rather die a noble death
than live an ignoble life. And, far from pandering to the jury, he actually rebukes
them...
SOCRATES: Are you not ashamed that you give your attention to acquiring as
much money as possible, and similarly with reputation and honour, and give no
attention or thought to truth and understanding and the perfection of your
soul?...God has specially appointed me to this city, as though it were a large
thoroughbred horse which because of its great size is inclined to be lazy and
needs the stimulation of some stinging fly.
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PRESENTER: Socrates is perfectly aware he may be infuriating the jury, he tells
them such. And from our detached comfort it seems like a deliberate ploy. He is
not merely refusing to flatter, he is doing his best to annoy, insult and alienate
any floating voters he may have previously had.
If this was his intention, he was supremely successful. The verdict was guilty.
After that, came the sentencing. The prosecution proposed death, and Socrates
countered by suggesting that a proper reward for his services would be to hold a
feast for him, honoring his contributions as if he were an Olympic victor. And
when that didn’t work, he remarked a modest fine would be suitable.
It was no doubt in the interests of Socrates' survival to suggest a harsher penalty,
as the jury could only choose one punishment or the other, but doing so would
have been a tacit admission of guilt. Something impossible to entertain.
So, death is the verdict. Socrates is imprisoned, and this is where we find him in
the Crito.
The Crito is short and sweet and chronicles a conversation between Socrates and
his best friend, the eponymous Crito.
The Crito answers the sorts of questions that crop up during the dissection of an
hastily conceived movie plot. Why didn't he escape? Didn't his friends care
enough to help him? Why about his kids? Etcetera.
Socrates explains all this away with patriotic gusto. Because of his commitment
to Athens, and his loyalty to an imperfect democracy, he must accept the ruling
against him.
His logic being that he has been wilfully living in Athens and freely and
knowingly accepting all the benefits that entails. Thus, if he is willing to accept
these, he must accept the flipside, if the people will his death, then so be it.
Despite substantial accusations of antidemocratic tendencies, in his final hour he
is making himself a martyr to Athenian democracy.
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That said, the idea of Socrates as antidemocratic is partly from Plato's later
dialogues such as The Republic, where the words in Socrates’ mouth are thought
to be less representative of the older thinker, and more so of the younger.
The Phaedo was likewise a later Platonic dialogue, though it is often banded
together with the Apology and the Crito, as it follows the story of Socrates
chronologically, noting his final moments before death.
However, the Phaedo was written a long time after the philosopher had been
executed and is more a work intended to develop some newer ideas of Plato: the
theory of recollection, the immortality of the soul, and the ethereal forms.
Thus it is the Apology, nicely prefaced by the Euthyphro, and followed with the
footnote of Crito, that really stands out as our best dialogue about Socrates the
man. Or, if not Socrates the man, then at least, Socrates the man as Plato made
him.
For now I shall leave with some of Socrates’ last words. It was an attempt to calm
his already mourning friends as death came to take its icy grip on the father of
Western philosophy:
SOCRATES: "Our hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways  I to die,
and you to live. Which is better God only knows."
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PLATO  Transcript

PRESENTER: Hello, and welcome to Classical Wisdom Weekly's guide to the essential
Greeks. In today's lecture we will be focusing on a secretive and elusive character whose
influence on Western thought, especially since the time of The Renaissance, is nothing short
of immeasurable. He was a pupil of Socrates, the teacher of Aristotle, a mathematician, a
philosopher, and a gifted writer. He also has a claim to being the world's very first university
professor. He is, of course, Plato.

Unlike the the humble origins of his tutor Socrates, the Athenian Plato was born into wealth
and privilege. And, despite the democratic pretensions of Athens where any free man could
rise to the top, his aristocratic blood had Plato marked down for a life in politics. Although,
which form of political rule was uncertain.
Born in the 420s BC, Plato lived through the Peloponnesian Wars, a series of epic battles
which saw Athens pitched against their bitter rival, Sparta. Thus he initially grew up with his
city as the leader of the intellectual world and the most powerful player in all of Greece.
He was likewise still a young man when Athens fell to the Spartans and briefly had their
democracy disbanded in 403 BC. In its stead, an oligarchy was installed with many believing
that the experiment of one man, one vote had proven to be a failure.
This new government was known as the Thirty Tyrants, and it included two prominent
members who were Plato's uncles on his mother's side, Critias and Charmides. Additionally,
his mother's family were said to be connected to the hero of archaic Athens, the reformer and
lawmaker, Solon.
Plato's father, Ariston, provided no less auspicious connections, boasting descent from the
semimythical king, Codrus. It wasn't Ariston, however, who provided a political 'in' for Plato,
but his stepfather Pyrilampes who had been a close friend of the fifth century's most
prominent Athenian politician, Pericles.

On whichever branch of Plato's illustrious family tree one decided climb, it was inevitable that
fingers would become ensnared in the vines of important political or historical figures.
However, with such propitious breeding also comes a firstrate education, and such an
education was not wasted on the brilliant, but modest mind of the young Plato. Consequently
learning, thought, and introspection became his chief motivators, not electioneering, war and
demagoguery.
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Falling in line behind Socrates, only to see his mentor executed by the state, was enough to
affirm Plato on his path towards deepthought and away from politics.
However, death could not tear asunder Socrates from Plato. And if it did, then Plato did a
good job of creating a surrogate to fill the dead man's sandals. This was done through his
literature.
Plato didn't write philosophy as we probably imagine it, nor did he quite write straight up and
down fiction. He wrote dialogues which often resembled playscripts, although meant never to
be performed.
Socrates was often a key part, and almost always an important part of these dialogues. In fact
almost all of our knowledge of Socrates comes from these texts of Plato. It is, however,
extremely difficult to guess what percentage of the character of Platonic Socrates resembled
the fleshandblood Socrates executed in 399 BC. This muddying of the waters is what is
known as the Socratic problem. A problem which to date, still has no solution.

While Plato's creative mockstenography did tell us much about the world he lived in, it is
often considered dangerous, or at least unhelpful, to examine Plato's life in too much detail. In
one respect because those details are far from concrete, and in the other, because they might
prejudice us when reading his work.
With regard to Socrates, he is only one of many real friends and family members Plato
presents in his dialogues. He refrains, however, from depicting himself or explicitly letting us
know which of the ideas that are put forward he concurs with.
This may seem like a subtle dodge, but it is still an extremely clever ploy as it reduces his
culpability both intellectually and, with one eye on his executed mentor, legally.

However, we needn't be so cynical. Plato believed that knowledge cannot be imparted, only
gleaned or inferred. Thus we are supposed to read, reread and then analyse his dialogues
with a critical eye before coming to our own conclusions based on the logic of the arguments
therein. Though it's safe to say that even if there are no incorrect conclusions, some
conclusions are more correct than others.
The argument that we are supposed to be open vessels, waiting to be filled by whichever
character speaks most logically and eloquently, is clearly skewed.
Plato invariably puts the superior piece of rhetoric into the mouth of Socrates.
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Thus, after a few dialogues, rightly or wrongly, we begin to associate the voice of the elder,
deceased philosopher with that of the author.
So is Plato's voice really impossible to pinpoint? Presumably it is somewhere in his work,
though often murkily merging and flitting between characters.
A more convincing theory posited about how we are supposed to read Plato is that we're
meant to pick holes in the dominant argument of the text that weren't plugged by other
members of the dialogues. We can then debate these ourselves with likeminded people, thus
stimulating philosophical debate. In other words, Plato intended for us to use him as a
springboard to develop or refute innovative social, ethical and philosophical ideas.

This leads to the question of Platonism as something dogmatic. But does Platonism exist in
this sense? Are Plato's texts one continuous theory? Or are they separate dialogues each
putting forward independent, or possibly even contradictory ideas, to chew over? They were
certainly written over a long period of time by a man who enjoyed the evolution of thought
through debate.
We can say nothing with certainty, but the idea that Plato had one overarching thesis that ran
through his works is more popular, but less credible, than the idea his works had at least
some level of independence.
Throughout history attempts have been made to see Platonism as a true philosophy, one by
which we can live. As early as the first century BC Arius Didymus highlighted the division by
saying: “Plato has many voices, not, as some think, many doctrines”. A cleverly worded
statement as it is impossible to either prove or refute.

A footnote must be placed next to the claim that Plato's works were a matter of debate
throughout history. In actual fact, through the Dark Ages and right up until the fifteenth
century, Plato was relatively unknown in the Western Hemisphere, being unavailable in Latin.
Instead it was Aristotle, Plato's protégée, who made waves in the West. Plato's texts were
read, but in Arabic amongst the flourishing and intellectually curious Islamic states. And, of
course, in the original Greek in and around Constantinople. It was only after that famous city
fell that literature and language begin to spread across the filioque curtain and Plato's
popularity really took off in the West.

Even if Plato's literary legacy took a little while to gain traction in certain areas, he certainly
made one contribution for which the world owes him a debt of gratitude. Though, perhaps
'debt' is an unfortunate, if apt, choice of word.
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Plato's Academy, the world's first university, was established by a more mature Plato upon his
return from an extensive sojourn in the Mediterranean. The Academy was supposedly named
after Academus, the man upon whose land the building was erected.
The university went on to help in nurturing a number of great minds, not least that of Aristotle.
However, Plato's preacademy Mediterranean travels were not all fun and games. On one
excursion he was actually taken captive and sold into slavery, only to be ransomed by a
doting admirer.

