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Abstract

In ancient Greek tragedy, the physical pain of male bodies is often depicted. Nonetheless, there are only a few examples of female
bodies in pain. Tragic heroines rarely or never refer to their somatic anguish. In the Euripidean corpus, this pain is narrated by male
and female Messengers. These Messengers in Alcestis, Medea, and Hecuba, describe the gestures and the miens of the heroines in
pain with great detail. Special attention is paid to the skin of these women. This paper examines the gestures of these suffering
heroines as responses to physical sources of pain, such as torment by the accumulation of excessive fluids under the skin, the eating of
skin and flesh by poison, and the piercing of the skin by sharp objects.
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Resumen

En la tragedia griega antigua, a menudo se representa el dolor fisico de los cuerpos masculinos. Sin embargo, hay solo unos pocos
ejemplos de cuerpos femeninos que sufren. Incluso en Euripides, las heroinas trdgicas rara vez o nunca se refieren a su angustia
somdtica. En el corpus de Euripides, este dolor es narrado por Mensajeros masculinos y femeninos. Estos Mensajeros de Alcestis,
Medeay Hécuba describen con gran detalle los gestos y los semblantes de las heroinas en el dolor. Se presta especial atencion a la piel
de estas mujeres que sufren. Este articulo examina los gestos de estas heroinas sufrientes como respuestas a fuentes fisicas de dolor,
como el tormento por la acumulacién excesiva de fluidos debajo de la piel, el consumirse de la piel y la carne por la accién del veneno
y la perforacién de la piel con objetos cortantes.
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1. Introduction

The extant plays of ancient Greek tragedy depict the physical pain of male bodies! but rarely focus on
female bodies in pain.2 Tragic heroes often speak about the suffering they are experiencing3 but tragic heroines

rarely or never refer to their somatic anguish.4 Nonetheless, Euripides shows a keen interest in the physical

aspects of the suffering of women. Although the female body in ancient Greece was closely associated with

pain5 we do not see the suffering of these heroines on stage. Euripidean women do not describe their somatic

anguish; it is narrated by male and female® Messengers.7 Although horrible scenes and hideous murders are

often assigned to Messengers in ancient Greek tragedies,8 it seems that the description of female bodies in pain
is a task that should exclusively be given to Messengers in Euripides.

In Alcestis and Medea, there are depictions of the demise of two women (Alcestis and the Corinthian
princess respectively). Alcestis serves as a willing substitute for Admetus when his time of death comes and, at

the start of the play, she is close to death. The sensory effect of wetness,” an effect that can only be experienced
through touch, plays a role in the depiction of Alcestis’ dying body. Medea poisons the gifts sent to Jason’s new

wife-to-be. The death of the Corinthian princess is felt like an attack on her skin and flesh.1? Achilles’ ghost
asks for a sacrifice in Hecuba and Polyxena accepts to be killed on the tomb of Achilles as a blood sacrifice to
his honor. The bloody sacrifice of Polyxena is described in Hecuba. Special attention is paid to the surface of
the maiden’s body: her skin, flesh, wound, and the actions surrounding her garments. Human pain is

extralinguistic in the sense that it has the power to defy lamguage.11 Suffering bodies often become the bridge
to the social since part of the bodily changes that take place are communicated, very often unconsciously: the

facial expressions, the voice, the postures, the gestures, ctc., that accompany forms of pain.!? This paper

focuses on the gestures,13 especially the ones revolving around skin,14 and their role in depicting female
physical suffering in Euripides’ tragedies. I examine the gestures of these suffering heroines as responses to
physical sources of pain, such as torment by the accumulation of excessive fluids under the skin, the eating of

skin and flesh by poison, and the piercing of the skin by sharp objects.
2. Sensing the wet bed in Alcestis

Alcestis, the heroine of Euripides’ eponymous tragedy staged in 438 BC, chooses to die to save Admetus’
life. Unlike other cases, Alcestis’ death is presented on stage. Recently Worman noted that this is an unusual

case and underlined that Alcestis’ death is pain—free.15 Nonetheless, the last part of this statement is not
necessarily true. In the First Episode, a female Messenger comes out of the house to describe Alcestis’
condition to a chorus of men from Pherae. She is an é£dyyelog, a Messenger bringing out news from inside the

house. We can assume that the Messenger followed Alcestis through the house.l® The maidservant is
extremely sympathetic to the dying heroine and provides a vivid description of Alcestis’ preparations for her

death.
According to the Messenger, the heroine somehow felt that her death was near (lines 158-159: émel yap

7159¢8” Huépay T xuplay / fixovaay, “when she learned that the fated day had come”).1” The verb used here to

describe Alcestis’ perception of her demise usually means “apprehend something by the senses”.'® We should
assume that Alcestis could tell that her end was near judging from the rapid appearance of the first symptoms

of her mysterious illness;!? that is, Alcestis must have started experiencing a degree of physical pain. Alcestis
performed a series of actions before her demise described by the Messenger. Gestures play an important part in
the maidservant’s description. Alcestis performed gestures that could be classified as non-communicative non-
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speech acts (or praxical gestures).zo Nevertheless, in an art form as highly symbolic as drama, even praxical

gestures may carry communicative value.2! These gestures reveal Alcestis’ condition. Some of them carry a

great symbolic value in ancient Greek culture.?

The heroine bathed herself (lines 159-160: #0aot Totapio Aevidy xpde. / ehovout’, “she bathed her pale skin
in flowing water”) and dressed properly for her funeral (lines 160-161: éx 8° élodoa xedplvwy Sduwv / tobijta
xéopov T’ evmpenag Woknoato, “and taking her finery from its chambers of cedar she dressed herself
becomingly”). The world xéopog, used here to describe Alcestis’ funerary attire, could also have been used to

describe the decoration of a bride.?> Alcestis is then depicted as standing in front of the altar of Hestia and
praying (line 162: xal otédon mpdobev Eotiag katnviato, “and standing in front of the hearth-goddess’ altar she
made her prayer”). Alcestis moved around the house, decorated all the altars with a branch of myrtle, and

prayed (lines 170-173):

mevTog 08 Bwpods, of ket Aduntou Sduouc,
mpoafihfe kakoreve kol mpoanvEeto,
6B dmoayifovon uwpotvng dofny

She went to all the altars in Admetus” house and garlanded them, breaking off
a spray of myrtle for each, and prayed.

The Messenger reports the heroine’s prayer (lines 163-169). Unfortunately, there is no intratextual
indication that Alcestis accompanied her prayer with gestures. We can assume that Alcestis adopted a prayer
posture when she was uttering these words.

Alcestis once again moved around the house, entered her bedroom (line 175: xémerra dhapov éomegoion,
“then she entered the bedchamber”), and lamented her fate (lines 177-182). The heroine then fell on the bed
and kissed it (lines 183-184: xvvet 8¢ mpoomitvovon, Tav 8¢ dépviov / 6¢Bakpotéyrte devetar mAnuuupldl, “she fell
on the bed and kissed it and moistened all the bedclothes with a flood of tears”). In the following lines, Alcestis
is depicted as getting out of bed, bent with weakness, and exiting her chambers. Nonetheless, as the
maidservant stresses, Alcestis had been repeating her actions several times, despite her fatigue (lines 185-188):

gmel 8t moAA@Y Sotcpbwy elyey kdpov,
oTelyel mpovwig Ekegoton depviny,
kol oIk Bohapery Eblode” EmeaTpady
xéppryey adTiy adBic &g xoltny Téhwy.

