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Evagoras I and Athens
in the Helen of Euripides ?

A. ZOURNATZI

O6TOVG Yoveig pov, Oeddwpo kot EAévn

Résumé : Selon 'interprétation qui suit, I’ Héléne d’Euripide dramatise d’une facon
métaphorique une perspective de collaboration navale d’Athénes avec Salamine de
Chypre a la suite de la destruction de la flotte athénienne en Sicile (413 av. J.-C.).
Ce double sens de I’ Héléne peut étre inféré des paralléles, bien que déguisés en méta-
phores, entre la situation faicheuse de Ménélaos et I’échec militaire qu’avait subi Athé-
nes, entre les aventures d’Héléne et Teucros et celles de Salamine et son roi Evago-
ras (comme les décrit Isocrate) et, pas moins important, entre le comportement du
personnage mythique de Théonoé et le protocole des rois perses achéménides, qui
contrélaient Salamine en cé temps-la.

The present communication is based on a lengthier discussion of Helern in my Ph. D. disser-
tation entitled Evagoras I, Athens and Persia : ca. 412 to 387/6 B.C. (University of California
at Berkeley, 1991). In developing my ideas on the Helen, I have benefited from the advice
and criticisms of Professors J.K. Anderson, R. Sealey and D. Stronach who supervised my
doctoral work. I am also most grateful to Professor E. Badian for pointing out to me a num-
ber of possibly serious errors of expression and interpretation. To him as well as to Professors
G. Azarpay, A. Henrichs, A. Kilmer, E. Lipinski, D.J. Mastronarde and W.K. Pritchett,
Ms. K. McCaffrey and Mr. Th. Skiathas, who each read and commented on an earlier version of
my work on Helen, I would also like to record my debt.for both additional bibliographical
references and for indicating various ways in which I could better explain my thesis. Not all
of the advice received from the above individuals is represented in this summary. I hope to
be able to take such advice into fuller account, however,in a more detailed, future publication.
Responsibility for the interpretation is naturally mine as is the responsibility for any errors.

All excerpts from the Greek text of Helen are from the edition of G. Murray : Euripidis
‘Fabulae’ 111, Oxford 1913. I usually follow the translation of A.S. Way in the Loeb
edition.
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Euripides’ tragedy Helen was based upon a myth, which dated back to
at least the mid-sixth century!, and which, in contrast to the standard account
of the Iliad, claimed that the Helen who followed Paris to Troy was merely
an €idwAov, a likeness. In the interpretation of Euripides, the real Helen
is said to have been snatched by Hermes and to have been carried by him
to Egypt, where she remained under the guardianship of the wise and vir-
tuous Egyptian king Proteus. After ten years of fighting in Troy and seven
years of futile wanderings, shipwrecked and clothed in rags, Menelaus turns
up in Egypt. He is carrying with him his trophy, the €idwAov-Helen, still
unaware that she is not his real wife. In the meantime, the situation of the
real Helen has become desperate due to the death of her guardian Proteus
and the machinations of his son Theoclymenus to marry her against her will.
Menelaus is eventually reunited with the real Helen, and the gidwAov ascends
to heaven. With the aid of Theonoe, the daughter of king Proteus, Helen
and Menelaus outwit Theoclymenus into giving them a ship, and escape from
Egypt.

On the testimony of ancient scholia the date of the production of Helen
is commonly set to the spring of 412 B.C.?

This paper submits for consideration an interpretation of Helen as a meta-
phorical (or allegorical) play, which dwells on the consequences of the Athen-
jan defeat in Sicily (413)® and propounds a plan of rebuilding the naval
strength of Athens with Cypriot Salaminian assistance.

That the story (as told by Euripides) of the mythical adventures of Helen
and Menelaus contains veiled references to contemporary affairs, and, in
particular, to the major military disaster of the Athenians in Syracuse, is
not a novel suggestion. Beginning in the nineteenth century, a number of
students of tragedy have related the contents of Helen to the events of
413-412. Among earlier critics of Helen, F.A. Paley*, A.C. Pearson® and
L. Radermacher®, for instance, compared Helen 744-751 to Thucydides’ des-
cription of the reactions of the Athenians to the news of their defeat in Sicily.
According to Thucydides, the news of the defeat was at first greeted with
incredulity in Athens. As soon as the Athenians were convinced, however,
they became angry with the orators who had encouraged the expedition at
its outset, and with the soothsayers and diviners, and whomever by means
of divination had led them to hope that they could conquer Sicily’. Helen

1. See R. Kannicht, Euripides ‘Helena’ 1. Heidelberg 1969, pp. 26-33.

2. Schol. Ar., Th. 1012, 1040, Ran. 53. Kannicht, ibid., pp. 78-79, is considered by most
scholars today as the authoritative discussion of the date of Helen.