As with almost all of the important figures from this time, Plato's death has a touch of mystery
and myth about it. Either he died in bed with a young woman, at a wedding banquet, or alone
and peaceful in his sleep; however he went, it was at the ripe old age of 80.
So there we have the life, legacy and death of Plato, but what of his works?
Well, he wrote around 36 dialogues, numerous letters and spawned the controversial
unwritten dialogues which supposedly held his core beliefs, though they were never
committed to print. Incidentally, while some doubt their value, others even doubt their
existence.
Therefore it is the dialogues on which we shall concentrate.

Attempts have been made to date Plato's works by their stylistic content. However, such
efforts rather belittle the skill of the author, as they imply he didn't have absolute control over
his genre. The alternative method is to group them by theme, but at the same time, themes
can be easily revisited. What we are doing here is trying to avoid admitting that we only have
a fragile understanding of the chronology of Plato's texts. Any such dating is either for the
sake of convenience or borne out of wishful thinking.
With the limited time of this programme, it is impossible to even attempt to do justice to all of
Plato's varied and fertile dialogues. This is unfortunate because those works provide immense
fascination and debateworthy points of interest.
Be it Protagoras and its discussion on wisdom.... Phaedo and the immortality of the soul....
Meno with the idea that no knowledge can be learnt but only recollected from a previous life....
Phaedrus supporting this by propounding its karmic approach to reincarnation... or the
Republic with its controversial and innovative ideas of forming a perfect government.
Each and every one of these, and indeed all of the 36 dialogues, would be well worth intense,
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lingering examination.

Today, however, we shall focus on one, unique text; a thoughtprovoking philosophical
treatise in its own right, but also what many believe to be Plato's finest work of literature and,
as such, his most accessible piece of writing. What's more, it is on a topic which is universal,
timeless and important to everyone. We are, of course, referring to Plato's discussion on love;
the Symposium.

For the Athenians, a symposium had none of our modern connotations, but was a ritualised
drinkingparty, a holy, nightlong, godvenerating blowout. Although food would have been
consumed, this would have happened before the serious business of getting very, very drunk
got under way.
Symposia, quite predictably, had allmale guestlists, and any females present would have
been prostitutes. The men reclined on couches, shared one between two, spaced around the
perimeter of a room. This facilitated the free turntaking not only of speech, but also drink,
possibly from a communal bowl, rather than individual cups.
But the formal drinkingparty isn't the only pillar of Athenian social life that Plato's Symposium
offers us an insight into. It also gives us much of our evidence for a pastime which doesn't
take long to come to most people's minds when they think about Ancient Greece;
homosexuality.

However, putting aside for one second the homosexual nature of The Symposium, the text
primarily deals with a subject with which we are all wellacquainted, be it through experience
or ignorance; love.
Indeed a synopsis of the plot makes it sound like a bad, bawdy joke: an aristocrat, a lawyer, a
doctor, a comedian, a dramatist, and a philosopher lie around drinking and talking about love.
Their party is hijacked by a man who is at once both the city's most notorious pervert and
brilliant military commander.

Each man: Phaedrus, Pausanias, Eryximachus, Aristophanes, Agathon, Socrates and
Alcibiades is encouraged to make a speech of praise, an encomium, about love.
We've already seen that this use of real Athenian figures in a creative setting blurs fact and
fiction. Plato, however, further distances himself from any culpability or inaccuracy by having
the whole story recounted about 15 years after the party took place.
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The translation we use of eros is a little shaky, but partly because the ancient definition of it
was too. In this context it is considered to be either desire, passionate sexual desire, or the
god Eros. Understandably with such subtlety and ambiguity we inevitably end up simplifying
the translation as 'love'.
Phaedrus begins with a speech extolling the benefits of going into battle sidebyside with
soldiers for whom you feel love. He cites Achilles knowingly and willingly giving his life for the
love of his fellowsoldier Patroclus as evidence that this 'do ask, do tell' policy will heighten the
performance of fighting men.
Incidentally, this passage is used as evidence that the Greeks assumed Achilles and
Patroclus had a homosexual relationship; a point of view that occasionally causes
controversy.

Here we should briefly stop to address sexuality and homosexuality in Athens. The
permeations and details are too many and too subtle to fully do them justice here. As a rule of
thumb, however, we can say that most men were, by default, bisexual and promiscuous.
Indeed, there was no shame or stigma attached to the use of prostitutes; in fact upperclass
prostitutes known as hetairai were probably the best educated and most sophisticated women
in society.
As a consequence, or perhaps a cause, sexual jealousy as we know it seems a small factor,
even if the righteous wrath of the cuckold appears to be timeless.

Though homosexual acts were not taboo and indeed were a normal part of an active sexlife,
most evidence indicates that Athens was a predominantly heterosexual society, wherein
sexual activity was largely centred on wives and female prostitutes.
Saying that, Pausanias' speech does provide us with an example that not everyone in the
Ancient world was so tolerant of malemale relationships. As can be seen in this extract,
Pausanias puts this down to a failing on the part of the Persians:

PAUSANIAS: In much of Ionia and elsewhere in the Persian Empire, the rule is that these
loveaffairs are wrong. In Persia, it is because of their tyrannical government that they
condemn them, as well as intellectual and athletic activities. No doubt, it doesn't suit their
government that their subjects should have big ideas or develop strong friendships and
personal bonds, which are promoted by all these activities, especially by love.
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PRESENTER: The fact that this is even noteworthy helps to prove how ubiquitous these
relationships, usually between an older man and a teenager, actually were.
However, the presence of longterm, monogamous, adult, homosexual relationships were
rare, but documented. Indeed, in The Symposium, Agathon and Pausanias are in this very
type of relationship themselves.
This rarity may well be because there was a problem encountered herein should money be
involved. Two adult, freecitizens having a reciprocal sexual relationship was fine, but when
one benefited financially, even from a loan or gift, the result could have been an accusation of
prostitution and therefore loss of citizenshiprights.
This goes to show that, whilst Athens is often thought of as being both the cradle of
democracy and, quite ludicrously, the birthplace of homosexuality, it was actually very difficult
to conduct a modern, gay relationship there.
However, we are digressing from the core of the text.

The key to Pausanias' speech is the difference between common love which is, in other
words, just sex, and heavenly love, which honours and respects the other and wishes an
exchange of intelligence and wisdom.... And, of course, sex.
The arrogant and obnoxious Eryximachus comes across as an absolute crushing bore. He
says love is in all things and also believes it is medicinal. The motivation of his speech seems
purely for selfaggrandisement and he is immediately mocked by the next speaker, the
renowned comic playwright, Aristophanes.
In stark contrast to Eryximachus, Aristophanes tells a fanciful and amusing, mockcreation
story of how each person used to be fused in two with 4 legs, 4 arms, 2 faces etcetera. There
were menmen, womenwomen, and androgynous womenmen, but when mankind
overstepped its boundaries these figures were rent in twain by an angry Zeus. Thus,
whomever you have sexual desire towards indicates who you had originally been attached to.
This account of Aristophanes actually gives the only recorded instance in Classical Antiquity
of a specific term for female homosexuality, hetairistriai. Our modern term lesbian, of course,
comes via the passionate poetry written by Sappho of Lesbos.
Aristophanes' account is one that remained very popular as, in far from monogamous times,
he was propounding the virtues of soulmates.
After this, Agathon gives a poorly argued and disjointed speech in which he seems flawed,
facile, shallow and simple.
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The irony being that this particular symposium is supposedly being held to honour Agathon's
victory at the dramatic festival, The Lenaia. Is Plato's representation of Agathon an implication
that he doesn't think much of his dramatic quality? Quite possibly. It is certainly in keeping
with the playful and cheeky tone of the dialogue.
Clearly, Agathon's speech is deliberately simple and weak. Thus Socrates has a chance to
pick it to pieces; this process is typical of many of Plato's dialogues.

The 'Socratic method' is used to educate, or if you prefer, to humiliate someone through a
series of leading questions until that party in the discussion is forced, by his own answers to
previous questions, into an admission he would rather not give. Here is the end of Socrates'
dissection of Agathon:

SOCRATES: Let's sum up what we've agreed. First, that love is of something; second, that it
is of something that the lover currently needs.
AGATHONS: Yes.
SOCRATES: Recall what you said: the affairs of the gods were organized through love of
beautiful things, since it's impossible to love ugly things. Isn't that what you said?
AGATHON: Yes, I did.
SOCRATES: If this is right, then mustn't love be love of beauty and not of ugliness?
AGATHON: Indeed.
SOCRATES: Didn't we agree that the lover loves what he needs and doesn't have?
AGATHON: Yes.
SOCRATES: It follows that love needs beauty and doesn't have it?
AGATHON: That must be the case.
SOCRATES: Well, would you say that something that needs beauty and is wholly without
beauty is beautiful?
AGATHON: No.
SOCRATES: If this is so, do you still suppose that Love is beautiful?
AGATHON: It looks, Socrates, as though I didn't know what I was talking about then.

PRESENTER: Having brutally finished with Agathon, Socrates tells a theory of love he has
heard from the priestess Diotima of Mantinea. The speech is paradoxical in the sense that it
illustrates the force of eros, but without any desire.
This may have seemed more contradictory and confusing for the Athenians than it is for us. In
the modern sense, we bound about the word 'love' with extraordinary abandon, while in
Ancient Greece, it seemed to be a slightly more precious piece of vocabulary.
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The love that Diotima, through Socrates, is talking about is one that pursues true wisdom,
immortality and the possession of 'the good'.

