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Heracles Shaman and SophoclesÕ Trachiniae 

(testo rielaborato da una conferenza pubblica tenuta all’INDA il 23 novembre 2006) 

 

© Robert W. Wallace 

 

Good evening! It is a pleasure and an honor to be here with you in Syracuse, the city of 

Epicharmus, world center for Greek theater both now and in antiquity. In recent days I and a 

group of very excellent students have been investigating various topics in the anthropology and 

mythology of Greek tragedy, and how Sophokles used these ancient stories for his own purposes. 

In the Trachiniae Heracles is the most important mythological figure, although only one of three 

important dramatic figures. He came to Pleuron in Aetolia, in central Greece, to defeat the river 

AchelousÑ the chorus describes their struggle (503-530)Ñ and win the hand of the beautiful 

Deianira. They had children including Hyllus, the third main character of Trachiniae, but 

Heracles left home often, Òto serve some man or otherÓ (35) on his famous labors. The action of 

the play follows the completion of these labors, and the subsequent, treacherous murder of 

Iphitus (270-279) because of which Heracles and Deianira are now living in exile, in Trachis in 

central Greece. Our drama also follows HeraclesÕ sack of the town of Oichalia (236-269, 351-

364), one of the so-called parerga, which include HeraclesÕ battles against a series of monsters 

and malefactors, including Achelous, Antaeus and Alcioneus. 

So Ñ  freely permitting those readers who want only to read about Trachiniae to skip 

down to my discussion of that play Ñ  I begin this evening with the figure of Heracles, a 

complex figure in interesting ways: the greatest of heroes, but unlike other heroes he had no 

grave where people could worship, as he was taken to Heaven following the last scene of 
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Trachiniae, and he was often considered a god.  In Classical times, he had a shrine near the 

harbor in Syracuse, and promised the Syracusans victory over the Athenian invaders in 413  

(Plut. Vita di Nicia 24.6-25.1). He kept that promise. 

The life of Heracles reflects the standard biography of the Indo-European folk hero: 

semi-divine birth, prodigious childhood, initiatory adventures leading to marriage, heroic deeds.  

 Bir th: Zeus desired Alcmena of Thebes, who had just married Amphitreus; both Zeus 

and Amphitreus slept with Alcmena the same night.  She bore twins, Heracles and Iphicles. ItÕs 

standard for a hero to have a mortal mother but a divine father: so for example, a large snake was 

seen sleeping beside AlexanderÕs mother Olympias, who was thus thought to be the consort of a 

god (Plut. Life of Alexander 2). Heracles grew up in the house of his mortal motherÕs husband, 

all the time both mother and son ignoring the husband and asserting that the boyÕs father was a 

god (enter Freud).  The stories of ZeusÕs many seductionsÑ Leda, Semele, IoÑ derive from his 

composite status: a northern Indo-European sky god (Jupiter = dies pater, father of the day) 

joined to a pre-Greek fertility god, born in CreteÑ the Cretans also showed his grave (Diodorus 

Siculus 3.61.2)Ñ and sometimes taking the form of a (Cretan) bull, as he did with Io. 

 Prodigious childhood: as a baby, Heracles strangled the two snakes that Hera sent to kill 

him. 

 Initiatory adventures: Heracles killed a huge lion on Mount Cithairon near Thebes and 

was rewarded with the hand of the kingÕs daughter. They have children, but Hera sends madness 

and he kills them. This myth is the subject of EuripidesÕ Hercules Furens. 