3. The main account is The. 7.71 ff.

4. Euripides 11, F.A. Paley ed., London 1874, pp. xix f.

5. The Helena of Euripides, A.C. Pearson ed., Cambridge 1903, p. 122.
6. L. Radermacher, « Euripides und die Mantik », RAM 1898, pp. 497-98.
7. The. 8.1.1.
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744-751 echoes a remarkably similar disillusionment against oracles and

SEers .

...0AAQ TOL TG pHAVTEDV

0180V O padA” EoTi Kal yevd®dv mAéa.
o0d’ Nv ap’ UyEg 00SEV EUTOPOL PAOYDS

...But the lore of seers,
how vain it is I see, how full of lies.
Utterly naught then were the altar-

flames,

o08E mtepT®V POEYpaT  ebnbec 8¢ Tor  the voices of winged things ! Sheer folly
this

10 kol Sokely dpvibog deerely Bpotovg. even to dream that birds may help
mankind.

KéAyac yap odk &im odd’ ¢onunve Calchas told not, nor gave sign to the
oTPATR host,

VEQEANG UmepBviiokovtag eicopdv yet saw, when for a cloud’s sake died his
@iAovg friends :

00’ "EAevog, dAAd moAg dvnprdobn Nor Helenus told ; but Troy for nought
uaTnv. was stormed !

Had Helen 744-751 been indeed meant to evoke contemporary Athenian
feelings as they are described by Thucydides, it should not surprise us that
this tragedy carefully avoids explicit references to Sicily and to Athens. Hero-
dotus reports that, when the Athenian playwrite Phrynichus had produced
a play about the capture of Miletus by the Persians in the 490’s, the audience
in the theater burst into tears and the author was fined a thousand drach-
mai « for reminding them of a disaster which touched them so closely »#.
The audience of Helen would have been at least as much sensitive to any
reminders of the recent defeat in Sicily. Among those who attended the per-
formance, a great number would have been mourning relatives lost in the
expedition ; and every single Athenian at the time would have been preoc-
cupied with the future of their city, now that her resources in men and ships
had been reduced to a critical level, and now that she was imminently
threatened with losing the Peloponnesian war, her empire and her freedom
to the Lacedaemonians. The precedent of Phrynichus may have served Euri-
pides as a warning about the dangers of going too far in touching upon
sensitive political and social issues and may have induced him to conceal
his comments about those issues under the protective guise of myth.

In a rather long series of historical interpretations of Helen, specific
historical identities have also been ascribed to certain ones among the charac-
ters of the play. Thus, J.A. Hartung® had suggested that the condition of the
heroine of the play alludes to the fortunes of Alcibiades. The association
of Helen with Alcibiades was proposed again more recently by M. Vickers '°.

8. Hdt. 6.21.
9. J.A. Hartung, Euripides XII, Leipzig 1851.

10. M. Vickers, « Alcibiades on stage : Thesmophoriazusae and Helen », Historia 38, 1989,
pp. 41-65.
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The thesis of the latter scholar also allows for references in the play to the
satrap of Sardis, Tissaphernes, whose underhanded diplomacy had caused
much distress to Athenians and Spartans alike during the period in ques-
tion. H. Grégoire and R. Goossens!* associated the character of Teucer who
makes a brief appearance in the prologue of the play — ostensibly on his
way to found Salamis on Cyprus — with Evagoras, who is known to have
been king in Cypriot Salamis at about the time of the performance of Helen,
and whose legendary descent from Teucer was well known in antiquity **.

This list is not representative of the full range of suggestions that have
been made concerning the relevance of the plot and characters of Helen to
contemporary Athenian affairs. Nevertheless, it ought to be sufficient as
an illustration of the concurrence of the opinion of a number of scholars
who have studied this tragedy that the story of Helen and Menelaus as told
by Euripides is simply not what it purports to be. It is further significant
that a considerable number of interpretations of this play, however different
they may be from one another in regard to their details, have referred the
play in one way or another to contemporary Athenian affairs related to the
Peloponnesian war . These basic grounds and some of the details of the
earlier interpretations of Helen are accepted in the thesis presented here.