The idea Pausanias puts forward, that of an older lover tutoring a younger, is supported, but
without the necessary climax of sexual gratification.
This is from where and for why the concept of 'Platonic love' was developed. It could just as
easily have been called Socratic love, but the distinction between the two voices remains, at
best, translucent.
Socrates goes on to talk of how we can see physical beauty and in turn we can more easily
recognise intellectual beauty. From this point we can begin the search for the essence of
Beauty in itself.
Here, Plato is coming back to his recurring theme of Forms. Briefly, the theory states that
there is a perfect, ethereal Form of everything for which we must be continually searching –
beauty is merely the easiest to access.
At this point things take a comic, slightly farcical turn as Alcibiades, the greatest military
commander and most incorrigible rogue in all of Athens, barges in, totally drunk and with a
prostitute on his arm.
He complains everyone is too sober, exalts Socrates' philosophical virtues and attempts to
seduce him. Even though Socrates flirts back, he doesn't give in, as the following excerpt
suggests:

ALCIBIADES: I threw my arms around this really godlike and amazing man... but, he
completely triumphed over my good looks – and despised, scorned and insulted them...When
I got up next morning I had no more slept with Socrates than if I'd been sleeping with my
father or elder brother!

PRESENTER: This, semicomic interlude, along with that of Aristophanes earlier, shows that
Plato is flexing his literary muscles as much as his philosophical ones. Indeed most of the
speeches in the Symposium are concluded without judgement, but seem to be included
simply for their own pleasure's sake. This leaves the reader with the feeling that Plato is either
less confidant in, or less concerned with, his philosophical assertions here than in other
dialogues.

Socrates lends fuel to this fire with a parting shot at Aristophanes and Agathon when he says:
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“anyone who is an expert in writing tragedy must also be an expert in writing comedy”. Even if
this was not intended to be selfreferencing, it is a fine reflection on The Symposium as the
most wellrounded and readable of all Plato's dialogues.
The text, fittingly and beautifully peters out with maudlin undertones, much as a pleasurable
night drinking with friends winds down as the sun rises. The overload of joy at good company
and too much alcohol combines with the fatigue brought on by being unwilling to end such
beautiful, enrapturing and seemingly essential discourse.

The lightheartedness of the piece aside, it clearly comes under the heading of essential
discourse. This being, of course, the driving force in everything Plato committed to print and
exactly what his protegee, Aristotle continued to promote.
So, just as Socrates gave Plato his philosophical wings, he in turn used them to wrap Aristotle
in a didactic cocoon and incubate his talent for the next generation. The younger man
unquestionably took the torch of Greek thought from the older, even if he slightly changed the
colour of the flame.
Perhaps Plato’s pursuit of wisdom and the ethereal Forms didn’t end quite how he imagined it
would, with his incorporeal soul at one with truth and beauty. His influence on us, however,
and countless millions of others like us, either in the realms of philosophy, education,
literature, politics, justice, freedom, virtue, or indeed love and sex is nothing short of
immeasurable… and unquestionably well worth raising a glass to.
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HERODOTUS  Transcript

PRESENTER: Hello, and welcome to Classical Wisdom Weekly's guide to the Essential
Greeks. The subject of today's lecture will be a man whose spirit of adventure and flowing,
fantastical prose has captivated generation after generation. He also brought travel for travels
own sake to the fore, perhaps for the first time in the annals of man. He is the father of history,
Herodotus.

It was Thomas Geoghegan who said that we need to “get our young people out of the library
where they're reading Thucydides and get them to start living like Herodotus – going out and
seeing the world”.
More than anything else, this sentiment is what one should take away from the 600odd
pages of history, geography, genealogy, natural science, anthropology, topography, and pure
fantasy of the life's work of this fascinating, peculiar and extraordinary man.

However, what one should and what one does is seldom similar. Herodotus was not without
his detractors.
Insatiably curious, prone to whimsy, a talented writer, a slave to gossip, an innovator, a
barbarian apologist, a cosmopolitan, a partisan egoist; Herodotus has been praised for and
accused of much since the publication of his Histories.
He was both denigrated and venerated in his own time and has been so ever since.
It is almost as difficult to understand his legacy, however, as it is to chronicle his life. Because,
for the latter, “the data are so few that to compile them into a biography is like building a
house of cards” as George Rawlinson so eloquently put it.

As so often happens when examining a fascinating character from ancient Greece, we are
firmly entrenched in the Golden Age of Athens, the fifth century BC, the era of Pericles, the
Parthenon, democracy and Diogenes.
It was circa 484 BC that Herodotus was born into a sophisticated family in the Persianloyal
citystate of Halicarnassus in modern day Turkey.
However, between the time of his birth and when he became famous, there is little solid
evidence with which to track his movements.
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We know he was exiled at least once. It is possible that, with his family, he fled to the island of
Samos due to conflicts with the tyrant Lygdamis. Indeed, some fancifully think Herodotus may
have returned later to lead an uprising against him.
It is likely that Herodotus would have experienced an unusually multicultural upbringing.
Halicarnassus, originally a Greek colony, was also a key trading post with Egypt and would
thus have been awash with a diversity of peoples.
Having grown up with a privileged background, a good education and a window to the outside
world, it should not have been surprising that Herodotus became the traveller and chronicler
he did.

So why the tarnished reputation? Was Herodotus a writer, traveller, storyteller? Yes, most
definitely. Was he a liar? Well, that depends on who you ask.
It is from here that the controversy surrounding him stems. The father of history has also been
branded the father of lies, and even, quite preposterously, the father of all liars!
However, to brand him such underlines an ignorance to the purpose of his work. He was not
an historian… for the simple, but potent reason, that in the fifth century BC there was no such
thing as an historian. The genre was yet to be invented, and it was invented, or at least
initiated, by none other than the man himself, Herodotus.

In fact the title of his work 'historia' is actually from where we get the modern word 'history',
even if in the Greek it simply meant 'inquiry'.
And 'inquiry' is spot on. Herodotus reported stories he heard regardless of how fanciful or
impossible they were. However, in his defence, he made it clear, again and again, he
stressed the point, that he was first and foremost a chronicler:

HERODOTUS: I owe it to tell what is being told, but I by no means owe it to believe it...
I do not believe this tale; but all the same, they tell it, and even swear to the truth of it...
Again, I merely record the current story, without guaranteeing the truth of it...
PRESENTER:
Such caveats are placed throughout his work, especially at moments of supernatural fantasy.
However, a willing admission that he reported falsities should not automatically lead to the
conclusion that all he wrote was pure hearsay.
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Indeed his visits to Greece, Tyre, Babylon, Italy and Egypt are reported with enough veracity
to suggest that they really occurred. He even presents corroborating evidence. For example,
he considered Egypt an 'opposite land' due to the fact that the Nile flooded in summer, not
winter.
Nevertheless he manages to be of differing credibility to respected men like Plutarch, Strabo,
Aristotle and Cicero – not to mention a host of modern scholars.

The Histories was not written to be taken on face value, nor should it be – doing so is at the
root of this problem of authenticity.

That said, even now more and more evidence is building up to vindicate Herodotus. For
example, he described Gelonus, an impossibly large Scythian city and thought to be
fantastical, but the ruins of which were actually discovered in 1975.
Thus it becomes harder to dismiss him entirely as a fantasist, a defamer, or a fraud. And not
only in regard to his social and architectural observations. There is also evidence to suggest
that his seemingly impossible claims on natural science were more valid than first thought, as
his description of a creature native to the Indian boundaries of the Persian Empire, now widely
believed to be a Himalayan marmot, shows:

HERODOTUS: Round the city of Caspatyrus is a sandy desert. There is found in this desert a
kind of ant of great size – bigger than a fox, though not so big as a dog. These creatures as
they burrow underground throw up the sand in heaps, just as ants in Greece throw up the
earth, and they are very similar in shape. The sand has a rich content of gold, and this it is
that the Indians are after when they make their expeditions into the desert.

PRESENTER: Renaissance cleric Antonio Possevino summed up the appropriate response
to the naysayers: “As to the fabulous things that Herodotus is accused of inventing, first, say
that those who set foot in foreign lands find many things incredible. Once they have travelled
in Asia, Africa and India, they will change their opinions”.
Echoes of this sentiment come from Herodotus himself as he stated: “Men trust their ears less
than their eyes”.
But let's not labour under the delusion that Herodotus was in need of our defence or at all
unpopular, quite the opposite in fact.
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His work was so renowned in his own lifetime that it was thought to have been performed,
perhaps débuted, at the Olympic Games  which at the time included artistic as well as
sporting competitions.
One account suggests Herodotus read his 800odd pages without a break, receiving
rapturous applause at the performance’s end.
Not only that, but reducing a young Thucydides to tears in the process. The dubious tale has
Herodotus address the fledgling historian’s father with the words “your son’s soul yearns for
knowledge”.
An equally improbable, but slightly more amusing, account says Herodotus refused to start his
recital until the weather improved. However, by the time it had, the crowd had grown impatient
and dispersed; this coined the expression “like Herodotus and his shade” to describe one who
unnecessarily misses his opportunity.
Even if this were true, his contemporaries did not seem to doubt, as some later did, that his
journeys really happened and were of merit.
And Herodotus' fame seems to have been largely to his benefit, though it was not quite
enough to win him a citizenship vote at the hub of intellectual Greece, Athens. However, even
to be considered for this was a great honour in itself and reflects that he must have carried
some authority along with his manuscript.
His literary clout was certainly respected by the prolific tragedian Sophocles; indeed there are
echoes of The Histories in Antigone.
Herodotus also received the ultimate backhanded compliment of being important and
wellknown enough for comic playwright Aristophanes to lampoon him in The Acharnians.
His fame and popularity are reflected in the squabbling that goes along with his true resting
place. Being a traveller certainly aided the potential for claimants, as the eternal abode for a
famous writer of no fixed address is almost inevitably open to dispute. The main contenders
are Thurii in Southern Italy, Thurium in Macedonia and, of course, Athens.
However, the notion that he was buried alongside his historiographical successor,
Thucydides, is fantastic in the extreme.