 Most famously, Heracles then had to undertake 12 labors ordered by Eurystheus, either as 

punishment for murdering his children, or because in historical fact, EutystheusÕs town Mycenae 
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ruled over HeraclessÕ town Tiryns: but later this evening we may find a deeper explanation.  In 

the Trachiniae Heracles mentions five of these labors (1092ff): 

 

Oh my armsÉ , the lion that prowled the land of Nemea É with your strength once you 

overpowered it [please remember that there were no lions in ancient Greece],  and the Hydra of 

Lerna [she had 100 heads, and was helped by a crab] É and the boar of Erymanthus, and under 

the earth the hell hound with three heads, irresistible monster, the awful EchidnaÕs whelp [this is 

the dog Cerberus, whom Heracles brought up from Hades], and the dragon at the end of the 

earth, guarding the golden apples [in the Garden of the Hesperides = ÒWesternÓ] 

 

The canonical order of HeraclesÕ labors is not accidental.  They begin with 6 in the Peloponnese, 

5 of them killing or capturing wild or strange animals: the lion of Nemea; the hundred headed 

Hydra assisted by a crab; the Erymanthian boar; the Ceryneian hind in Achaia, with golden 

antlers; the Stymphalian birds, with metallic feathers and claws. As his sixth and final labor in 

the Peloponnese, Heracles cleans the stables of Augeas, king of Elis near Olympia, in return for 

some cattle. Augeas refuses to pay, so Heracles kills him. Seventh, now outside the Peloponnese, 

he captures the Cretan bull; eight, he tames and brings to Mycenae the flesh-eating horses of 

Thracian Diomedes; nine, he seeks the belt of the Amazon Hippolyte.  

HeraclesÕ last three labors are journeys to the other world to conquer death and bring 

back animals.  He drives back to the Peloponnese the red cattle of Geryon, from an island called 

Erythria, ÒredÓ from the sunset, in the far west beyond Okeanos.  Heracles borrows the sunÕs cup 

to go west; en route, he sets up the pillars of Herakles; with his cattle he returns through France, 

Italy, and Sicily, with many legends and also many temples: the other night at dinner a colleague 
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mentioned how many temples to Heracles there were in ancient Sicilian towns. Geryon is the 

herdsman of the dead, for just near him are the cattle of Hades, which seem to be a doublet, and 

GeryonÕs cattle are guarded by a dog, the brother of Cerberus. Then Heracles goes to the garden 

of the Hesperides to bring back golden apples. Finally, twelfth, he brings Cerberus up from the 

dead. 

My students in Syracuse will immediately recognize many points of interest in these 

stories.  Wearing the Nemean lion-skin invites a binary, structuralist interpretation Ñ  nature / 

culture Ñ  as man assimilates himself to animal, for example by clothing. So too, American 

Indians wear feather headdresses and we like to wear leather and silk; just so, the Centaurs, like 

Nessos in our play, are half-man, half-horse. (For a structuralist reading of Trachiniae, where 

Deianira represents the civilized house, and Heracles the wild outside, see Charles Segal, 

ÒSophoclesÕ Trachiniae: myth, poetry and heroic values,Ó Yale Classical Studies 25 [1977] 99-

158). Just as there are no lions in Greece, so the origins of some labors have been traced to the 

mountainous north and to the Near East. An Iraqi seal from 2400 BC (H. Frankfort, Stratified 

Cylinder Seals from the Diyala Region, Chicago 1934, p. 54 figure 50) depicts an armed hero 

fighting a seven-headed snake below a frieze of crabs, like HeraclesÕ adventure against the 

Hydra at Lerna. Most of these stories involve killing or capturing and bringing back animals or 

food: the horses of Diomedes from Thrace, the Cretan bull, the Erymanthian boar, the Ceryneian 

hind with golden antlers, the apples of the Hesperides. The story of the cattle of Geryon involves 

an otherwordly quest against a monster, with the sun as his transport.  For his journey back, 

doublets of the story recur. In book 8.252-400 of VirgilÕs Aeneid, Evander tells the story of how 

Hercules drove GeryonÕs cattle through Lazio and the monster Caco tried to steal them, dragging 

them by the tail so the hoof marks would be backwards.  Heracles destroys Caco. Among other 
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variants of this story, Homer mentions Heracles fighting Òat Pylos among the deadÓ and 

wounding Hades (Iliad 5.397). PeriklymenosÕs Pylos represents the gates (pylai) of the dead: 

again, Heracles has penetrated to Hades, overcoming adversaries and retrieving cattle. 