Central to this reconstruction of Helen is, first, the identification of the
character of Menelaus as a prosopopoeia of Athenian military concerns in
the aftermath of the defeat in Sicily . Secondly, it will be remembered that
Grégoire and Goossens had proposed that the tragedian has incorporated
in the part of Teucer allusions to the ruler Evagoras of Salamis. In the
opinion of these two scholars, the allusions had a very limited scope, having
been added to the play as an afterthought. But, in the author’s opinion,
the potential of the play to allude to Cypriot Salaminian affairs is far more
extensive than has been recognized hitherto. In addition to the allusions to
Evagoras in the part of Teucer, Euripides can be argued to have effected
by means of metaphorical procedures a sustained comparison of the heroine
of this tragedy with Cypriot Salamis’®.

11. H. Grégoire and R. Goossens, « Les allusions politiques dans I’Héléne d’Euripide ; 1’€pi-
sode de Teucros et les débuts du Teucride Evagoras », CRAI, 1940, pp. 215-227. These two
scholars’ association of the character of Teucer in Helen with Evagoras constitutes welcome
support to the thesis, which is outlined in the present communication, and which was initially
developed independently of their observations.

12. For the descent of Evagoras from Teucer, see Isocrates, Evagoras 18, Nicocles 28. The
evidence available for dating the beginning of the reign of Evagoras is [Lysias] 6.26-28, IG I’
113 and possibly Andocides 2.11. That evidence only affords an approximate terminus ante
quem, which is 410 or 411, for the beginning of Evagoras’ rule.

13. Supplementary references to earlier discussions of the possible political significance of
Helen can be found in IT.A. ITattiyng, EdpiniSov “EAévn, *Abfivar, 1978, pp. 39-41.

14. Some of the basic grounds for the proposed identification are outlined in Appendix 1.

15. The basic grounds for this identification are outlined in Appendix 2.
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Sustained metaphorical assemblance of the heroine of Helen with Cypriot
Salamis makes possible a transposition. Salamis accedes to a leading role
in the issues enacted in this tragedy and claims the title of the play. Within
the proposed schema of the double significance of Helen, the appearance
of Salaminian Teucer in the prologue and his explicit reference to Cypriot
Salamis (Helen 149-150) — the only reference to the Cypriot city in the entire
play — give the clue to the Cypriot Salaminian theme which underlies Helen’s
adventures in this tragedy.

The interpretation of the tragedy of Euripides as representing ideas con-
nected with a rapprochement between Cypriot Salamis (during the reign of
Evagoras) and Athens rests in part upon the allusions to Evagoras, Salamis
and Athens in the individual parts of Teucer, Helen and Menelaus, respec-
tively. To a larger extent, however, this interpretation derives from the paral-
lel that can be inferred from these allusions between the restoration of Helen,
which is the central point of the myth of this play, and Isocrates’ account
of the restoration of Cypriot Salamis.

According to the Athenian orator (who was speaking a generation later
than the production of Helen), Salamis was a Greek city, founded by a hero
of the Trojan war, Teucer . It was subsequently reduced to vassalage and
to a state of barbarism by the Persians with the aid of Phoenicians, who
had usurped the throne of Salamis from its legitimate Teucrid rulers some-
time before Evagoras was born'’. The policies of those Phoenicians, who
continued to rule Salamis until they were replaced by Evagoras, had barred
relations between that city and the rest of Hellas?'®.

One can draw an analogy between the condition of Salamis, as it is des-
cribed by Isocrates, and the character of Helen, who is portrayed in this
tragedy as a Greek of fair and noble lineage, and who is said, moreover,
to have been banished to a land where barbarian customs rule, to have
become a helpless vassal of a foreign man, and to have been closely guard-
ed by her captor, Theoclymenus, from being approached by Greeks. The
determination of Theoclymenus to keep Helen out of the reach of Greeks
and his hostility against them (Helen 155, 439-40, 468 and 1175-1176) reminds
one of the Phoenician predecessors of Evagoras who, according to Iso-
crates, set a prize of excellence for alienating and mistreating the Greeks'°.
An evocation of the figurative function of the notions of the heroine’s
alienation from her homeland, exposure to barbarian customs and enslave-
ment can be detected in Helen 273-76 in particular :

16. Isocr., Evag. 18.
17. Ibid., 20.

18. Ibid., 47, 49.
19. Ibid., 49.
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HE :
gnerta motpidoc Beol pégmdpvoavrto Then, from my homeland the Gods
YI¢ banished me
gc BapPap’ 116, xai eilwv Tntopévn  to alien (lit. barbarian) customs, and,
. bereft of friends,
SovAn xabBéotnk’ ovo’ EAevBépwy dno*  a slave am I, the daughter of free sires ;
1a BapPapwv yap dodhe mavra mARv for midst barbarians slaves are all save

gEvog. one.