When she had had enough of weeping, she tore herself from the bed and went

bent with weakness, and again and again, after going out of the chamber, she
turned back and threw herself upon the bed once more.

The Messenger not only describes Alcestis’ praxical gestures but also provides information regarding her

miens.2* In lines 173-174, the maidservant stresses that Alcestis before entering her chambers was tearless,
without a groan in her voice, and having a lovely color on her skin (&xhavtog doTévaxtog, 0088 TodmdY / Kotkdy
uebioty ypwtdg evedi] dpvory, “there was no tear in her eye or groan in her voice, nor was the lovely color of her
skin changed by her looming misfortune”). After entering her chambers and seeing her bed, Alcestis wept (line
176) and then cried with excess and in a repetitive manner (lines 183-188). Alcestis’ last gestures were

communicative non-speech acts, according to Kerbrat-Orechioni’s categorization.25 Alcestis embraced and
kissed her children and reached out her right hand to her distressed servants to say goodbye (lines 189-195):

moideg 8¢ mETAwY unTpd EnpTrévor
Bchauiov- 1) O hapPavovs’ &g dyxdhag
fomalet’ dhhot’ dlhov i Borvoupévn.
TAVTEG O EKAQUOV OlKETOL KalTd TTEY0G
d¢amowvay olxTipovte, 1 0% debiiry
TPOVTEWY EKATTY, KOUTIG 7]y 0DTw Kotkdg
8v ob mpooteine kel Tpooeppy Oy TEALY.
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Now the children were hanging onto their mother's gown and weeping, and
she, taking them into her arms, gave them each her last kiss. All of the servants
in the house were weeping and bewailing their mistress. She reached out her
hand to cach of them, and none was so lowly that she did not address him and
receive his blessing in return.

The act of kissing and embracing her children needs no further explanation. Alcestis” other gesture though
is a culturally-dependent one. The heroine reached her hand to the servants to wish them farewell. All of these
communicative non-speech acts can be considered emblems; that is, symbolic gestures implying contact

between dramatic characters.2® As it has been argued, this Messenger expresses her personal opinion on

Alcestis’ sacrifice and she is highly sympathetic to the heroine (lines 196-198):2

Tole¥T’ év ofkcols 20Tty AdunTou kaxd.
Kol kotBova TéY Qyet’, xduyav 8’ Exet
TogodTOV dhyos, oBmod’ ol AedoeTal.

Such are the troubles in Admetus’ house. And if he had died he would be
gone, but since he has escaped death, he lives with such grief as he shall never forget.

But did Alcestis feel any kind of physical suffering according to the Messenger? Could this anguish have
been skin-related? What is the role of gestures described by the maidservant in depicting this pain?

Alcestis” imminent death is described as a véoog in this tragedy. Apollo in the Prologue informs us that
28 (

Alcestis was being held by Admetus due to her poor condition and gasped for air“® (line 19-20: # viv xat’

oloug &v yepotv Paotaletar / Yvyoppayoton, “she is now on the point of death, held up by the arms of her

family within the house”).29 In this messenger speech, the movements, posture,30 and gestures of Alcestis
attest to her suffering, Alcestis moved frantically around the house and repeated the same set of movements all

over again in lines 185-188, revealing her agi'ca'cion.3 1 The Messenger uses the same words as Apollo to
describe Alcestis’ condition: at the very moment she was talking to the members of the Chorus the heroine

had her head inclined®? and gasped for air (line 142: #8n mpovwmhg 20Tt xal Yvyopparyel, “she is already sinking
and on the point of death”). Just before that, Alcestis’ posture was quite similar, as the description of the

maidservant attests (line 186: éxcmegotoe; line 187: ehote” émeatpadn; line 188: xappryev).>® Alcestis cried
excessively inside her bedroom, revealing her emotional distress and, probably, her physical suffering. The
maidservant uses the adjective 6¢8ahpotéyxtos and the noun minupvpis in line 184, to describe Alcestis’ tears.
These tears, as we learn, soaked her bed (lines 184-185). As Combatti argues, the hapax é¢Balpotéyxre
underlines the scrutiny of the lacrimation that calls to mind the ancient medical explanation of crying as a

phenomenon linked to the patient’s behavior of the eye and an excess of internal fluids.>* In medical texts,
ophthalmological diseases are often linked to an excess of liquid associated with the overflowing of fluid in the

head.>> Not only was the female flesh regarded as porous and soft in ancient Greek thought? ® but Alcestis’

god-sent disease might have caused this marvelous excess of fluids expressed by her hyperbolic crying.3 7 The
maidservant does not only refer to the heroine's mental anguish but to the physical aspect of her illness as well.
Alcestis’ skin is in the limelight in this messenger speech. The maidservant refers to the heroine’s white skin

in line 159 (evkdv ypsa).>® This reference belongs to the description of one of Alcestis’ praxical gestures
(bathing her body before her funeral). The second time the Messenger refers to Alcestis™ skin is in lines
173-174 (000t Todmidv / kokdy uebiom ypwtds eveldi] dvow) claiming that the heroine’s illness did not affect her
beautiful skin. Alcestis’ courage seems to go hand in hand with the preservation of her lovely skin. Until the
moment she entered her bedroom and started to cry, Alcestis’ skin was unchanged. The eye is an organ
situated on the surface of the human body and is surrounded by skin. This organ is located at the edges of the
human body. This is exactly the organ that manifests Alcestis’ véoog. The vivid depiction of the soaked eye and

39

wet bed evokes a strong sensation of wetness,”” a sensation that can only be experienced by touch. Alcestis’
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physical pain can be felt by her and anyone else touching her bed, we should suppose, by touch, the sensation
linked to the human skin.

3. Experiencing an attack on skin and flesh in Medea

In Medea, a play produced in 431 BC, the horrible death of a woman is described by a Messenger who is one
of Jason’s men and so formerly of Medea’s household (lines 1136-1230). The servant is moved by the

princess’s death, although he shows understanding and sympathy for his former Iady.40 Before the messenger
speech, in the introductory dialogue between Medea and the Messenger, the Messenger informs Medea that

Creon and his daughter died through her poison (line 1126). Nonetheless, he starts his story from scratch?!
and culminates in the death of the Corinthian princess and her father after providing a long and gory
description of the events. The Messenger presents the events as an attack on the princess’s skin and flesh by

Medea’s gifts.42

The servant initially presents the young victim performing a series of non-communicative non-speech acts
(or praxical gestures). He also refers to her miens and describes a gesture that could be considered an emblem.
The Messenger starts by describing the succession of different expressions on the princess’s face, which (to

him) make it clear both how much she adores Jason and how much she dislikes his children with Medea®?
(lines 1149-1150). The princess welcomed Jason with a look full of love before secing his children (lines
1145-1146: mply pgv téxvey o@v elodeiv Svvwplda, / mpéBupoy ely’ 0¢Bahuov eig Iaoove, “before she saw the two
children, had eyes only for Jason”). The Corinthian princess, once she set eyes on Medea’s children, looked
away and veiled (lines 1147-1149):

EmeLToL pévToL TPkt upata

hevieny T dmeoTpel” Eumady Tapnida,

maldwv puoayfelo’ eicddov.