So we come again to the crux of things, was he the father of history or the father of lies? Well,
both... and neither.
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There is no logical reason to presume he was anything other than what he claimed to be, a
publisher of inquiries.
Most problems with Herodotus arise when inspecting him from a 'modern' point of view.
Modern in the sense that, through generations of literary and historical evolution, we cast over
him a patronizing and critical eye, an eye that didn't, and really couldn't exist in his own time,
a time in which historians were yet to spawn.
So, if historian isn't an adequate definition, then what is?

Well, one could argue he was more of a travel writer, a chronicler of a general encyclopedia,
or even a journalist. If one were being harsh then we could bring him down to the level of
pioneering gossip columnist.
However, if Herodotus were an historian then he could only be said to have been a military
one, albeit with an antiwar stance. This is made clear from the preface to his work in which
he states his wish to record how Greeks and nonGreeks originally came to strife.
NonGreeks or 'barbaroi' were generally considered to be those who didn't speak Greek,
didn't inhabit the Greek lands, didn't worship the Greek gods, or who did, quite unforgivably,
wear trousers. More often than not, when Herodotus mentions 'barbaroi' he is specifically
talking about the ancient superpower of the Persian Empire.
Herodotus recounts the 800 years of military and political activity in Greece and Asia Minor
prior to his birth, but it is not until the sixth century, during the reign of King Cryus, that we see
the Persians cast a beady eye Westwards with real imperial intent.
Cyrus, reported in glowing terms by Herodotus, was succeed by Cambyses the Mad, an
understandably unpopular leader, whose reign ended with a yearlong power struggle that
was eventually won by the brilliant and ruthless Darius I.
And it was Darius I, remembered as Darius the Great, with Asia Minor and Egypt already
subjugated under the Persian yoke, who decided to set his sights on Greece.
It's important to remember that Greece, though it had a recognisable culture, language and
land mass, was not actually a state and was anything but unified. In fact, in normal
circumstances Greek citystates spent the majority of their time warring amongst themselves
for resources, revenge or simply, supremacy.
Herodotus tells us that in 491 BC Darius demanded gifts of earth and water from each Greek
citystate as a representation of their acknowledgement of vassalisation. Athens and Sparta
stubbornly and violently refused.
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Thus war was inevitable. But neither Athens, nor Sparta, nor any other Greek state had the
power to repel an army that controlled most of the known world. Therefore an ad hoc alliance
had to be formed. Distasteful as it was for Athenians and Spartans to stand shoulder to
shoulder, it had to be borne. The alternative, to submit to the barbarian trouserwearers, was
simply unthinkable.

In 490 BC, the Persian army landed their troops on the beaches of Marathon, 26 miles
outside of Athens. The heavily outnumbered Athenian troops, led by the brilliant, but
controversial Militiades went to meet the invaders and managed to bottleneck them in a
narrow pass. There they were able to inflict heavy casualties for minimal loss and force the
Persians back onto their boats. However, before the battle, the Athenians had made a request
of support to their newfound allies:

HERODOTUS: Before they left the city the Athenian generals sent off a message to Sparta.
The messenger was an Athenian named Pheidippides, a professional longdistance
runner...he reached Sparta the day after he left Athens and delivered his message to the
Spartan government: 'Men of Sparta, the Athenians ask you to help them, and not to stand by
while the most ancient city of Greece is crushed and enslaved by a foreign invader'.

PRESENTER: The distance from Athens to Sparta, being roughly 140 miles, makes this feat
a truly remarkable, if slightly unbelievable, one. However, the more famous story connected
with Pheidippides and Marathon, the one where he ran 26 miles from the beach to Athens in
order to report news of the Persian retreat and thus gave birth to the modernday marathon
race, is a later bastardisation.
That said, this was the battle that repelled the Persian onslaught.
No mean feat in ordinary circumstances, but additionally this was no ordinary war. To
Herodotus and his contemporaries it was every bit what World War II is to us. Even the
parallel of the uneasy alliance tallies with unlikely bedfellows made of the previously warring
France, Britain and the United States.

In respect to this seminal struggle, Herodotus was uniquely placed, qualified and invested.
Not only was he a man of exceptional energy, ability and intelligence, but he was a Greek
who grew up in Persian occupied Asia Minor.
Taking this into account, Herodotus can be applauded for managing to retain any semblance
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of neutrality  indeed, many consider him extremely evenhanded.

And so genuine rejoicing must have ensued when Darius was forced to suspend his
campaign. Furthermore, his death in 486 BC meant he was never able to reignite it.
His son and heir, Xerxes I, vowed to finish what his father had started.
Realising from the woes of Darius that the conquest of Greece was to be no pushover, Xerxes
planned meticulously by stockpiling supplies, dramatically expanding his army and navy
and.... by building, in a remarkable feat of ingenuity and engineering, a temporary bridge
across the Hellespoont and a canal across the isthmus of Mount Athos.
Herodotus estimates, with dubious accuracy, that Xerxes had a total of 2,641,610 troops at
his disposal. If we add to this the number of crewmen, servants and stragglers, Xerxes
entered Greece with a total retinue of 5,283,220 men. Herodotus adds that “for eunuchs,
female cooks, and concubines, no one could attempt an estimate of their number, any more
than of the various packanimals and Indian dogs which followed the army”
Rather than argue over the details of the invading force, it's safe to say that in 480 BC, a
Persian army entered Greece that was of intimidating proportions.
However, the Greeks had not been resting on their laurels. The Athenians had been building
up a gigantic fleet of triremes in order to keep the Persians at bay....and the Spartan warrior
race was everready, willing and able to take to the battle field for death or glory.
The key difference for the Greeks this time round was the alliance they made. Rather than
desperately putting something together at the last minute, they sensibly and methodically
enacted an agreement during the 481 BC congress at Corinth. Herodotus describes it as
such:

HERODOTUS: At a conference of the Greek states who were loyal to the general cause
guarantees were exchanged, and the decision was reached that the first thing to be done was
to patch up their own quarrels and stop any fighting which happened to be going on amongst
members of the confederacy.

PRESENTER: Although the Greek alliance consisted of perhaps only 10% of the citystates, it
was still a remarkable achievement for the perpetuallybickering neighbours.
The difficult times necessitated the pact and made real the potential need for selfsacrifice,
not for the benefit of one's own state, but for the good of all Hellas. And nowhere is the spirit
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of allies and the evidence of selflessness more acute than at the battle of Thermopylae.

Of all the battles the Greeks fought against Xerxes, it is this one, which didn't decide or even
turn the momentum of the war, that most captures the imagination.
Herodotus is at his raconteuring best when recounting this tale, one so vividly heroic that it is
easy to forget who the victors actually were.
As Xerxes' hordes made their nighon 500 mile march through Thrace, Macedon and then
Southward through Thessaly, the Greek forces knew they would have to come out to meet
them somewhere. Thus, grossly outnumbered at the best of times and even more so as
religious duties had drained troops from their ranks, they decided the narrow mountain pass
at Thermopylae would be the best place to engage.
Herodotus tells us that 6100 Greeks, led by the Spartan King Leonidas and his 300 royal
guard, were in situ against the millions of Persians. Modern estimations pare this down to
somewhere between 70 and 300,000, but either way it was clearly a onesided battle with an
inevitable outcome.

The Greeks, certainly the Spartans, were quite prepared for this fate as is evidenced by the
fact that, to the complete consternation of Xerxes, they stripped naked and combed each
other's hair. This was not an incongruous indulgence in vanity, but the way in which Spartan
warriors prepared themselves for death.
The battle itself was bloody and brutal and is told best from the pen of Herodotus himself:

HERODOTUS: For four days Xerxes waited, in constant expectation that the Greeks would
make good their escape; then, on the fifth... he was seized with rage and sent forward the
Medes and Cissians...they made it plain enough to anyone, and not least to the king himself,
that he had in his army many men, indeed, but few soldiers.

PRESENTER: Realising the need for specialists, Xerxes then sent exactly that, the socalled
'King's Immortals':

HERODOTUS: They were no more successful than the Medes had been; all went as before...
At last the Persians, finding that their assaults upon the pass were all useless, broke off the
engagement and withdrew. Xerxes was watching the battle from where he sat; and it is said
that in the course of the attack three times, in terror for his army, he leapt to his feet.
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PRESENTER: The following day proved no better for Xerxes and yet more men fell to the
obstinate Greek spears. Then, suddenly there came a treacherous ray of light:

HERODOTUS: Ephialtes, the son of Eurdemus, came, in the hope of a rich reward, to tell the
king about the track which led over the hills to Thermopylae – and thus he was to prove the
death of the Greeks who held the pass.

PRESENTER: The Persians marched up the track and encircled the stubborn Greeks; death
and destruction were now merely a formality. King Leonidas knew the battle was lost. He also
knew the allies would need every troop they could muster if they stood a chance against the
might of Xerxes. Thus, in order to save Hellas, he made the ultimate sacrifice.

HERODOTUS: Thus it was that the confederate troops, by Leonidas' orders abandoned their
posts and left the pass, all expect the Thespians and the Thebans who remained with the
Spartans...many barbarians fell; behind them the company commanders plied their whips
indiscriminately, driving the men on. Many fell into the sea and were drowned, and still more
were trampled to death by one another.