One must remember that the play was addressed to people who were capa-
ble of, indeed prone to, perceiving images of kinship as expressions of poli-
tical relationships?°. A Greek-thinking audience would be able to perceive
Helen’s banishment from her homeland and isolation from her friends (and
family) as an illustration of the severing of the political ties of Salamis with
the Greek world, due to the incorporation of the island of Cyprus in the
Persian Empire. The terms PapBdpwmv, « barbarian(s) », &éievfépwv,
« free », 8oOAN/800Aa, « slave/slaves », also give away a chronologically
and ethnically definable political worldview : namely, that of fifth-century
Greeks towards the phenomenon of the Persian Empire. Our Greek sour-
ces commonly depict opposition to Persian rule as a struggle for éAevBepia.
Notably, the revolt of the Cypriots from Persia in the 490’s is described in
these same terms by Herodotus?!, who also employs vocabulary appropriate
to enslavement to designate the status of the Cypriots both before that revolt
and following its suppression by the Persians?2. The audience of Euripides
was further capable of associating Bappap’ 1i6n, « barbarian customs »,
with the Persian Empire since the Empire encompassed hosts of « barba-
rian » (lit. non-Greek speaking) peoples and since its ruling caste, the Per-
sians, were already perceived at the time as the barbarians par excellence
by the Greeks??. One last suggestion of an intended comparison of Helen’s
condition with that of a subject of the Persian Empire may be contained
in verse 276, which can be taken to refer to the Persian king (Evdg) and to
the virtual slave status of all others in relation to the king.

The turning point in Helen’s fortune in this play also admits comparison
with a critical turning point in the history of Salamis in the description
of Isocrates. In the play, Helen’s escape from her predicaments is accom-
plished through joint action with her husband Menelaus following their un-
expected encounter in Egypt after years of separation. According to Iso-
crates, the escape of Salamis (and Cyprus) from barbarism and the revival
of the island’s ties with Hellas coincided chronologically with the accession of

20. Cf. Hdt. 5.49.3.
21, Ibid.; 5:109.2,
22. Ihid., 5.109.3 and. 5.116.1.

23. This perception continues into the fourth century, e.g., in Isocr., Paneg. 163.



A. ZOURNATZI 109

Evagoras — or, to also take into account the pro-Athenian bias of the ora-
tor, with the beginnings of that ruler’s collaboration with Athens?*.

Salamis, which is likened in the myth of Euripides with the beautiful and
delicate figure of Helen, was in actuality an important naval power. Accord-
ingly, the proposition of a rapprochement between Athens and Salamis in
a play produced in 412, in the immediate aftermath of the destruction of
the Athenian expedition to Sicily, can be interpreted as having been guided
primarily by hopes of rebuilding the naval strength of Athens with Salami-
nian assistance?®. This interpretation would seem to be supported not least
by the representation of Menelaus as a shipwrecked sailor, the numerous
veiled allusions of the play to the recent naval defeat of Athens, as well as
by the emphasis on the naval means for the escape of Helen and Menelaus
from their misfortunes (Helen 1047f., 1061-2).

However, military cooperation between the two cities would not have been
solely subject to the mutual consent of Evagoras and of the Athenian demos.
Cyprus was a vassal of Persia. Moreover, the island occupied a position
of enormous strategic significance for the defense (frequently against the
Greeks) of the entire western flank of the Persian Empire. The latter cir-
cumstance had compelled Achaemenid rulers to consistently oppose the poli-
tical and military collaboration of the Cypriot dynasts with the Greek
states of the Aegean when the activities of those states posed a threat to
the Persian regime?.