Then she veiled her eyes and turned her white cheek away, disgusted at
seeing the children come in.

Her act of veiling can be considered a symbolic gesture within ancient Greek culture.#* As Cairns observes,
in this case, the princess acted as she would if she had taken an offense, and punished the offender by refusing

further interaction.> Nevertheless, the princess at the sight of Medea’s gifts brought by the children, changed
her mind (line 1156: 7 8°, g éoeide kbopov, “when she had seen the raiment”). The soon-to-be-proved fatal
gifts are referred to as xéopog, not only by Medea but also three times in this tragedy (lines 787, 954, 972).46

These gifts are a robe and a crown. As Mastronarde argues, the robe and crown mark this woman as a

quintessential bride, as brides are specially dressed and crowned for their wedding.47 The Corinthian princess
immediately succumbed to the gifts’ charm and tried them on (line 1159: Aafoton mémlovg mouclhoug
fuméoyeto, “she took the many-colored gown and put it on”; line 1160: ypvoodv Te Belon oredavov audt
BooTpiyots, “and setting the gold crown about her locks”). The Messenger spends some time describing her
grooming scene and informs Medea that the next gesture made by the princess is to look at herself in the
mirror and arrange her hair (line 1161: apmp xatémtpe oynuatifetar kduny, “she arranged her hair in a bright
mirror”). The Messenger consequently refers to one of the princess’s miens: the princess smiled at her image
(line 1162: dpuyov eixm Tpoayerdon owpatog, “smiling at the lifeless image of her body”). This description does
not lack sinister undertones since not only in ancient Greek culture were mirrors often considered ominous or

uncanny in some wayS but the phrase used to describe the princess’s image (&\vyov eike) can be regarded as a
y y p p & X &
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gloomy omen of her impending death.* The princess did not stop there. She got up from her seat and paraded
across the room (1163-1165):>°

xémert’ dvaotio’ dx Bpdvwv OiEpyeTon
oTeyag, afpdy Batvovae Tehhebiy modt,
dwpotg Hrrepyalpovon

And then getting up from her seat she paraded about the room, her white feet
making dainty steps, entranced with the gifts.

Medea’s rival glanced at her beautiful legs several times (lines 1165-1166: oA\ wodhdig / tévovt” é¢ 3pBov
Bupaot oxomovpévy, “glancing back again and again at the straight tendon of her leg”). The Messenger describes
the body of the young woman as a beautiful spectacle and focuses on her face, head, and eyes with a brief

description of the rest of her bocly,51 especially her lf:gs.52 Now that the Messenger has tried to telescope the
attention of the listeners upon the princess, he continues by describing her demise focusing on the same areas

of her body.> From this point on, as the Messenger claims, things went awry and the beautiful body of the
princess became a body in pain, a spectacle difficult to watch (line 1167: TotvBévde pévrol Sewdv v Béap” ideiv-,
“but thereafter there was a terrible sight to behold”).

The servant describes the embodied response of the young woman to the poisonous gifts including many

gory details to an even greater extent than most other messenger speeches concentrated on visceral niceties.>*

As the princess’s physical pain was so excruciating, the only thing left to do to somehow communicate it was
gcsturing.55 She had remained silent for a time (lines 1181-1182). Nonetheless, even her silence was able to

speak volumes about her physical suffering.56 The body of Jason’s bride-to-be seems to undergo a process of

dissolution.>” The first thing the viewers of this horrible scene noticed was the change in the color of the
princess’s face (line 1168: XpoLe yep édhataae, “for her color changed”). After that, the woman’s legs started

to tremble and she turned back and stumbled (lines 1168-1169: Aeyplo oy / ywpel Tpépovan kAa, “and with
legs trembling she staggered back sidelong”). She managed to fall into a chair and not collapse to the floor
(lines 1169-1170: xal ubhig $Bdver / Bpdvolowy éumegoion i yapal meoetv, “and by falling on the chair barely
escaped collapsing on the floor”).

The princess’s gestures were not enough to communicate the density and depth of her physical pain to all
viewers of this spectacle. As the Messenger says, a woman thought that a frenzy from Pan or one of the other
gods had come upon the young woman and raised a festal shout to the god (lines 1171-1173). The details of

the Corinthian princess’s symptoms appear as objects of this old woman’s gaze.® The woman notices the
change in the princess’s color by describing her paleness (line 1175: afué T° otk &vév ypol-), seeing the white
foam coming out of her mouth and her eyes rolling back (lines 1173-1175):

mplv y” 6pd St oTépa

Y0poDVTeL heUkdy ApoV, SPUATWY T &0

Kbpag aTpEdovany

until she saw the white foam coming between her lips and her eyes starting
out of their sockets

The new gestures and miens of this body in pain make the viewers realize that the princess’s condition is
grave. As the servant says, the old woman shouts to lament for the distraction that had stricken the princess
(lines 1176-1177). The rest of the servants ran to inform both Jason and Creon (lines 1177-1780).

The princess initially had not tried to communicate her pain by words or sounds. In lines 1183-1184, she is
described as opening her eyes and moaning (81" 2§ dvaddov xal woavtog upatog / Sevdy atevabas” ¥ Taaw’
7yelpeto, “when the poor woman wakened from her silence, opened her eyes, and gave forth a terrible groan”).
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Her embodied reaction to Medea’s gifts is enough to make the Messenger grasp her anguish. He describes the
young woman’s pain as a double calamity attacking her body (line 1185: dimhotv yip a0Tfj Tip” émeoTportedetor,
“for she was being attacked with a double pain”). The Messenger describes what he sees; that is, the dissolution
of the princess’s body by the gifts firmly attached to her head and white flesh (lines 1186-1189):

XpLooTG v GuPL KpoTi Kelpevog TAdKog
Bovpaotdv tet vapo mouddyov mupde,
méThol 08 hemtol, 06V Tékvwy SwpHuaTa,Aevkiy EBamTov chpKa Tig duadalpovog.

The golden circlet about her head shot forth a terrible stream of consuming
fire, and the fine-spun gown, gift of your sons, was eating into the wretched girl's white flesh.

The rival of Medea despite her pain tried to fight back and performed a series of movements and gestures.
The princess stood up from her throne and started to run (line 1190: ¢evyet 8~ dvaotao’ &k Bpdvwv Tupovuéwn,
“and all aflame she leapt from the chair and fled”), tossing her hair to shake off the crown (lines 1191-1192:
oelovon Yoty kpata T’ &hhotT’ dhhove, / piyou BEhovor oTedavov-, “tossing her hair this way and that, trying to
shake off the diadem”). Nonetheless, every time she shook her hair to get rid of the crown, the fire emanating
from it blazed up twice as high (lines 1192-1194):

G\ Gpapdra
oVVieapa Y puads elye, Tip 8, Emel koY
Eoeioe, padhov dig Toowg ENdumeTo.

But the gold crown held its fastenings firmly, and when she shook her hair,
the fire only blazed up twice as high.