PRESENTER: And though Leonidas died, the Greeks managed to retain his corpse from the
clutching hands of the Persians. However, the fighting didn't stop there:

HERODOTUS: They resisted to the last, with their swords, if they had them, and, if not, with
their hands and teeth, until the Persians, coming on from the front...finally overwhelmed them
with missile weapons.

PRESENTER: Not only was the successful retreat, facilitated by these brave martyrs, a huge
boon for the Greeks, but it cemented in history the Spartan reputation for valour and ferocity:

HERODOTUS: The most signal proof of courage was given by the Spartan Dieneces. It is
said that before the battle he was told...that when the Persians shot their arrows, there were
so many of them that they hid the sun. Dieneces...remarked: 'This is pleasant news: if the
Persians hide the sun, we shall have our battle in the shade'.
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PRESENTER: Herodotus goes on to chronicle the battles of Artemisium, Salamis, Plataea,
Mycale, the Greek victory and Persian expulsion that ensued. It should be stressed that these
events were not ancient history to Herodotus' readership and had actually taken place when
he himself was five years old.

Indeed, this was an epoch defining war.
And, although we can scrutinise and question Herodotus over the minutia of his text, we are
undoubtedly better off with the account of the war he left behind.
For it must be acknowledged, it is with this war that he is chiefly concerned.

Thus, everything else, the topography, the local customs, the religious fantasy becomes
entertaining garnish.
And it is precisely the garnish, the talltales, the meandering yarns, the detailed landscapes,
the curious dress and peculiar fauna that have brought him in for such weight of attack.

However, it is precisely these which make The Histories what it is, a fluent and fascinating
piece of literature from which enlightenment and enjoyment effortlessly flow.
Modern arrogance and misinterpretation wound Herodotus. It is not up to him to justify himself
to us, but up to us to read him as he wrote, without certainty, without authority, but with keen
interest, enthusiasm, a willingness to think and an thirst to learn.
And, naturally, a pinch of salty scepticism.

1

Thucydides  Transcript

PRESENTER: Hello and welcome to this Classical Wisdom Weekly lecture on the Essential
Greeks. Today's subject is an Athenian soldier turned chronicler who, rather than being born
great, or achieving greatness, very much had greatness thrust upon him due to the
extraordinary period of history through which he lived.
He is a man who has been dubbed, much like Herodotus, 'the father of history'. In order to
distinguish him from his predecessor, however, he has been branded with other epithets such
as 'the true father of history', 'the father of scientific history' and 'the father of political realism'.
We are talking about a man without whom we would have only a fraction of the information we
do about the Peloponnesian War, the bitter struggle for supremacy between Athens and
Sparta which ravaged the whole of Greece between 431 and 404BC. He is, of course,
Thucydides.

To recount the biographical details of Thucydides is no Herculean task, so few and fragile are
they that they are often omitted from discussions about the man and his merits.
What we can say with confidence is that Thucydides' tale was no rags to riches story. He was
born around 460 BC into great wealth as the son of the aristocrat Olorus...

...a name that suggests he had connections with Thracian royalty. Indeed, it is thought that his
wealth comes from the abundant gold mines in the region.

He also had family ties with two of the great Athenian heroes of the Persian Wars, Miltiades
and Cimon. The former was the hero of the battle of Marathon and the latter, his son, a key
figure at the battle of Salamis. A fine pedigree indeed for a young, budding soldier in a
democracy that was still, by and large, run by the wealthy and aristocratic.

Beyond this we know very little else about Thucydides. He survived the great plague that
ravaged Athens from 430 BC. No mean feat if Thucydides' description of the disease is to be
believed:

THUCYDIDES: Externally the body was not very hot to the touch, nor was there any pallor:
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the skin was rather reddish and livid, breaking out into small pustules and ulcers. But inside
there was a feeling of burning, so that people could not bear the touch even of the lightest
linen clothing, but wanted to be completely naked, and indeed most of all would have liked to
plunge into cold water...in an effort to relieve a thirst which was unquenchable.
PRESENTER: He also comments on the strain the pestilence brought to a society at war and
under pressure:
THUCYDIDES: As for what is called honour, no one showed himself willing to abide by its
laws, so doubtful was it whether one would survive to enjoy the name for it. It was generally
agreed that what was both honourable and valuable was the pleasure of the moment and
everything that might conceivably contribute to that pleasure. No fear of god or law of man
had a restraining influence. As for the gods, it seemed to be the same thing whether one
worshipped them or not, when one saw the good and the bad dying indiscriminately.
PRESENTER:
Other than surviving the plague, we know Thucydides was elected 'strategos' or general and
that he led an unsuccessful relief campaign to the Northern city of Amphipolis, and was
consequently exiled in disgrace. These few facts come courtesy of what Thucydides himself
tells us in his text.
Moreover, his book being the main source of information about him, there is no authoritative
date for his death. Some believe it was as late as 395BC, after he had been reinstated at
Athens, while others believe he had already perished by 411BC, as this is the date at which
his history abruptly ends.
But perhaps more important than Thucydides' life is his work and contribution to the
development of historiography. It has been said of Thucydides that: “He saw more truly,
inquired more responsibly, and reported more faithfully than any other ancient historian”.
Whilst this is highpraise indeed, and far from inaccurate, it feels like it is leading us towards a
deliberate and inevitable comparison with his forerunner, Herodotus.

If it can be said that Herodotus created the genre of historiography, then it should also be
noted that he did it openly, without rhyme or reason, without acceding to chronology, or even
concentrating for any length of time on a singular theme without becoming distracted. He was
also quite unashamed and selfaware of the fact that he reported cultural, geographical,
mythological and supernatural phenomena, regardless of how fantastical they were, or how
much faith he personally invested in them.
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As the primary historian of the following generation, Thucydides was, for many, a breath of
fresh air. He wrote what he considered to be cold hard facts without whimsy, without colour,
without straying from the time line; in short, without any inessential deviation whatsoever.
Here is how great man himself put it:

THUCYDIDES: To hear this history rehearsed, for that there be inserted in it no fables, shall
be perhaps not delightful. But he that desires to look into the truth of things done, and which
(according to the condition of humanity) may be done again, or at least their like, shall find
enough herein to make him think it profitable. And it is compiled rather for an everlasting
possession than to be rehearsed for a prize.

PRESENTER: Much has been made of the differences between Herodotus and Thucydides.
Herodotus teaches us that it is hubris which paves the way to disaster. Thucydides, on the
other hand, stresses that poorplanning, humanerror, laziness, stupidity, greed or blind luck
are in fact more operative in moulding the fate of a nation.
Despite the different routes taken, both men are essentially teaching us that cause and effect
are bedfellows insolubly bound in perpetuum.
The differences, therefore, lie more in style, interpretation and purpose.

Herodotus passes no judgement, but reports what he has heard, even when plainly ridiculous.
Also, he is more holistic; concerned with the cornucopia of the human condition. Thucydides
is reporting on war and war alone.
Another key difference is that Herodotus shows us what moral lessons can be learnt.

Thucydides, by contrast, isn't concerned with morality, but pragmatism. He thinks men's
mistakes come in the deed, not the thought.

It is for this devotion to the pragmatic that Thucydides, together with Niccolo Machiavelli and
Thomas Hobbes, is considered the father of political realism – in other words, the need for a
nation to be militarily and economically powerful rather than good, just or ethical.

This legacy flourishes right up to the modern day; Thucydides' text is still standard issue at
the U.S. Naval College in Newport.
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In truth it is not really fair to compare Herodotus to Thucydides. Herodotus is a strange
amalgam of the Homer, Polybius and Pliny the Elder. He isn't an historian, but an holistic
compiler, almost an encyclopedia writer. In truth, time has made an historiographical
soapopera out of a rivalry that doesn't really exist.

Thucydides himself, however, isn't totally without his frailties. The most glaring of which
concerns the authenticity of the speeches which were used frequently and extensively
throughout his work. That said, this is a drawback of which the author is himself acutely
aware:

THUCYDIDES: It has been difficult for me to remember the exact words that were spoken in
the speeches that I myself heard, and for those who brought me reports of other speeches.
Therefore it has been my method to record speeches which I thought were the most
appropriate for each speaker to give in each situation, while keeping as close as possible to
the general sense of what was actually said.
PRESENTER: He goes on to add an important caveat to this shortcoming:
THUCYDIDES: With regard to the facts of the events that took place in the war, I have made
it my principle to report them, not through learning of them from the first person I happened
upon, nor from what seemed probable to me, but after investigating with as much accuracy as
possible each event, in which I myself participated or in which other eyewitnesses were
directly involved.

PRESENTER: Here, we must bear in mind that under Thucydides, historiography is still in its
infancy, being fired in the crucible of time. It would be unfair and churlish to dwell on the
limitations or bias of such a great and innovative source. After all, this is a period of history
which included such great writers as Plato, Sophocles, Euripides and Aristophanes, and none
are more enlightening than our fledgeling historian.

Thucydides wrote, more or less, as we would expect an historian to, and he sets out his text
plainly, logically, slightly biasedly, and with a clear goal in mind.
In fact, the father of scientific history originally embarked upon his writing project as he had
been able to augur the magnitude of the war from its outset.
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Indeed, the Peloponnesian War was not merely a battle between the intellectuals of Athens
and the warriors of Sparta, but also a fight that involved their allies. In Sparta's case,
practically all of the Peloponnese and Boetia. And for Athens: Euboea, parts of Thessaly and
almost all the coastal towns and islands around the Aegean.
These allies were not merely making up the numbers, as Thucydides himself clearly outlines
in this extract of a speech from a Lesbian envoy to Sparta:

THUCYDIDES/LESBIAN: It is not in Attica, as some people think, that the war will be won and
lost, but in the countries from which Attica draws her strength. Her financial power comes
from the tribute paid by her allies, and this will be greater still if we are conquered.