 It used to be thought that all these stories represented the ÒIndo-European cattle raidingÓ 

myth.  However, that will not explain HeraclesÕ monster adversaries and his traveling to the 

Beyond, from which come real, live cattle or other animals.  Now, just as we have seen signs that 

Heracles has been in the north and also in the Near East, let me read you a definition of the 

ÒshamanÓ from the Encyclopedia Britannica.  

 

The word shaman is derived from a word in the Tungusic language of Siberia. Shamanism 

occurs in widely distributed nonliterate societies in Central Asia, North America, and 

Oceania. The shaman is the central figure, helper and a healer in a hunting society. He is 

believed to have special spiritual abilities. He masters knowledge of the hereafter and of the 

earth. He can influence the dead, and he can act as a mediator between people and the 

spiritual world. He is also capable of inducing prey animals to the hunting grounds. He wears 

special headgear which often imitate the head and the antlers of an elk. A shaman can make a 

trip to the hereafter in the form of an "assistant spirit" or in the form of an animal. He can 

take the soul of an ill person from the world of the dead, after which the person recovers. 

And when there is a threat of hunger, he makes a trip to the hereafter and catches the soul of 

a prey animal. Shamans also divine the whereabouts of game, the position of the enemy, and 

the best way of safeguarding and increasing the food supply.  

 

So for example, for the Eskimos, seals are the property of Sedna, the mistress of animals.  
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An insufficient supply of seals means that Sedna is angry, often because people have 

sinned. The shaman in a trance sets out to the sea, appeases Sedna, and brings back seals, 

sometimes by harpooning them. As a footnote, I mention that I follow the view that the 

Paleolithic cave paintings in Spain and southern France recreated underground the 

animals that hunters had taken, in the hope that they would be reborn. 

 Heracles is a powerful man compelled to go into other worlds, wearing a lion skin 

headdress, to fight monsters and bring back animals or else to raise people from the dead. 

Fertility is also an important element of HeraclesÕ legend, with many sexual adventures. 

The ÒbeltÓ of the Amazon Hippolyte is a metaphor for sex; sex is an important 

component of the Trachiniae also, as Heracles fights to marry Deianira and produces 

children; he brings back home the beautiful Iole and a large crowd of women prisoners. 

Finally, note the Ceryneian hinds with golden antlers.  The only female deer with antlers 

are reindeer. Just as the Indo-European sky god Zeus was amalgamated with a Cretan 

fertility figure who enjoyed sex, so in origin the Indo-European folk hero Heracles was 

amalgamated with a northern Paleolithic hunting shaman responsible for bringing food, 

fertility, and the dead to his tribe. 

These legends form the background of SophoklesÕ Trachiniae. In Greek myth, Heracles 

is a lusty character, wandering, eating, killing monsters, having sex, providing food.  WhatÕs he 

like in SophoklesÕ play? Well, he also wanders, defeats monsters like Achelous and the centaur 

Nessos, and has lots of sexÑ with Deianira, and then with Iole, whom he insists that his son 

marry, after his death.  But as we shall see, everything has gone terribly wrong. What is going 

on? 
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 Of his seven surviving plays, Trachiniae is SophoklesÕ only purely domestic drama: it 

has no political element.  While our play is very Sophoclean, for example in the use of tragic 

irony (thus most conspicuously, Deianira tries to save her marriage but thereby kills her husband 

and then herself; at the opening of the play she says Òhis ruin is oursÓ [line 85], not knowing how 

true that would be), it is also very Euripidean: its major theme is family relations ruined. Like 

Ajax and Antigone, Trachiniae is one of SophoclesÕ diptych plays: the first half presents 

Deianira, the second half presents Heracles and his son Hyllus. At the playÕs opening, Deianira 

explains to her nurse how terrified she was to get married, because her suitor was the river 

Achelous. Our friend and colleague here at Syracuse, Giovanni di Maria, suggests that her 

description of Achelous (9-14)Ñ  to me, almost comic Ñ reflects her personal erotic fantasies:  

 

My suitor was the river Achelous, who used to come to ask my father for my hand, 

taking three forms Ñ  first, clearly a bull, and then a serpent with shimmering coils, 

then a manÕs body but a bullÕs face, and from his clump of beard whole torrents of 

water splashed like a fountain. 