She finally succumbed to her pain and her final gesture was falling to the floor (line 1195: itver 8 &g 000ug
ovpdopd vicwpévy, “she fell to the floor, overwhelmed by disaster”). According to the Messenger, her beautiful
body had become unrecognizable to everyone but her father (line 1196: iy 1@ Texdvrt képta Suauabig ideiv-,
“barely recognizable to any but her father”). The beautiful princess was transformed into an appalling corpse.
The body parts that seem to have suffered the most were the ones formerly described as her assets: her eyes,
face, and skin. All that had been left of the princess’s body was dissolved human flesh (lines 1197-1202):

ol dupaTWY Yap SAog iy kaTAoTAGLG
olT’ edduic mpoowTov, alua 8’ & dxpou
EoTale kpatods cupmedUPREVOY TTUPL,

ohpkeg 8’ 4T 60TEWY WOTE TEDKIVOV OAKPU
yvéBoig &dMhotg dapudrwy dméppeoy,
Sewvdv Béapa

Her eyes no longer kept their wonted form nor did her shapely face, and from
the top of her head blood dripped, mingled with fire, and her flesh dropped
from her bones like resin from a pine-torch, torn by the unseen jaws of the

poison, a dreadful sight to behold.

We should suppose that the bodily exhibition of the princess’s pain made the servants not want to touch her
dead body (lines 1202-1203: waat 8" Av dpéBog Oryelv / vexpob- Ty yap elyopev diddoxatov, “and we were all
afraid to touch the corpse, taught well by the event we had seen”). Nonetheless, Creon did not know because
he had not been an eye-witness of her body in pain and shared his daughter’s fate (lines 1204-1221).

The skin of the princess and the sense of touch® are in the limelight in the Messenger’s description of the
princess’s physical suffering. Medea had used the princess’s skin to poison her. The Messenger draws attention
to the texture of the objects (the golden crown: 1160, 1186, 1193; the fine dress: 1188, 1214), stressing those

aspects of the gifts that proved fatal to the princess.60 The poison gets to the young woman’s system through
her skin and, although it affects her whole body, the symptoms of her poisoning become more visible through
her skin and the organs situated in her skin. The Messenger and other viewers notice the paleness of the
Corinthian woman (lines 1168, 1175), and her eyes and mouth, two of her physical edges located at the

7
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surface of her body that manifest the symptoms of her affliction (lines 1173-1174). Finally, her
metamorphosis from a beautiful bride-to-be to a horrendous corpse is attested by the dissolving of her flesh
(lines 1197-1202).

4. Exposing and hiding skin in Hecuba

In line 484 of Hecuba, a play produced in 424 BC, Talthybius reaches Hecuba —~whom a Chorus of Trojan
women surrounds— to announce to her that the sacrifice of Polyxena has taken place and that he wants to
fetch her to bury the corpse of her daughter (lines 508-510). In lines 511-517, Hecuba implores the Achaean
Messenger to tell her all about the last moments of Polyxena. After that, the Messenger gives a lengthy speech
and describes every detail concerning the young maiden’s bloody sacrifice (lines 518-582). Although
sacrificing a young woman was an atrocious act, Talthybius finds a way to aestheticize this act and tries to
control the horror produced by Polyxena’s slaughter.

Talthybius is highly sympathetic to the former Trojan queen and tells her that he took pity on Polyxena’s
death (lines 518-520). He also describes who was present when the sacrifice took place and emphasizes the
gestures performed by Neoptolemus, Polyxena’s killer. Neoptolemus and other people are described as

performing a series of gestures concerning the sacrifice in lines 523-545.91 The most important ones are those
concerning Polyxena’s restriction of movement. Neoptolemus took Polyxena by the hand and set her on the
top of the mound (lines 523-524: hafov 8° Ayikhéwg mais TTohvEévny yepds / doto” ém dxpou ywpartos, “and
Achilles” son took Polyxena’s hand and placed her on top of the glravc-mound”)62 and a chosen band of young
Achacans followed to hold her and prevent her from struggling (lines 525-527: hextol T° Ayouav Zxxpiror
veaviat, / oxlptnua pdoyov ofig kabbovteg yepoiv, / tomovto, “and young soldiers, specially chosen, followed,
hands ready to keep your calf from bolting”). Neoptolemus’ gesture was a praxical gesture performed to start
the sacrifice. Nonetheless, this hand gesture carries a symbolic meaning in ancient Greek culture. This gesture

was performed by the bridegroom during the wedding ceremony.63 This gesture was not only used in the
context of marriage but also in that of abduction and rape.é4 Modern scholars believe that this gesture in

Hecuba has an ambiguous meaning. Polyxena’s sacrifice is presented as a wedding to Achilles.% By presenting
a violent act as a union with a dead hero, the Messenger attempts to smoothly incorporate violence into the

ancient Greek system of social exchange.66 Nevertheless, Talthybius interprets the gesture of the soldiers who
hold down Polyxena as a conscious attempt to prevent her from escaping the sacrifice or showing any form of
resistance in the final stages of the sacrifice when the young woman will have been overcome by pain.

In line 546, the formerly silent Polyxena, contrary to what was expected of a sacrificial victim, answered
back to her future killer and Talthybius reports her speech (lines 547-552). Polyxena’s reported speech in

547-552 echoes, without exactly repeating, the words she spoke onstage in lines 342-378.97 Polyxena declares
that she died of her own free will, offered her neck to her slaughterers, and asked only one thing: to not be
touched (lines 548-549: éxoton Bvijoxaw: i Tig dmrar ypods / Toduod: mapttn yop Sépny evxapdiwg, “I volunteer
my death. Let no hand touch me, for I am glad to offer you my throat”). The young maiden asked to be set free
to die without restrictions (line 550: Z\evBpay 8¢ 1, dg Ehevbépa Bavw, “set me free so, (...) I die free”).
Unfortunately, we are not in a position to know whether or not Polyxena’s words were accompanied by
complementary gestures which reinforced her speech act. Polyxena’s plea was successful and the Achacans set
her free, answering the command of Agamemnon (lines 553-556). Polyxena’s unusual freedom of movement
allowed her to perform a series of gestures that Talthybius describes in detail. In the following lines, as De Jong
argues, this Messenger includes longer, more complex, or different descriptions of gestures and miens than

usual 8
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Polyxena is described as grasping her robe and tearing it wide open from the shoulder straight down to her
navel, showing her breasts to the Greek army, kneeling on one knee, and addressing Neoptolemus for a last
time (lines 557-565). She called Neoptolemus “young soldier” (line 563: & veavie) and ostensibly showed him
the places where he could strike his blow, as we can judge from the text (lines 557-565):

xGTel 160 eloVkovae deamoT@Y Emog,

haPoion mémhovg & dicpag Emwpidog

Eppnte haryovag &g péoag Tap” opdahdv,

paotode T Edetée oTépva 6 G drydhpatog
kédMaTe, kel kebelon Tpog yaiay yovv

Oheke mevTwy TAYROVESTATOY AdY0V-

1800, 768", €i utv otépvoy, @ veavia,

modew mpoBuug, Teoov, el & O’ adyéva

xpflets, hpeoTt hapds edTpemig 8d€.