The catastrophic defeat in Sicily would have served, naturally enough,
to reduce the menace which Athens had represented for the Persians through
most of the fifth century. And possibly, it was this consideration which had
led Euripides (perhaps others, too) to hope that Persia might not object to
an Athenian alliance with Salamis. Nonetheless, Persian approval would
seem to have been required in the event of an actual military collaboration
of Cypriot Salamis with Athens, and there are a plethora of references in
the play which can be taken to imply that Euripides was aware of the neces-
sity of securing Persian sanction to Athens’ plans. The main cluster of such
references are incorporated in the part of Theonoe, the daughter of Proteus,
without whose approval the couple cannot escape from Egypt.

It does not much matter that the play is set in Egypt and that Theonoe
is said to be the daughter of an Egyptian king. Tragic poets had to work

24. An interpretation of the disrupted and then reinstated marriage of Helen and Menelaus
as an illustration of the changing circumstances in the political relations of Athens with Sala-
mis would not be inapposite. In Greek thought, notions appropriate to political relationships
could function as illustrations of marriage relationships, as in Ar., Th. 413 8éanowva ydp YépovTt
wopeie yovi. The reverse application should also be possible in theory and seems to be pre-
supposed by such expressions as épacfeic tupavvidog in Hdt. 1.96.2.

25. Cf. Grégoire and Goossens, loc. cit. (n. 11).

26. E.g., at the time of the Ionian revolt, Hdt. 5.104-115, and in the terms of the « King’s
Peace », Xen., Hell. 5.1.31,

Trans 6, 1993



110 TRANSEUPHRATENE

within the constraints of earlier myth. Euripides could not alter the motif
of Helen’s guardianship by an Egyptian royal family without doing violence
to tradition. The playwright, however, could endow Theonoe with attributes
of royalty which would have been readily recognized by an Athenian audience
as descriptive of an oriental monarch — and thus also as descriptive of the
monarch who ruled Egypt and the Near East at the time?’.

There were certain features of etiquette and custom common to all oriental
monarchs. Those features were the highly elevated status of the person of
the king, the emphasis the king placed on his just conduct, his expectations
of the performance of acts of homage in his presence, the pomp and cere-
mony which accompanied his public appearances, his elaborate retinue, and
his opulent attire. All these elements can be detected in the characterization
of Theonoe.

Her elevated status is impressed upon us by her description as being equal
to gods (Helen 819 £€ot” Evdov avt®d Evuuayog 6eolg ion, « an ally equal
to gods he has within »)2® ; clangs of bolts shot back announce the emer-
gence of her grandeur from the palace (Helen 858-60) ; elaborate rituals per-
formed by her attendants, and an act of purification, usher her step to the
stage (Helen 865-872).

We must not let Theonoe’s feminine name and guise mislead us. On the
one hand, her femininity may have been dictated by the strict requirements
of ambiguity in this play. On the other, it may be perceived as an exaggera-
tion of the notion of effeminacy, which the Greeks were only too eager to
attach to the status of foreigners who were clad in long robes and adorned
themselves with jewellery?°. The Persian king would have typified those effe-
minate foreigners.

Although most certainly a part of the Persian king’s wardrobe, the trouser-
ed costume, which enhanced the ferociousness of the Persian warrior, was
not a part of the official image of royalty. In representations, from the minus-
cule engravings on coins and seals which circulated throughout the Empire
to the monumental reliefs which were affixed on the buildings and carved
on rock faces of the Persian homeland, the figure of the king poses in the
opulent — hence, for the Greek observer, effeminate — ceremonial
Persian robe. Rather than conceal the allusions to the Persian king, the femi-
nine name of Theonoe may have been meant to further parody his effemi-
nate outlook. During the performance, the oriental royal manners of Theo-
noe and the contrast of her feminine appearance to her inevitably male voice

27. The character of Theonoe is not attested in the extant references to earlier versions of
the myth of Helen and her €idwAov and is supposed to have been invented by Euripides, see
A .M. Dale, Euripides’ Helen, Oxford 1967, p. xiii. Hence, the tragedian would have had
considerably greater freedom in fashioning the details of that character than he would have
had in the cases of traditional figures of myth.

28. For comparisons of the Persian king to divinity, see Isocr., Paneg. 151 and Plut., Th. 27.3.
29. E.g., Xen, Hell. 3.4.19.
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(the actors of tragedy were male) would have more than compensated for
the ambiguity caused by her feminine alias.