 

She describes the joys of marriage, but also how much women suffer, fearing for their loved 

onesÕ safety. Sounding something akin to EuripidesÕ Medea (see, e.g., Medea 230-266), she says 

to the chorus,  

 

May you never learn by your own suffering how my heart is torn ...  Pleasurably [a young 

woman] enjoys an untroubled life until the time she is no longer called a maiden but woman, 

and takes her share of worry in the night, fearful for her husband or her children (142-50).  
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For Heracles is away, and there are rumors and prophesies of danger.  Deianira sends their son 

Hyllus off to find news of him. A messenger now reports that Heracles is alive and well, and 

Lichas, HeraclesÕ envoy, enters with a group of women prisoners, among them the beautiful Iole: 

Lichas tells a long story of HeraclesÕ capture of the town of Oichalia, whose king Eurytus had 

treated him badly.  Deianira rejoices and attempts to speak to Iole, but Iole remains silent, and 

has been silent since her capture. When Lichas goes inside, the messenger tells Deianira that 

everything Lichas said to her was a lie. In truth, Heracles had fallen in desperate loveÑ  or lust 

Ñ  with Iole, and destroyed her father EurytusÕs city only because Eurytus would not give Iole to 

him; back in Trachis, Iole will now share HeraclesÕ bed.  Lichas returns onstage, and is forced to 

admit that all this is true.  Deianira is philosophical: ÒI am not a spiteful woman nor one who 

does not know how it is with men Ñ  we cannot always enjoy a constant happiness.  How foolish 

one would be to climb into the ring with Eros and try to trade blows with him, like a boxer.  For 

he rules even the gods as he pleases, and he rules me Ñ  why not another woman like me?  You 

see that I would be altogether mad to blame my husband, because he suffers from this sickness, 

or that woman.  She has been guilty of nothing shameful, and she has done no harm to meÓ (438-

448, see also 531-554). But Deianira wants her husbandÕs love back, and so has Lichas carry him 

a Òmagic robe,Ó given to her by the centaur Nessos whom Achilles had just shot, and which 

Nessos said would restore that love.  She then sees that a small piece of wool that touched the 

robe has boiled away into dust when exposed to sunlight, and she fears she has killed her 

husband.  Hyllus returns and reports that this has happened. Deianira goes to her marriage bed 

and kills herself, using a dagger, which scholars agree must be a sexual symbol: in Greek 
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tragedies most (married) women kill themselves by hanging (see Nicole Loraux, Tragic Ways of 

Killing a Woman). 

LetÕs pause for a moment to reflect on the character of Deianira, which is certainly very 

different for example from Antigone, even though both women are abused by men. Having 

dramatized AntigoneÕs bold and complex character, Sophocles clearly wanted to try something 

new.  Probably one reason the Trachiniae is not so well known as Antigone is that most modern 

women would not so sweetly excuse their husbandsÕ bad behavior with other women. By 

contrast, womenÑ and men tooÑ are thrilled when Antigone stands up to Kreon. Deianira does 

not understand her lack of place in HeraclesÕ world, which is a world of men. She is so timid that 

she canÕt even watch the contest between Heracles and Achelous that will determine her 

marriage (21-25, 523-528). Although she waits for his return, in the play they never meet.  This 

has been considered a structural flaw, but surely not: it speaks to the emptiness of their life 

together.  In an analogous way, in SophoclesÕ Oedipus Rex Oedipus and his father meet only 

twice, when Oedipus was born and then at the crossroads. They never speak, and both times 

Laios tries to kill his son (see M. Bettini and G. Guidorizzi, Il mito di Edipo: immagini e racconti 

dalla Grecia a oggi, Torino 2004, ch. 1: ÒLa carriera di LaioÓ).  To bind the two halves of 

Trachiniae, nothing would have been simpler than to bring DeianiraÕs body out onstage. 