And when she heard authority’s words,

she grasped her robe and tore it wide open
from shoulder straight down to her navel

and showed breasts that gleamed like a statue’s
carved to honor the gods, and she knelt on one knee
to say the most courageous last words:

“Look, young soldier. If you would strike

my breast, strike here. But if my throat

is what you want, my neck is bared here.”

Polyxena’s initial gestures are supposed to be non-communicative but they carry profound meanings. The
maiden kneels on one knee and her posture brings to mind several statues of Aphrodite bathing.69 In ancient

Greek culture, statues were considered to “speak” under the right circumstances.”0 We should suppose that
when she spoke to Neoptolemus for the last time and asked him to pierce either her bare chest or neck,
Polyxena accompanied her words with communicative non-speech acts; that is, deictic gestures. Polyxena’s
final gesture after Neoptolemus had slayed her neck was to try to fall modestly to not expose what should not

have been seen by the eyes of men, as Talthybius almost cryptically says (lines 566-570):!

88" ob B2hwv Te xal BEMwY olicte KdpY,
TEUVEL T10Ype) TVEDUATOG Sloppodc:

Kpouvol 8 Eywpouy. 7] 0% xal Bvijoxova” Suws
TOXMY TTpdvoLay elyev edoyuwy TETED,
KPUTTTOVG & KPUTITEW SUUAT  GPTEVWY YPEWY.

And he, unwilling yet willing in his pity,

cuts her windpipe with the iron sword.
Springs gushed forth. But she even in her dying
took great care to fall modestly, hiding

all that should be hidden from men’s eyes.

The effect that this scene had on the Greek men was remarkable. They were so impressed by her courage
and nobility (571-580) that immediately after Polyxena’s death, they covered her pyre with gifts and strew
leaves over her corpse. They also criticized one of their comrades for not bringing a gift for the young maiden
(lines 577-578: Eotxag, & kdxioTe, Tf] veavidt / o mémhov 000t xdaov &v yepolv Eywv, “how can you stand there,
you no-good, hands empty, no robe, no gift for the young one?”). The men responded to Polyxena’s gesture as
heroic: leaves are not only thrown at the dead but also at the bodies of the men victorious in athletic games

(cj)u?&o@o)doc).n Although Polyxena’s gestures concerning the exposure and covering of her skin could have had
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an erotic coloring,”® Talthybius tries to idealize his sentimental tale of Polyxena’s demise. His statue reference
has a “remedial” function as it enables Talthybius (and by implication the Greek army as well as the tragic

audience) to replace the arbitrary violence of the sacrifice with aesthetic pleasure, aiming for the

“domestication and control” of tragic horror.”4 Nonetheless, the sinister facets of this bloody act cannot be
completely hidden in this messenger speech.

Talthybius’ beatified narration of Polyxena’s sacrifice cannot completely conceal the violent nature of this

act.”? Polyxena was initially treated like an animal by the Greek men who were determined to continue the
sacrifice no matter what her reaction would have been.”® Polyxena spoke and gave Neoptolemus a choice to
strike either her throat or her chest but Neoptolemus chose the most conventional method of sacrifice after
some pondering (line 566). His choice is significant because sacrificial victims traditionally have their throats

cut, while chest wounds are more commonly associated with the deaths of heroes.”” Polyxena is denied the
death of a hero. The physical brutality entailed in the young maiden’s sacrifice is omnipresent in Hecuba,

although Polyxena’s blood-letting takes place off stage.78 The Messenger, although he praises Polyxena’s
generalized statue-like beauty, refers to the specific parts of her body to which Neoptolemus’ weapon was

directed: the throat, windpipe, blood, and breath.”? The sacrifice ended Polyxena’s life and terminated the
integrity of her beautiful body by picrcing and blooding it.3" The wound left on her throat by Neoptolemus’
knife left behind an aperture that terminated the fantasy of her body having the smooth and closed whole
surface of a statue and exposed the fact that the human body is a container of insides threatening to spill out of

wounds and other openings.3! The viewers did not see the wound inflicted on the beautiful body of the
maiden but they heard gruesome descriptions of it. In the Parodos, the Chorus claimed that members of the

Greek army demanded that Achilles” tomb be crowned with Polyxena’s blood (lines 125-126: tov Ayf\ketov
toufov otedavotv / aluatt xhwpd, “Achilles’ tomb be crowned with new-blossomed blood”), and envisaged
Polyxena’s sacrifice as a violent and bloody act that should have been avoided at all costs (lines 150-153):

7 Oel ¢ émdeiv TOuPov TpomeTH

dowioaousvy aluatt Topbévoy

éx ypuoodopou

Seipiig vaLoue) erovavyel.

or else you must see her thrown on that tomb.
—A virgin stained red.

—Blood on her gold-clad neck.

—Blood in a gleaming black gush.

The Chorus imagined Polyxena dripping black blood from her throat (line 153: Seipfig vaou® pekavovyei).

The same image is repeated in the messenger speech by Talthybius.%? The Messenger narrates that
Neoptolemus prayed to Achilles, raising the cup and offering him the “pure black blood” of Polyxena (lines
536-538):

ENBE 0°, dg Tring pekay

xbp1g dxpoudvic alp’, & got dwpovuedo

OTPOLTOG Te KAYw-

And come, taste a darker drink,
a girl’s unwatered blood, the army’
sgift and mine.

Neoptolemus then severed her windpipe so the blood gushed forth (lines 567-568 tépver o187 pw Tvebpatog
Steppodc: / xpowvol 8 Exdpovy, “cuts her windpipe with the iron sword. Springs gushed forth”).83 Talthybius

10
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describes the exact moment Polyxena took her last breath (line 567) by providing an anatomical reference.84

He repeats the same fact in line 571 (émel 8° ddijxe mvedua ovastue adoyf, “then, when sacrifice had stopped
her breathing”). As Segal argues, the repetition of the word mvedua, breath, keeps in the foreground the

physical violence of ending a 1ife.85 In the following lines, the women of the Chorus interpret Polyxena’s

sacrifice as belonging to a series of actions that led to the Trojan War causing scenes of universal horror and

suffering.86

Talthybius’ sympathy for Hecuba and Polyxena seems to have “something insidious”, not only because his
report of the sacrifice suggests “an interpretation of the human sacrifice that elides its brutality”.3” Although

Talthybius is talking to the mother of this girl, he seems so absorbed in his description88 that he does not
hesitate to describe Polyxena’s breasts as “the most beautiful” (kd\\ota) fixating on the potential sexuality of

the maiden’s gesture.®? Talthybius not only does not waver on eroticizing the young woman’s final moments
but compares Polyxena’s breasts to the ones of female statues (lines 560-561). This “statue reference” also puts
necrophilia into the picture. According to Michelini, Talthybius’ objectification of Polyxena’s body in his
comparison of her nude torso to that of a statue brings into mind the fact that in Greek erotic lore, several

people have been attracted to the lifeless image of a human body, a statue or a corpse.”® Hecuba may be right
to “translate” the scene described by Talthybius in this way.”! The Greek army’s gifts to the dead body of

Polyxena are a sign of admiration but behind this kind of praise may lurk a form of fetishism.”? The xéapoc
and the veil that one soldier should have brought to the corpse, according to the Greek men (lines 577-578),
are the usual ornaments of a bride. ®vXioforic was also a part of the makarismos of the newly-wed pair at

weddings,93 and brides were supposed to receive the erotic admiration of the men who attended the ceremony.
Talthybius’s description of the sacrifice of Polyxena “pulls the spectator up close to the girl’s body, detailing its

palrts”.94 As Worman notes, although this type of detail is not uncommon in extant tragedy, and may well be
especially prominent in messenger speeches, such close attention to bodies is never in the service of admiration
of a naked virgin, and certainly does not include reference to her breasts and (perhaps) a suggestion of her

sex.”’ The eyes (of the mind) of the listeners of the messenger speech are encouraged to become fixated on
Polyxena’s body. Nevertheless, this body is a body in pain. This fact can shed new light on Polyxena’s puzzling
gestures.