PRESENTER: Thus, Thucydides was well aware, much like a muddied, bloodied and
bewildered soldier on the Normandy beaches would have been, that he was living through a
time of unusually powerful danger and destruction. And for this reason he considered the war
to be an event, not a timeframe; and tackled it thus in his writing.
PRESENTER:
He viewed the Peloponnesian War in isolation, as something unique unto itself; hermetically
sealed away from entertaining trivialities like art, literature and highsociety. He wanted to get
to its root causes, explore the human influences therein and bring something to politicians
they had never really had to contend with before, eternal accountability logged in the annals
of man. From this their blunders could be read, reread and analysed, again and again,
potentially to their detriment.

Whilst it's easy to see how an Athenian general operating within a democracy could have an
insight into the machinations of his hometown's politics, how on earth could he become privy
to the ins and outs of what went on in Sparta?

Not only that, but how could a fulltime soldier in the middle of a raging war on land and sea
find the time to research and write such weighty an opus as the “History of the Peloponnesian
War”?

Well... As we touched on before, Thucydides found the time and neutrality because in 424
BC, after seven raging years of Greek on Greek, sword on sword, blood on blood, he was
ordered to relieve the financially important Thracian town of Amphipolis from the Spartan
commander Brasidas.
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PRESENTER:
This was not merely another skirmish, another opportunity to prance around with flexed
muscles; both sides were wellaware of the importance of taking Amphipolis and taking it now.
After seven years of war that included the Athenian plague, their naval domination being
questioned and a gentle ebbing and flowing of power, it was at Amphipolis, in the aftermath of
a defeat at Delium that the Athenians sensed a shift in power; to change the flow of which
they desperately, desperately needed a victory.

It was the time for a great man to come to the fore, to turn the screw, to be a hero.
Thucydides marched on the city in certain knowledge that he had the upperhand. After all,
this was his territory and these were his people. A fact of which the Spartan commander
Brasidas was acutely aware:

THUCYDIDES: Brasidas had heard that Thucydides possessed the right of working the
goldmines in that part of Thrace and because of this had great influence with the inhabitants
of the mainland. He therefore did his best to gain the town as quickly as possible, fearing that,
once Thucydides had arrived, the people of Amphipolis would be confident that he could
secure their safety.

PRESENTER: So Brasidas arrives at Amphipolis and attempts to negotiate with its people. In
the meantime, Thucydides' men arrive prepared for battle, ready to whet their doubleedged
'xiphos' swords on the briny blood of ignoble Spartans. But, disaster strikes for the historian.
Brasidas has achieved his goal and managed to talk the Amphipolitans round with terms of
moderation.
PRESENTER:
The city is lost; Thucydides is disgraced.
His voted honour of 'strategos' is stripped from him, as are all his rights of citizenship. He is
cast out to wander a lonely and forlorn figure, branded forever with the stigma of exile.
However, it's hard to keep a good man down. Harder too if a man is independently wealthy,
welleducated and related to prominent and respected war heroes, not to mention royalty.

Likewise he was in rude health having been robust enough to survive the plague, even if he
couldn't quite survive an Athenian ostracism vote when the people of the city voted to have

7

him expelled from the territory.
Which, as far as his work was concerned, was probably the best thing that could have
happened to him. He was now unfettered from partisanship. Exile gave him the freedom to
travel, not only extensively, but unmolested by either party.

He was no longer a threat as a soldier, but viewed with neutrality, as an enemy to neither
state. Instead he became that strangest of creatures; an expatriot expatriate.
Now that he was neutral, however, does not mean he was unbiased. His agenda was still very
much proAthenian, and especially pro one particular Athenian,...

...And this was the dominant figure of politics for a generation prior to the war and the man
who brought the Parthenon to the world, the man who Thucydides dubbed the 'firstcitizen',
Pericles.

Indeed evidence of Thucydides' Athenocentric take on proceedings comes out when he
looks at the reasons behind Spartan victories. He gives very little credit to their generals or
strategic policy, instead heaping the blame upon the mistakes of the Athenians.

In particular, he blames the leaders who came after Pericles, who was, like so many others, a
fatal victim of the plague that swept through the city.
PRESENTER:
Though Thucydides was clearly biased, that does not necessarily make him wrong. Pericles
was a larger than life figure, a soldier and politician who dominated the landscape. His
policies leading up to the war had made Athens the hub of the cultural world, as well as a
formidable empire.
Though we will never be able to gauge them for authenticity, the words Thucydides puts into
the mouth of Pericles when addressing the people are both noble and stirring:

THUCYDIDES/PERICLES: You must not fall below the standard of your fathers, who not only
won an empire by their own toil and sweat, without receiving it from others, but went on to
keep it safe so that they could hand it down to you. And, by the way, it is more of a disgrace to
be robbed of what one has than to fail in some new undertaking. Not courage alone,
therefore, but an actual sense of superiority should animate you as you go forward towards
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the enemy...it is right and proper for you to support the imperial dignity of Athens. This is
something in which you all take pride, and you cannot continue to enjoy the privileges unless
you also shoulder the burdens of empire.

PRESENTER: But we needn't merely infer from these rousing words that Thucydides
considered Pericles the last bastion of Athenian supremacy and that his political heirs were
not worthy to polish his armour. He specifically and sometimes brutally attacked men he
considered selfinterested demagogues, like prominent politicians Cleon and Hyperbolus.
Men who gained their authority solely through rhetoric, no matter how empty it may have
been.

Here is how he put it in damning and unambiguous terms:
THUCYDIDES: Pericles had said that Athens would be victorious if she bided her time and
took care of her navy, if she avoided trying to add to the empire during the course of the war,
and if she did nothing to risk the safety of the city itself. But his successors did the exact
opposite, and in other matters which apparently had no connection with the war private
ambition and private profit led to policies which were bad both for the Athenians themselves
and for their allies. Such policies, when successful, only brought credit and advantage to
individuals, and when they failed, the whole war potential of the state was impaired.

PRESENTER: Despite his obvious animosity toward the replacements of the infallible
Pericles, there was another man whose skill at warfare and maverick genius Thucydides
thought could still win the day for the Athenians. His and Athens' fate, however, were
intrinsically linked during one moment which irreversibly decided the outcome of the
Peloponnesian War. The man was Alcibiades and the moment was 415 BC in what has
become known as The Sicilian Expedition.

Alcibiades was a controversial enough figure in his own right. Energetic, impetuous, a great
leader, a skilful orator, a fine tactician, astoundingly beautiful, frequently drunk and legendarily
promiscuous – however, despite all this, Thucydides reports his chief vice to be that of
breeding horses. It was Alcibiades who convinced the Athenians to disregard the pacific
polices of Nicias, an Athenian general who had brokered a sevenyear armistice, and instead
seek out conflict, expand the empire, divide the Peloponnese and once and for all crush the
Spartans.

In 415 BC Alcibiades was whipping the Athenian assembly up into a frenzy, banging the
drums of war and urging that they set sail for Sicily in order to take the coastal town of
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Syracuse. Nicias, though opposed to the idea, argued that the expedition would only be
successful if it consisted of as many as 100 ships and 5000 heavy infantry; numbers he
considered to be so excessive and so expensive that the assembly would never sanction
them to set sail and thus the campaign would flounder before it had a chance to begin.

Thucydides gleefully reports that Nicias' bluff failed; the assembly passed the resolution and
the expedition was on. To rub salt into his wounds, Nicias was one of the three generals sent
to command the expedition along with the Athenian general Lamachus and, of course,
Alcibiades.

Disaster, once again struck for the Athenians. Though not as yet on the shores of Sicily, but in
the temples and porches of private houses wherein all the Hermae, stone slabs dedicated to
the god Hermes, were vandalised on the eve of the expedition. A bad omen perhaps, but not
in itself disastrous, at least not until Alcibiades was accused of being the perpetrator.

Still even now it was possible to avoid catastrophe, as Alcibiades insisted his trial be
conducted immediately and swiftly and, if he were found guilty, he should be put to death on
the spot.
His request was denied, and he was forced to embark for Sicily with the prospect of a trial for
his life waiting for him when he returned.
And it would seem that for this reason Alcibiades did not return, instead he defected to the
Spartans to whom he proved a valuable commander. Although, in his own indomitable style,
there were rumours that he impregnated the king's wife.
Thucydides gives the following explanation for the acrimony a small pocket of Athenians
directed against Alcibiades:

THUCYDIDES: People became frightened at a quality in him which was beyond the normal
and showed itself both in the lawlessness of his private life and habits and in the spirit in
which he acted on all occasions. They thought that he was aiming at becoming a dictator, and
so they turned against him. Although in a public capacity his conduct of the war was excellent,
his way of life made him objectionable to everyone as a person; thus they entrusted their
affairs to other hands, and before long ruined the city.

PRESENTER: And ruined it in the most spectacular fashion. Without the cut and thrust of the
enigmatic Alcibiades, the Athenians struggled badly during their two years in Sicily. By 413
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they were utterly defeated. The entire expedition, including the forlorn Nicias, had been killed,
lost, imprisoned, or sold into slavery.
From such a catastrophe there was no way back for the Athenians. The surprise wasn't their
unequivocal defeat, but that they managed to cling on to their freedom for another nine years.
At which point the Spartans marched into Athens and emasculated the city by tearing down its
walls.
Many have argued that the destiny of the war may have hinged on hotheaded Athenian
voters exiling their brightest and their best. Alcibiades suffered because of his colourful
personal life and envious political enemies, but it is no coincidence that the loss of his talents
results in the loss of the war.
Thucydides likewise, despite his supplies of gold, was no mere member of the idlerich, but a
dynamic, wealthy, warrior and thinker who the Athenians were also foolish enough to turn
away from their society.
Thucydides showed great tenacity in rigorously compiling evidence. Also, he possessed a
lucid literary skill, and had the foresight to realise, even before a spear had been thrown, that
the Peloponnesian War was one that required chronicling. Fittingly, though not without a slight
taste of bitterness, it is these noble attributes that mean his wisdom, and the selfdestructive
folly of the Athenian 'demos', live on.