In my class my students and I have discussed the complex effect the character of 

Antigone produces on her audience, both modern and ancient. Thus for example, although 

Antigone boasts that she is devoted to her family and was Òborn to loveÓ (523), she right away 

turns on her sister Ismene (who wonÕt break the law) and says ÒI hate youÓ (86, 93). She coldly 

announces that had her baby or her husband died, she would just let them rot, because she could 

get another baby or husband; but because her parents had died, she could not get another brother 
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(905-912). For another complex, disturbing example of strong women on the tragic stage, in 

EuripidesÕ Medea Jason scorns his wife for another woman, so in revenge she kills their two 

children. Ancient audiences would have been shocked, and modern audiences should be also. 

The particular genius of Antigone and Medea is to present complicated, sometimes 

unsympathetic or even terrible women as nonetheless abused by men who are wrong.  But no 

ancient audience of men would have had complicated feelings about Deianira. Deianira tries to 

make her husband fall back in love with her, and when disaster occurs, she only kills herself. All 

the women in Trachiniae are portrayed sympathetically. HeraclesÕ captive concubine Iole is 

horribly abused and remains mute; Deianira is entirely kind to her (Òher own beauty has 

destroyed her lifeÓ, 465). By contrast, Clytemnestra kills her husbandÕs helpless captive mistress 

Cassandra in AeschylusÕs Oresteia. Deianira praises the nurse as speaking Òjust like a free 

womanÓ (61-63), even though she is a slave. EuripidesÕ Alcestis provides an impressive parallel. 

Alcestis is the only person willing to die for her husband Admetos, who however immediately 

agrees to break his promise to her and take another woman into his house. When Heracles brings 

Alcestis back from the dead, she stands silent and hidden in front of her faithless husband, and 

will not speak.   

 The second part of the Trachiniae belongs to Heracles and Hyllus, his son with Deianira. 

Heracles enters, dying and in great pain, cursing and screaming. Just as Deianira is made to be as 

sweet as possible, Heracles is contrived to be as bad as possible. Much worse than Kreon or even 

Ajax, heÕs horrible!  He abandons his wife, he falls in love with another woman who is young 

and beautiful, he destroys a whole city, Oichalia, because of his lust for this woman, and once he 

has captured her, he sends her to his wifeÕs house: again we may compare Agamemnon in 

AeschylusÕs Oresteia, bringing his concubine Cassandra home to the house he shares with 
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Clytemnestra.  Lichas, who unwittingly brought Heracles the poisoned robe (he was Òin no way 

guilty of the crimeÓ: 773), Heracles smashes on the rocks, splashing his brains mixed with skull 

and blood. He repeatedly commands absolute obedience from his son Hyllus, before Hyllus 

knows what he will be ordered to do (1177-1251). We remember that Kreon also demanded 

obedience from his son Haimon (e.g., Ant. 672, 727-739). One of HeraclesÕ commands is to 

bring his wife Deianira, who he thinks is still alive, outside, so he can see whether Òit pains his 

son more to see my body mutilated or hers when it is justly torturedÓ (1068-1069). Another 

command is that Hyllus marry Iole, the captive woman whom his father had slept with, betraying 

HyllusÕs mother. This is almost as disgusting as incest, and after he has shown the world how 

empty the institution of marriage is.  But Heracles is totally egocentric: no one but his son should 

possess a woman he possessed; in line 1246 he says, ÓIt is no impiety if you will delight my 

heartÓ; in line 997 he tells his son, Òraise me up even if the poison kills you.Ó I note that in the 

mid sixth century, in PherekydesÕ version of this story, Heracles asked Eurytos for Iole on behalf 

of Hyllus, not for himself (see P. E. Easterling, Sophocles Trachiniae [Cambridge 1982] p. 17 n. 