We do not learn a lot about Polyxena’s physical suffering. Nonetheless, Talthybius informs us that in her
final moments, when the pain caused by her fatal wound would have been insufferable, she had the strength to
cover what should not have been seen by the eyes of men (line 570). Although the phrase used (kpvrrovs” &
KpUTTTEL Suuat’ Gpotvey xpedv) is quite vague, modern scholars have suggested that Polyxena fell graciously to

not expose her genitals.96 The only thing that we learn about the way she fell is that besides the fact that she
was dying, she put some effort into falling to the ground the way she did (lines 568-569). The world edoyuwv

does not convey only the meaning of respectful and decent but also a beautiful, gracious way.”” Scodel rightly
points out that the exposure of Polyxena’s female genitals would not be considered beautiful, but ugly and

ridiculous.?® Perhaps Polyxena wanted to cover this perceived ugliness of her dying body but also the wound
on her skin that transformed her statuesque figure into a bloody spectacle, into a form no longer whole and
intact, a body touched by the sacrificial knife. The touch of this knife must have caused her pain, a pain that
she did not wish to communicate. Zeitlin has long ago underlined the connection between touch and

Polyxena’s passion for freedom.”” Polyxena does not wish to be touched by others or touch others to save her
life. The young maiden also refused to make a gesture of supplication towards Odysseus earlier in this tragedy

(lines 342-344).100 Polyxena before her sacrifice broke her silence and demanded not to be touched just like
Iphigenia (LA. 1544-1567) where the heroine explicitly says that she does not wish to be touched by any of the
Achaeans (lines 1559-1560: pi) Vavoy tig Apyelwy &uod- / ovyf] Tepebm dépny edxapding, “so then let none of the

11
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Argives lay hands on me, for I will bravely yield my neck without a word”).1%! Nonetheless, Polyxena by

exposing and hiding her skin in Hecuba, manages to make her sacrifice “a show of untouchability”.102

Neoptolemus’ hands touch only the goblet and the knife and the soldiers use their hands to throw gifts at her,

as a gesture from afar, and cover her dead body.!% Polyxena’s indirectly touched skin manages to some extent
to be latent after her demise.

S. Conclusions

We examined three messenger speeches that recount the sufferings of women who are on the brink of death.
Alcestis’ physical pain seems minimal, although the heroine is overcome by fatigue and exhibits signs of
shortness of breath. Creon’s daughter is being poisoned by her skin and experiences excruciating pain. We
should suppose that Polyxena’s fatal wound, one that caused a flood of blood to come out of her neck, caused
her a great amount of pain. Alcestis died on stage and her demise was not narrated by her maidservant. The
Corinthian princess died horrifically and the servant described her passing. Polyxena was slaughtered and
Talthybius narrated her sacrifice in a beautified way.

Describing the skin of a woman was a traditional way of praising her beauty in ancient Greek literature. The
same happens here. In all of these cases, the beauty of the heroine is being exalted just before her demise. The
demise of Alcestis, Medea’s rival, and Polyxena brings alterations to their skin and flesh. Alcestis becomes
visibly pale, the Corithian princess dissolves into a mash of skin and bones, and Polyxena’s lovely skin becomes
wounded. The surface of these female bodies in pain exhibits the marks of their physical suffering. As physical
pain cannot easily be described by the ones who feel it, the Messengers do not recount the words of these
women in pain. The Messengers focus on the gestures of these Euripidean heroines that result in a series of
non-communicative and communicative non-speech acts that speak volumes of their conditions.

Alcestis’ tears, caused by her emotional and physical condition, soak her bed. Behind Euripides’ medical
description of Alcestis crying may lie the belief that the behavior of the eye of a patient depends on his/her
balance of internal fluids. Alcestis’ illness could have caused her an excess of internal fluids, especially in her
head. The heroine needed to engage in hyperbolic crying to feel better. The maidservant not only refers to the
heroine’s mental anguish but also to the physical aspect of her illness. Initially, the skin of Alcestis does not
change color as it was supposed to, but under it, excessive fluids might have been accumulating. The effect of
the heroine’s condition attested by the wet bed can only be experienced by touch, specifically Alcestis’ touch,
the maidservant’s touch, and the touch of others.

In Medea, the Messenger has the audience of his speech telescoped upon the beautiful body of the princess,
her eyes, face, and skin, and continues by describing her demise by focusing on the same areas of her body.
Foam comes out of the princess’s mouth, her eyes roll, she becomes pale, and her beautiful skin dissolves. Even
if the internal audience is initially unable to fully grasp the degree of the woman’s physical suffering, her
gestures make it understandable. Everyone who witnessed this horrible spectacle stays away from the corpse of
the Corinthian princess. Creon’s daughter experienced an attack on her skin and flesh which caused her
insufferable pain. Her “illness” is manifested through the skin of the sufferer, transmitted by touch.

Polyxena in Hecuba chooses to hide her pain. Talthybius also chooses not to focus on the horrible
conditions of the young woman’s demise but on the beauty of her act and the bravery of her soul. Nevertheless,
the gory details omitted have a way of entering the Messenger’s story. Polyxena is the victim of a brutal
sacrifice who has her body bloodied and her skin pierced. The barbarity of this act cannot be completely
concealed. The maiden wishes not to be touched and exposes and conceals her skin in a “a show of
untouchability” while her skin is being touched by the sacrificial knife and the hands of the soldiers indirectly
touch her through their gifts to her dead body. Her final gesture is to conceal her pierced body and damaged
skin. Polyxena chooses to conceal the signs of her physical suffering and does not wish to communicate her
pain.
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Notes

1 Some of the suffering heroes are Ajax and Philoctetes in Sophocles’ eponymous tragedies, Heracles in Sophocles’
Trachiniae, Hippolytus in Euripides’ Hippolytus, and Orestes in Euripides’ Orestes. On the tragic representation of
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discase and physical pain see also Biggs (1966); Padel (1985); Worman (2000); Valakas (2002); Budelmann (2006);
Holmes (2008) and (2010); Allan (2014); Blanco (2020).

2 Worman notes that extant plays do not focus for the most part on female bodies in pain and some of the tragedies
show more concern with male suffering. According to her, Euripides appears more interested in female characters’
emotional distress. See Worman (2020, p. 28).

3 Worman argues that some of the suffering heroes exhibit signs of male exhibitionism in tragedy, where they indulge
in showing off their wounded bodies. See Worman (2017, pp. 36-40).