Aristotle  Transcript

PRESENTER: Hello and welcome to Classical Wisdom Weekly's guide to the Essential
Greeks. Today we will be looking at the third pillar of the trinity that helped shape our idea of
modern, Western philosophy. And whilst Socrates was considered the father and Plato the
son, it is Aristotle who was truly thought to be the wholly comprehensive.

Comprehensive in the sense that he was not, like his forerunners, merely a philosopher, but
also had a keen interest in physics, poetry, theatre, music, rhetoric, linguistics, politics, biology
and zoology.
Indeed, so encompassing was he, that there was barely a field of learning which he did not
either create, examine, analyse, or improve; mathematics being the glaring exception.

Unfortunately for Aristotle, if one is a poor mathematician, then one is inevitably a poor
astronomer, thus he concluded that the universe was geocentric. Not that he was totally
bumbling when it came to the cosmos, as he successfully repudiated Deomcritus' claim that
the milky way had shade cast upon it by the earth.
Inaccuracies such as these were perhaps inevitable with someone who was quite so holistic
in their research, but that didn't stop modern philosopher Bertrand Russell from waggishly
commenting: “Aristotle maintained that women have fewer teeth than men; although he was
twice married it never occurred to him to verify this statement by examining his wives'
mouths”.
Despite this, it is impossible to deny that Aristotle gave the world an academic cornucopia that
was so varied and detailed that some of his assertions were only finally being corroborated, or
indeed refuted, in the 19th century, over 2000 years after his death.
We band Aristotle together with Plato and Socrates as a natural part of the fabric of Athenian
society; as someone who grew up during the sobering aftermath of the Peloponnesian War,
as a boy who would have lived and breathed the air of a free democracy.
However, nothing could have been further from the truth. Whilst he was Plato's successor on
the Athenian intellectual scene in exactly the same manner as Plato had been Socrates'
Aristotle's association with Athens only began in his 18th year when he enrolled as a student
at Plato's Academy.

It is difficult to accurately speculate about his education prior to this.
His father, Nicomachus, was a physician at the court of King Amyntas II of Macedonia,
making it likely that Aristotle, between his birth in 384 BC and his migration to Athens in 367,
spent some part of his childhood in this auspicious circle. It is likely too that he would not have
been able to slot so neatly into life at Plato's Academy without at least some degree of formal
education.
And slot in neatly he indeed did. Regardless of his level of ignorance or brilliance when he
entered the Academy, over the next 20 years he managed to establish himself as Plato's
protégée; learning from, but by no means kowtowing to the elder thinker.

Indeed, much has been made of Aristotle's departure from Plato with some saying that the
younger man rebelled against, or even betrayed, his tutor with the evolution of his philosophy.
Though there is too much consensus and similarity between them to be quite so dramatic;
evolution is a far more appropriate term than rebellion.

The key difference between the two men concerns the universal forms, the intrinsic key
values at the base of all things. On the one hand Plato believed there was an ethereal form
representing every object, aspect and concept. These were all abstract, virtually unattainable,
incorporeal, but very real... somewhere in the heavens. Aristotle demanded corporeal, earthly
examples. He thought that universal forms were present within objects, not on some parallel
plane just beyond reach, but in the realm of the every day.

In short we can say that Plato wanted each conclusion to reach what he perceived to be
supporting the 'good'. On the contrary, Aristotle wanted conclusions which fitted the facts,
regardless of what ills they were to reveal. It was this preoccupation with the physical, the
practical, the manifest, that set Aristotle apart. It is also this which drove him on to a career,
not merely of philosophy as we would recognise it, but one concerned with everything he
could see, hear, touch and smell.
However, it seems unlikely that the bulk of his research on natural history happened under the
tutelage of Plato. And indeed, perhaps it never would have occurred at all had not Aristotle
been overlooked as the man to run the Academy when its founder died 347 BC.

Instead, Plato was succeeded by his nephew, Speusippus. Aristotle was perhaps unhappy at
the direction in which Speusippus was taking the academy, irked by being himself overlooked,
or indeed concerned with the rising amount of antiMacedonian sentiment rising up in the city
which was lazily misdirected toward him due to his father's connection with the court.

Whatever the reason, Aristotle decided that, for now, an hiatus from Athens would serve his
interests best.
Aristotle made his way to Assos, due south of Troy. There, under the protection of former
Academy classmate, the slaveturnedtyrant Hermias, he developed a taste for education with
the establishment of his own school. He also married Hermias' daughter, who bore Aristotle a
daughter of his own.
If it were here that Aristotle cut his teeth as an educator, is was on Lesbos, where he moved
to in 345 BC, that he had the opportunity to examine and chronicle the flora and fauna of the
island and surrounding sea; pioneering classification by genus and specie, and attempting to
explain the very nature of each organism.
He did this in an impressively academic manner. He was not merely content to observe, but to
understand the benefit of logging changes. At the time it was not universally accepted, or
even acknowledged, that slow, seemingly insignificant developments, almost imperceptible
within the lifetime of one man, could be of the utmost importance. Here is what Aristotle
himself had to say on the topic:

ARISTOTLE: Time never fails, the universe is eternal, neither the Tanais, nor the Nile, can
have flowed for ever. The places where they rise were once dry, and there is a limit to their
operations, but there is none to time. So also of all other rivers; they spring up and they
perish; and the seas also continually deserts some lands and invades others. The same
tracts, therefore, of the earth are not some always seas, and others always continents, but
everything changes in the course of time.

PRESENTER: Some were struck by the accuracy, some by the tone, others by the diligence,
incision and insight of Aristotle's words.

Marcus Tulius Cicero, the most prominent man of letters of the late Roman republic, even
referred to Aristotle's literary style as an 'aureum flumen', a 'river of gold'.
PRESENTER:
However, Cicero was, and is, in the minority. Mathematics was not the only area in which
Aristotle was found wanting. A great thinker, innovator, teacher, researcher, chronicler and
international icon he may well have been, but there are very few who considered him to be a
great writer.

The influential 5th century AD philosopher and critic, Ammonius Hermiae, did his best not only
to excuse this shortcoming, but to turn it into a positive. He claimed that Aristotle deliberately
withheld information in order to make it difficult to pierce through his prose so that, in his own
words, “good people may for that reason stretch their mind even more, whereas empty minds
that are lost through carelessness will be put to flight by the obscurity”.
That said, another ancient critic surmised the more commonly held view when he said that
Aristotle “surrounds the difficulty of his subject with the obscurity of his language, and thus
avoids refutation – producing darkness, like a squid, in order to make himself hard to capture”.
In Aristotle's defence, he was following the hardest of hard acts by taking up the gauntlet
thrown down by Plato. It has been said that “Plato's dialogues are polished literary works, the
brilliance of their thought matched by the elegance of their language. Aristotle's surviving
writings for the most part are terse. His arguments are concise. There are abrupt transitions,
inelegant repetitions, careless allusions. Paragraphs of continuous exposition are set among
staccato jottings. The language is spare and sinewy”.
An important caveat to this, in Dr Jonathan Barnes' seminal work on Aristotle, goes: “fine
words butter no parsnips, and fine language yields no scientific profit”.

Aristotle is immediately offputting and then suddenly, brutally irresistible. He is to philosophy
what smoking is to recreation, though infinitely better for your health.
It should also be noted that the Aristotle read in antiquity was not the same man we read
today. His early work, that which made him famous, is now lost to us, presumably for
evermore. What survives is what he wrote during his second spell in Athens from 335 to 322
BC.
And these works were intended merely as lecture notes, as a teachers' book; designed to be
read, reread, annotated, experimented with, and improved upon by Aristotle and his
colleagues. Little wonder then that Aristotle's work can at times come across as disjointed and
selfcontradictory.

Though this work would not be created until Aristotle returned to Athens, and he did not go
directly there from Lesbos, instead he took a more circuitous route and retrod the ground he
walked as a child; following in his father's footsteps as an employee at the Macedonian court.
Though not as a medic, but as a tutor and, as chaos theorists would have us believe, one that
may well have seriously altered the course of history...

...as the pupil he taught was none other than Alexander the Great.
For some, this was a strange move by Aristotle. Certainly the decision to temporarily abandon
his research and desert his school could not have come lightly. Was he tempted by the
glamour of the position, by the riches it must surely have brought? Was it because
Alexander's father, King Philip II had the power to liberate and rebuild Aristotle's home town of
Stageira? Or had his work on Lesbos simply come to its natural conclusion?
Well... we could potentially say yes to all of these questions, however, if he was following the
teachings of his mentor, Plato, then Aristotle would have had no choice but to tutor the young
prince. He would have seen it as his duty to make Alexander not merely Great, but a great
philosopher king.

This was of vital importance because philosophy was not mere abstract academia for
Aristotle, nor was it not a subject in isolation. For him it meant what it literally means, a love of
wisdom; the pursuit of knowledge. Philosophy was only a tool, an instrument which led to
insight, but it was not something insightful in its own right.