28).  In Trachiniae, by acquiescing in his fatherÕs wishes, Hyllus shows himself a worthy son, 

identifies himself with his father, and reaffirms the objectification of women as items of 

exchange (Victoria Wohl, Intimate Commerce.  Exchange, Gender, and Subjectivity in Greek 

Tragedy [University of Texas Press 1998] Part I: ÒSoverign Father and Female Subject in 

SophoclesÕ TrachiniaeÓ). 

Heracles is also outraged that he has been felled by a woman.  ÒA woman, a female, in no 

way like a man, she alone without even a sword has brought me downÓ (1062-1063, see also 

1070-1075). We remember too that in the Antigone, Kreon refuses to yield to a woman: ÒI am no 
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man and she the man insteadÓ if Antigone prevails (Ant. 484-85); ÒI wonÕt be called weaker than 

a womanÓ (Ant. 680). 

 In a very few lines, Sophocles has contrived to make Heracles as odious as possible. 

Furthermore, in addition to Heracles, the other men in Trachiniae are also problematic. Lichas 

totally lies to Deianira, immediately and directly violating his oath to Zeus (398-475). Hyllus 

returns to Trachis and curses his mother (810), all unaware that she meant to commit no crime.  

Like Iole, however, she wonÕt respond despite the chorusÕs pleas, and goes off silently to kill 

herself (813-14).  Hyllus screams when he realizes the disaster he has caused (932-942). 

However, at 1230ff he now blames Iole for his motherÕs death and for HeraclesÕ condition.  All 

this is certainly consistent with dramatic trends in the years between 458 and 431, the probable 

time of this playÕs composition. In SophoclesÕ Ajax, Ajax is terrible to his poor wife Tekmessa 

(580-595). Euripides in the Alcestis clearly enjoys portraying the famous Greek heroes Admetos 

and his father Pheres as utter swine, just as Medea shows Jason and Kreon the king of Corinth as 

horrible.  So too is Agamemnon in AeschylusÕs Oresteia. 

 What finally is the significance of this drama? As I have discussed with my students, 

many people nowadays approach Greek tragedy as documents embedded within their own 

political and cultural contexts, and this is an approach I also follow. Even though the Trachiniae 

may seem to us a bleak domestic tragedy, what it represents is instead both very positive and 

socially progressive: a protest by Sophocles, a man, before an audience at least mostly of men, 

against the mistreatment of women and menÕs insensitivity to them.  

To understand this drama, we must ask what was the situation of women in contemporary 

Athens. The consensus view of scholars is that they were oppressed, kept indoors, and that this was a 

development of the late sixth and early fifth centuries. According to Michael Rostovtzeff, Òwomen 



13 

did not play that part in the life of fifth century Athens which they had played when Greece and 

Ionia were ruled by aristocracies . . .  The time of their political influence, of their importance in 

public life, had gone by. . .   Democracy banished women from the street to the house: the kitchen 

and the nursery, and the gynaeceum now became their sphereÓ (A History of the Ancient World I. 

The Orient and Greece [London 1930] 287).  And just so, on AthensÕ acropolis before 480, 17 

dedications by women are preserved; after 480, we have only one (A. E. Raubitschek, Dedications 

from the Athenian Acropolis: A Catalogue of the Inscriptions of the Sixth and Fifth Centuries B.C. 

[Cambridge 1949] 465).  Many black figure vases before 480 show women at the fountain; only one 

red figure vase does.  The Ionian Herodotos mentions women some 375 times.  The Athenian 

Thucydides hardly mentions them, and in his ÒFuneral OrationÓ Perikles Ñ  ostensibly a progressive 

democrat Ñ  remarks that the best thing for women is simply not to be talked about (2.46). 