4 To in Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound and Phaedra in Euripides’ Hippolytus are the exceptions to this rule.
Nevertheless, they are both inflicted by a mental discase that causes physical pain rather than a pure somatic illness. In
Io’s case, as other scholars have noted, her sickness is akin to divine-brought madness. Budelmann argues that Io’s
language “privileges madness but overlaps with that used by pain sufferers”. See Budelmann (2007, p. 443). Ceschi
characterizes her illness as a “demonic disease” and “a madness provoked by the divinity which twisted her perception
of reality”. See Ceschi (2020, pp. 142-143). According to Ceschi, Phaedra’s végog is also a daemonic discase inflicted
on her by a divine being. See Ceschi (2020, pp. 146-148). Phaedra’s symptoms have also been considered signs of
delirium. See, for example, Knox (1952); Barrett (1964, pp. 189, 206-208); Goff (1990, p. 7); Halleran (1995) on the
passage; McClure (1999, pp. 125-126); Allan (2022). Worman doubts that Phaedra’s physical pain is exhibited on
stage. See Worman (2020, p. 28).

5 See Cawthorn (2008, pp. 50-51).

6 In Alcestis, a maidservant describes the heroine’s first actions which occur offstage (lines 152-198).

7 As Cawthorn notes, we must be careful when we are talking about female bodies in the Athenian stage. Women are
absent from the stage; that is, we have an enactment of the female body by men. See Cawthorn (2008, p. 47).

8 See Caverno (1917, p. 263); Bremer (1976, pp. 41-43); De Jong (1991, p. 117). Worman notes that most messenger
speeches do not focus on visceral details. See Worman (2020, p. 114). De Jong observes that not all murders are
presented in the form of a messenger speech (e.g., the murders of the children of Medea in Medea, Lycus’ murder in
Hercules Furens, and Clytemnestra’s killing in Electra are not narrated, but overheard). See De Jong (1991, p. 118, n.
2).

9 See Combatti (2020, p. 45).

10 See Worman (2020, pp. 114-115).

11 According to Scarry, “whatever pain achieves, it achieves in part through its unshareability, and it ensures this
unshareability through its resistance to language”. See Scarry (1985, p. 4).

12 Dumouchel (1999, p. 15); Theodoropoulou (2012, p. 443).

13 De Jong notes that in messenger speeches, we often encounter descriptions of gestures. See De Jong (1991, pp.
140-143).

14 Worman argues that in Greek tragedy, the physical effects of emotional distress are displayed in the surfaces of
female bodies as their flesh and skin bear the marks of the wearing, scoring, and melting that come with grief. See
Worman (2020, pp. 28-29).

15 Worman (2020, pp. 28, 43).

16 See Barrett (2002, p. 82).

17 I follow the text and the translation of Kovacs. See Kovacs (1994).

18 See LS] s. v. aioBdvopau.

19 See Markantonatos (2013, p. 46).

20 See Kerbrat-Orechioni (2001, pp. 153-154).

21 See Capponi (2020, p. 342).

22 These gestures are performed before a funeral. See the analysis of Markantonatos (2013, pp. 46-48).

23 See LSJ s.v. kdopos. On the conflation of the motifs of marriage and funeral in Alcestis see Rehm (1994, pp. 84-96).
24 As De Jong stresses, the narrator must describe the miens of characters in a narrative since the hearer/reader
cannot see them for himself. In Attic tragedy, we often encounter descriptions of miens in messenger speeches. See De
Jong (1991, pp. 140-144).

25 See Kerbrat-Orechioni (2001, pp. 153-154).

26 See Capponi (2020, pp. 343-344, 348, with further bibliography). On physical contact in ancient Greek tragedy
see also Kaimio (1988).
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27 See De Jong (1991, pp. 76, 107, 119, n. 131 with further bibliography, 150). Markantonatos argues that the tragic
Messenger is a fully-fledged storyteller. See Markantonatos (2013, p. 4). According to him, this Messenger is “so
emotionally involved in Alcestis’ ordeal that she is emboldened enough to speak her mind about Admetus’ choice
with a slightly disapproving tone”. See Markantonatos (2013, p. 43).

28 See LSJ s. v. Yuyoppayéw.

29 Markantonatos notes the similarities in these two descriptions of Alcestis’ physical ordeal. See Markantonatos
(2013, p. 54).

30 Combatti notes the emphasis put by the Messenger on Alcestis’ posture. See Combatti (2020, p. 48).

31 See Combatti (2020, p. 48). Valakas notes that postures in ancient Greek theater could be as expressive as
movements. See Valakas (2002, p. 78).

32 See LSJ s.v. mpovwmig.

33 See also Combatti (2020, p. 48). Telo argues that Alcestis eventually falls to the ground while being on stage. See
Teld (2002, pp. 22-26).

34 See Combatti (2020, p. 45).

35 See Thumiger (2017, pp. 79-97).

36 See, for example, the Hippocratic treatise Discases of Women 1.1. See also Combatti (2020, pp. 45-46).

37 According to Combatti, Euripides draws on medical ideas that considered lacrimation as an outlet for the excess of
internal fluids. See Combatti (2020, p. 47), with further bibliography. In the Hippocratic treatise with the title
Discases of Women (1.1), we learn that women’s bodies absorb more moisture and need regular evacuation.

38 Barrett, commenting on the description of the skin of the Corinthian princess by the Messenger in Medea, argues
that the traditional epithet “white” has a function in that passage recalling the princess’s delicate femininity at the
moment of its destruction. See Barret (2002, p. 81). Sometimes the beauty of a heroine’s skin may be recalled before
an alteration to her skin becomes visible.

39 See Combatti (2020, p. 45).

40 See Barrett (2002, p. 106).

41 See on this Barrett (2002, pp. 35-36).

42 Barrett underlines the use of the verb #neotparetero (line 1184) and its implications for this story. See Barrett
(2002, p. 35, n. 91).

43 See De Jong (1991, p. 142).

44 For the uses and the symbolism of the veil in ancient Greek culture see Cairns (2002).

45 See Cairns (2005, p. 135). Cairns also notes that veiling in Greek epic poetry often signifies anger. See Cairns
(2005, p. 135, n. 42).

46 The same word is used to describe the attire Alcestis chooses to prepare for her funeral (line 161).

47 See Hawley (1997, p. 46); Mastronarde (2002, p. 14). According to Torrance, the beautiful, poisoned robe and
crown are unusual plot elements. See Torrance (2007, p. 289).

48 See Murray (1907, p. 94).

49 See Mastronarde (2002, p. 345).

50 On the cultural importance of walking and its use in demonstrating authority in ancient Greek culture see
Bremmer (1992, pp. 16-23).

51 See Hawley (1997, p. 46).

52 In the violent scenes encountered in Greek tragedy, the descriptions are usually fixated on the body parts of the
suffering bodies. See T'1éan (2017, p. 9).

53 See Hawley (1997, p. 46).

54 See Worman (2020, pp. 113-114).

55 We must admit that most of her gestures can be spontaneous and unintentional. Nevertheless, they facilitate the
viewers of this spectacle and the listeners of the messenger speech to assume the princess’s condition.

56 On the communicative value of silence in Greek tragedy see Valakas (2002, pp. 78-79).

57 See Cawthorn (2008, pp. 54-55) who also notes that female bodies in ancient Greece were considered prone to
dissolution.