Aristotle did what he could with Alexander, but perhaps did not have the time to tutor the
young man to the degree he desired, as the precocious boy was actively involved in his
father's government from the age of 16. And when Alexander came to the throne in earnest at
the tender age of 20, he had his sights firmly set on the east which, in his and also Aristotle's
opinion, was in need of a new political and military leader.

Aristotle, with his globetrotting days behind him, and his attempts to philosophise with the
soontobe most famous man in the world not wholly successful, decided that the centre of the
cultural world, Athens, was in need of fresh intellectual guidance.

An absence, however, of 13 years and open collusion with Athens' subjugators hadn't given
Aristotle, who was described as a dandy with rings on his fingers and a fashionable hair cut,
the authority to walk brazenly back into the Academy and expect to be welcomed with open
arms. So instead he opted to establish his own school, the Lyceum.
Whilst Plato's academy often takes the credit as the world's first university, it was more a
place for a meeting of minds without a formal curriculum. The Lyceum, instead, was more
similar to what we would recognise as a modern institute of higher education. Subjects were
organised, a course, of sorts was followed, and it was all coordinated by a visionary head who
understood how important it was to both teach and research.

Thus Aristotle came to found the Peripatetic school, a term derived from the Greek word 'to
walk' and apocryphally thought to reflect Aristotle's penchant for teaching while wandering the
grounds of the Lyceum.
Incongruously, it is quite possible there was very little altruistic about Aristotle's desire to
teach. He openly admitted that knowledge and teaching were intertwined to the extent that a
man could never truly understand something unless he could then impart that knowledge to
another. Thus to teach, was for Aristotle, first and foremost, beneficial to himself.

It's hard to know if the Lyceum was more important as a college of research or one of
individual enlightenment, but it was certainly during this period that Aristotle, and his acolytes,
seem to have done much of the work for which he is now famous.

His works include those on justice, the poets, wealth, the soul and pleasure. And in the
sciences: deductions, definitions, the art of rhetoric, the Pythagoreans, plants, motion,
Homeric problems, proverbs, magnets and even the River Nile.

Perhaps inspired by his second marriage in Athens, though more likely produced at an earlier
date, he also had a good deal to say on women in addition to their number of teeth:

ARISTOTLE: The female is more mischievous, less simple, more impulsive, more attentive to
the young, more easily moved to tears, more jealous, more querulous, more apt to scold and
to strike, more prone to despondency and less hopeful, more void of shame or selfrespect,
more false of speech, more deceptive, of more retentive memory, more wakeful; more
shrinking, more difficult to rouse to action and requires a smaller quantity of nutriment.
PRESENTER: He also collected maps, codified the Athenian constitution, added a 5th element
to those established by the Sicilian philosopher Empedocles, attempted to link good grammar
practices to logic, and revealed the scientific principles behind the camera obscura.

Significantly, though often overlooked, the school also drudged through the archives at Delphi
to log the athletes who competed in the sporting events held there. These were then
crossreferenced with those who participated in Athenian dramatic festivals from time
immemorial. This was done not merely for the love of bureaucracy, but in an attempt to
establish an accepted chronology. After all, it's easy for us to forget that the ancient world
didn't have the luxury of a quick and easy 'Before Christ' or 'Anno Domini' way of looking at

things.
However impressive as they may be, these are not the deeds or works for which we really
remember Aristotle. Much more famous, and available at all good book shops, are texts such
as his Poetics, Politics, Physics, Metaphysics and Nicomachean Ethics.

At first glance the Poetics may seem like the oddest of these, as it attempts to apply scientific
principles to a very subjective and crucial aspect of Greek life; theatre.
The Poetics states that tragedy is composed of six elements: plotstructure, character, style,
thought, spectacle and lyric poetry.

Least important on that list is character, which possibly explains why Aristotle marginalised
the achievements of the crowd favourite from the previous century, Sophocles. The playwright
seemed to consider character of greater importance to Aristotle's statement that good theatre
must principally inspire pity or fear, and preferably both.

Here is what Aristotle himself had to say:

ARISTOTLE: If you string together a set of speeches expressive of character, and well
finished in point and diction and thought, you will not produce the essential tragic effect nearly
so well as with a play which, however deficient in these respects, yet has a plot and artistically
constructed incidents...dramatic action, therefore, is not with a view to the representation of
character: character comes in as subsidiary to the actions.

PRESENTER: Aristotle also considered theatre superior to epic poetry as it achieved
everything poetry could, but had music, dancing and was considerably shorter.
Something equally subjective, and potentially more controversial, was Aristotle's conclusions
in his Politics. He wrote extensively about the community, regimes, constitutions and
revolutions, commenting famously that “poverty is the parent of revolution and crime”. He
talked about what it was to be a citizen, and how education and marriage should be
conducted within the state. He was also highly critical of those who virulently coveted property
and brought up question marks about the Greek world's automatic acceptance of slavery;
though was by no means ready to dismantle the institution.

Aristotle's Physics was maybe his most influential work and became the rock upon which
Western science flourished. Martin Heidegger said: “without Aristotle's Physics there would
have been no Galileo”.

The Metaphysics likewise has gone down in history as one of the greatest philosophical
treatise ever written and is as perplexing as it is fascinating. It seems to have been written in
order to give Aristotle firm ground on which to secure his sciences. In other words, if science
is the study of reality, then what exactly is reality? Western, Greek and Muslim philosophers
all considered this to be a work of seminal importance, though perhaps not the easiest one to
get to grips with; one critic scathingly commented: “far from illuminating the crepuscular
crevices of the philosophical world, one's perception of reality grows more and more fragile
with each turn of the page”.

The Nicomachean Ethics was actually a precursor to the Politics, but has remained a more
popular staple, probably because it has a more endearing doctrine at its heart and one that is,
relatively speaking, easy to grasp. Whilst Aristotle was undoubtedly interested in life and
liberty, the Nicomachean Ethics is largely devoted to the pursuit of happiness which, for
Aristotle, was the end goal of each and every man.
He states that the activity that is an end in itself is the highest good, and that good is
happiness. Thus we aim at happiness for its own sake, not because it will achieve something
else. In short, happiness is our greatest mission.

But how to go about achieving it? Well, that is precisely what we have the Nicomachean
Ethics for, it is a 'how to' guide, not mere theory, but the ultimate selfhelp book.
Aristotle claims happiness is linked with virtue, although his argument hits a slight bump in the
road when he attempts to explain what virtue actually is. It is something akin to moderation,
but he gives it no empirical definition.

What is more clearly stated is that virtue must come from knowledge. For example Oedipus'
relations with his mother was not a vicious act as it, though abhorrent, was performed in
ignorance.

Aristotle believed that justice encompasses all virtues; it is a cardinal virtue that can only be
reached if all our other virtues are singing in perfect harmony. These, however, should best
be accompanied by knowledge, artistic skill and prudence.

Aristotle's blueprint for happiness isn't necessarily one that is easy to follow, but it is one that
is devoid of cynicism. He truly believes that men desire knowledge, peace, wisdom and
moderation. He never stoops so low as to merely badge people as clever or stupid and seems
to have great faith that the ideals he believes in are perfectly attainable.
The Nicomachean Ethics, as previously stated, leads into Aristotle's Politics and it is this vein
that the work concludes. But before he gets there, the philosopher has some interesting
things to say about something he considers to be of the utmost importance, friendship.

ARISTOTLE: Such love as friendship has somewhat the character of a virtue, or at any rate
invokes virtue. Besides, it is one of the things which life can least afford to be without. No one
would choose a friendless existence on the condition of having all the other good things in the
world.
PRESENTER: Of the types of friendship, Aristotle states that those based on mutual benefit
or pleasure are inferior to those based on good character, as this requires no action or
reciprocity in order to maintain its existence.
Underlying all of this, friendship, justice, virtue, goodness, and happiness, is introspection.
Specifically contemplation, selflove and selfimprovement. These are the foundations upon
which we build all the things Aristotle holds dear and which, ultimately, make life worth living.

Unfortunately, in 323 BC with the death of Alexander the Great, a worthwhile life was very
difficult to live in Athens if one had, or was perceived to have, Macedonian sympathies.
Consequently, Aristotle fled to Chalcis as, in his own words, he “would not allow Athenians to
sin twice against philosophy”; a reference to the public trial and execution of Socrates in 399
BC.

For whatever reason, life on Chalcis was not sympathetic to Aristotle. After only one year he
died of natural causes, aged 62.
Aristotle's legacy flourished with barely an interruption in the AD period, but from his own time
until the first century BC, Peripatetics all but disappeared in the Greek world. A story that
Aristotle's texts were hidden in a basement for centuries before being taken to Rome after
their conquest of Athens in 86 BC accounts well for this gap, but is slightly fanciful.
Regardless, he had a profound influence on the European mind, and by extension the minds
of the Americas and Antipodes. He was also respected by Jewish scholars of the middleages
and their Islamic counterparts referred to him as 'the first teacher'. Dante dubbed him 'the

master of those that know', whilst Thomas Aquinas simply called him 'the philosopher'.
He is said to have had a mind which was 'ordered, balanced and stunningly capacious'.
Indeed, some suspect that he may have been the last man in existence who knew all that it
was possible to learn.
Aristotle was a lecturer far more than he was a writer, and as such his words should ideally be
heard and not read. Thus we shall finish with some inspirational thoughts of a man who was
limitless in his own ability to think:

ARISTOTLE: We must not listen to those who urge us to think human thoughts since we are
human, and mortal thoughts since we are mortal; rather, we should as far as possible
immortalize ourselves and do all we can to live by the finest element in us – for if it is small in
bulk, it is far greater than anything else in power and worth.