 What explains womenÕs greater oppression in classical Athens, than in other times and 

places? The standard view links this oppression with the growth of democracy and the growth of 

freedom for men. As early fifth-century democracy evolved as government by citizen men equal 

together, men consciously relegated to themselves powers and privileges which therefore were 

formally denied to all others: women, children, slaves, foreigners, and allies.  Josh Ober 

observes, Òthe political cohesiveness of the citizenry was partly a product of the oppression of 

non-citizen groups within the polisÓ (Mass and Elite in Democratic Athens [Princeton 1989] 5).  

These attitudes sometimes had vulgar, even brutal aspects: between 510 and 470, many vases 

show scenes of violence against women and prostitutes, their abuse and degradation at the hands 

of men (see Robert Sutton, ÒPornography and persuasion on Attic potteryÓ, in Pornography and 

Representation in Greece and Rome, edited by A. Richlin [Oxford 1992] 3-35). 
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 However, after 460 the atmosphere begain to change.  Pornography is no longer seen, and 

especially after 450, vases typically depict polite romantic scenes of courting, bathing, and 

weddings, which Sutton compares to the 1960s films of Doris Day and Rock Hudson. Similarly, 

Robin Osborne has considered PeriklesÕ citizenship law of 451 in relation to white-figure 

lekythoi vases and funerary monuments.  As many scholars have noted, PeriklesÕ stipulation that 

a citizenÕs parents must both be Athenian must have elevated the status of Athenian women.  

Osborne links their enhanced status with the increasingly prominent appearance of women and 

children on lekythoi starting as early as 460, and on tomb monuments from the third quarter of 

the fifth century.  As he remarks, a person entering an Attic cemetery in the late sixth century 

would see monuments almost entirely of men.  A century later, he would see mostly women and 

children (R. Osborne, ÒLaw, the democratic citizen and the representation of women in classical 

AthensÓ,  Past & Present 155 [1997] 3-37). Although I have no time this evening for a detailed 

exposition of this theme, IÕll quote just one other passage from AristophanesÕ Frogs. In his 

debate with Aeschylus, Euripides remarks, "right from my first plays I had women speak and 

slaves no less, and the master and the girl and the old lady.Ó  Aeschylus Ñ  the older generation 

Ñ  objects, "Ought you not to die for such audacity?" Euripides replies, "No, by Apollo, for it 

was democratic what I was doing" (948-52). Between 458 and 431, every extant Athenian drama 

protests against the mistreatment of women: the Oresteia, when Agamemnon returns home with 

his concubine prisoner Cassandra, after having killed his daughter Iphigenia; the Ajax, where the 

protagonist scorns his sweet wife Tecmessa; the Antigone; the Alcestis in which the protagonist 

is the only person willing to die in place of her husband, who immediately ignores the promises 

he made to her; the Medea; the Trachiniae.  
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 Thus, in the Trachiniae Sophocles uses the mythological figure of Heracles for 

contemporary purposes. Heracles becomes a symbol of what is wrong with Athenian men, 

abandoning their households, indulging in lustful sex affairs. This play is not a depressing or a 

ÒlesserÓ tragedy. As part of a general social movement at Athens, the Trachiniae ever more 

clearly and strongly defends the cause of Athenian women against male self-centeredness and 

violence. Furthermore, this was a cause that AthensÕ womenÑ and its menÑ won.  My students 

here laugh when I mention Plato because they know that I donÕt completely approve of him.  I 

especially donÕt approve of his outrage in the Republic, when he complains about how much 

freedom (eleutheria) and equality (isonomia) there is between men and women in democracies 

like AthensÕ (Respubl. 563b). I donÕt approve of his outrage, but we can all celebrate that historic 

accomplishment of AthensÕ democracy which SophoklesÕ Trachiniae helped to advance. 

 

 

 