58 See Barrett (2002, p. 95). According to him, this sequence, too, constitutes the equivalent of the shot / reverse shot
in cinema.
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59 For the role of the theme of hands and physical contact in Medea see also Flory (1978); Valakas (2002, p. 82);
Torrance (2007, p. 289); Worman (2020, pp. 35, 81-85).

60 Sce De Jong (1991, p. 161).

61 De Jong argues that the Messenger here takes advantage of his position as narrator, and in his report pays lavish
attention to his role. See De Jong (1991, p. 5).

62 I follow the text of Murray and the translation of Lemkbe and Reckford (see Burian and Shapiro 2010).

63 Grasping a woman’s right hand or wrist is a familiar gesture from ancient Greek art and literature. The gesture is
encountered in Odyssey (18.258) between Odysseus and Penclope and in Greek tragedy (e.g., Alc. 375-376,
1113-1115). It is also well-documented in ancient Greek art. See Sutton (1981, pp. 181-184).

64 According to Sourvinou-Inwood, in the 5th century BC, this gesture is more often used in abduction and rape
scenes than marriage scenes. See Sourvinou-Inwood (1991, pp. 65-68).

65 See, for example, Foley (2015, p. 44); Papastamati (2017, pp. 376-377).

66 See Keyser (2011, p. 99).

67 See De Jong (1991, p. 128).

68 See De Jong (1991, p. 142).

69 See Worman (2020, p. 228, n. 47 with further bibliography). See also see Stieber (2011, pp. 145-150) on
comparable statues of Aphrodite. In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (line 242) the beauty of Iphigenia is compared to
paintings. See on this Scodel (1996, pp. 121-126).

70 See Stieber (2011, p. 148). One prominent example is the “speaking statue” of the Colossus of Memnon in Egypt.
71 This gesture was praised by ancient commentators although some unnamed ancient scholar deleted line 570,
considering it in bad taste. See Battezzato (2018, p. 150). This passage found imitators (e.g., Ov. Met. 13.479-80,
Suet. Jul. 82.2). Battezzato believes that Polyxena’s courage makes her a suitable role model for male heroes. See
Battezzato (2018, p. 150). See also Friesen on Polyxena being used as an example of purity and courage in Late
Antiquity and Byzantium.

72 See Foley (2015, p. 43); Papastamati (2017, p. 374); Battezzato (2018, p. 11). In the Scholia (see Scholia in
Euripides, Hecuba 573-574), it is mentioned that leaves are cast on Polyxena’s body as if she has won an athletic
victory. Cf. Pind. Pyth. 4.240, 9.123-124. Dionysius of Halicarnassus (XI. 39.5-7) describes the use of this custom in
honor of Virginia, who was killed by her father to preserve her chastity, threatened by the oligarch Appius Claudius.
This custom is also mentioned in Sophocles” Antigone (lines 1201-1202).

73 Michelini (1987, pp. 158-170); Segal (1990, pp. 14-18); Rabinowitz (1993, pp. 59-60).

74 See Pucci (2003, pp. 158-159).

75 Some modern scholars recognize the barbarity and horror of this scene. See, for example, Vellacott (1975, pp. 192,
209-210); Segal (1990, pp. 114-118); Pucci (2009); Keyser (2011, pp. 96-98); Worman (2020, pp. 160, 192).

76 See Keyser (2011, p. 97). He also notes that the men have taken no account of the willingness and courage
Polyxena demonstrated earlier by accepting her fate (lines 342-378). See Keyser (2011, p. 97).

77 See Loraux (1987, pp. 56-61).

78 See Worman (2020, p. 160).

79 See Segal (1990, p. 118).

80 On the associations between defloration and sacrifice see Loraux (1987, pp. 31-65). Hecuba states that Polyxena
after the sacrifice is a virgin and not a virgin, a bride but not a bride (line 612: viudny T dvoudov Tapbivoy °
émépBevov, “bride and ghost’s bride, virgin and virgin’s ghost”). Pucci (2009), commenting on this scene, speaks about
“archetypal fantasies built on the equations of bloody assault with rape, or on the connection between the blood of
sacrifice and menstruation, or the spirit of aggression that the sexual violence of the sacrifice inspires in the warriors
against their enemies”.

81 See Worman (2020, p. 17).

82 See Worman (2020, p. 160).

83 See Worman (2020, p. 160).

84 This anatomical reference is not very clear. See Keyser (2011, p. 98, n. 110). Gregory (1999, p. 114) argues that the
plural is likely poetic and thus refers to the trachea, which the priest severed during animal sacrifice.

85 See Segal (1990, p. 118).

86 See Worman (2020, p. 192).
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87 See Segal (1990, p. 114).

88 He started his speech by telling Hecuba that he has to relive the moment Polyxena died (lines 519-520: vov Te yap
Aeywy xaxd / Téybw 160 Supa, mpdg Tadw B &1 @hhuto, (“my eyes filled when I watched your child die. Now memory
must see her die again”).

89 See Friesen (2016, p. 628). Keyser argues that “the herald’s explicit comments on the female body and his erotic
appraisal of it (xdXhoTe, 561)” violates “the “rigidity of tragic decorum” since descriptions of these parts of the female
body were usually limited to brief and conventional remarks in ancient Greek tragedy. See Keyser (2011, p. 98).

90 Michelini, (1987, pp. 166-168). Naked statues were often eroticized. See also Papastamati (2017, pp. 371-372,
with further bibliography). In Alcestis, Admetus promised to cherish a statue of Alcestis in his bed (line 353).

91 Hecuba tells Talthybius that she is afraid that the Greek men will molest the corpse of Polyxena (line 606).
Michelini suspects that Hecuba is afraid that her daughter will fall victim to the men’s perverse desires. See Michelini
(1987, pp. 166-168). Scodel also remarks that however carefully the tension is manipulated, the virgin's exposure to
male desire is dangerous, an invitation to rape. See Scodel (1996, p. 126). For Hecuba’s “translation” of Talthybius’
speech see Worman (2020, p. 192).

92 See Rabinowitz (1993, p. 60). According to Worman, these men “witness a virgin slaughter and their response (as
told) is, “What a brave girl! How moving! Let’s give her some trinkets!”. She argues that the reaction of these men to
the spectacle of Polyxena’s dying can be “a disturbing model for spectation in the Theater of Dionysus”. See Worman
(2020, p. 191).

93 See Oakley and Sinos (1993, p. 27); Papastamati (2017, p. 375).

94 See Worman (2020, p. 229).

95 See Worman (2020, p. 229).

96 See, for example, Scodel (1996, p. 122); Battezzato (2018, p. 150); Worman (2020, p. 229).

97 See L] s.v. ebaynuwy.

98 See Scodel (1996, p. 122).

99 See Zeitlin (1991, p. 93).

100 See Zeitlin (1991, p. 93); Worman (2020, p. 228).

101 See Worman (2020, p. 228); Pucci (2009). I follow the text of Murray (1913) and the translation of Coleridge
(1891). Iphigenia’s sacrifice is also narrated by a Messenger.

102 See Zeitlin (1991, p. 74).

103 See Zeitlin (1991, p. 93). Rabinowitz (1993, p. 59): “Polyxena having refused to let anyone touch her,
nonetheless suffers their touch via these gifts”.
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