Among other possible motives that Euripides may have had for represent-
ing a Persian king in the feminine guise of Theonoe, one might consider
the perception of the Persian monarch as a good housekeeper which is to
be found in the Oeconomicus, a work composed by Xenophon less than
a generation after Helen. In that work the Persian Empire and the Greek
oikos (household) of Ischomachus and his wife are described as two para-
digms of successful administration. S.B. Pomeroy discusses the analogies
that are drawn in the Oeconomicus between, on the one hand, « the divi-
sion of labor between the civil and military commands in Persia and their
interdependence » and, on the other, « the reciprocal relationship of the
domestic sphere which is supervised by the wife of Ischomachus and of her
husband’s realm which lies beyond the house »*°. One of the conclusions
is that Xenophon adopted the Persian king, in his capacity as the head of
the civilian sphere of the Empire, as a model for the wife of Ischomachus.

Theonoe’s utterances and self-perception also carry us to a world which
1s only too familiar to students of ancient Near Eastern political propaganda.
Near Eastern rulers in general sought to legitimize their demands and deci-
sions by making appeal to their just character. Achaemenid royalty were
no exception in this respect. The propaganda of righteousness repeatedly
manifests itself in official Achaemenid inscriptions?®' as well as in Greek
references®* to the principles justifying Achaemenid conduct. At any rate,
one need only think of the formula *Apta&épéng Pooidedg vopilel
dikauov..., « King Artaxerxes thinks it righteous... »3 which prefaces, and
sanctions, the terms of the treaty that Artaxerxes II dictated to the Greeks
in 387/6 in order to realize the preoccupation of Achaemenid rulers with
righteousness in the image they presented to their subjects — or, in this case,
to their Greek adversaries.

In the play, Helen and Menelaus acknowledge the righteousness of Theo-
noe and her family and base their appeal to her for help on that principle.
Standing in front of the rock-cut tomb of the father of Theonoe, Helen and
Menelaus invoke the just character of the deceased, pointing out that should
she not agree to help their just cause, namely, to escape from the hands
of Theoclymenus, she would in fact « pervert the righteous purpose of (her)
father and give grace to (her) unjust brother » (Helen 920-21). Menelaus
repeatedly stresses the just nature of his demand to recover Helen (Helen

30. S.B. Pomeroy, « The Persian King and the Queen Bee », AJAH 9, 1984, pp. 98-108.

31. E.g., R.G. Kent, Old Persian. Grammar, Texts, Lexicon*, New Haven 1953, BNb 5-27
(one of the two inscriptions of Darius from Nasqh-i Rustam) on which see, in particular, the
comments of E. Badian, « The Peace of Callias », JHS 107, 1987, pp. 27-28, with n. 50.

32. E.g., Hdt. 5.25.
33. Xen., Hell. 5.1.31.
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955 : {ntodvtd v 6pBd¢ amoAraPelv Sapapt’ éunv, « I who seek justly to
recover my wife » and, again, in 959 : & 8’@&r” Mudv xai dikar’ yodueda,
« those, which worthy of ourselves we deem and just ») and pointedly
reminds Theonoe of the compatibility between his claims and her father’s
principles (Helen 960ff.).

Menelaus and Helen challenge Theonoe to live up to her father’s reputa-
tion for justice. With her personal and family honor at stake, Theonoe feels
compelled to acknowledge the just character of the request of Helen and
Menelaus, and she vows to help them escape. She further sees fit to make
a speech in defense of the proverbial justice of her father, herself and, indeed,
her family (Helen 999-1004) :

®E :

...xai kAéog ToduoL Tatpdg ...and my sire’s renown
obK &v pdvaip’, odde cuyyéve xdpwv 1 will not stain, nor show my brother
) grace
Soinv av &¢ Mg dvokAeng pavicouol. wherefrom shall open infamy be mine.
*Eveott 8 iepdv Thi¢ Sikng &uoi péyo  For there is a great shrine of justice in me
&v T @boer kai todto Nnpéwg mdpa by nature ; having inherited this from
Nereus,
gxovon odlewv, Mevédewg newpacopor I will attempt, Menelaus, to preserve it.

The Egyptian princess is exclusively motivated by a need to uphold her
family’s reputation for justice. At the time of the composition of Helen,
the imperative to uphold a dynastic reputation for justice would have been
nowhere more expected than among the Achaemenid rulers.

If Theonoe is to be identified as a Persian king, Euripides could not ignore
the fact that the performance of acts of homage was required by those who
approached that character. It is conceivable that such an act of homage is
conveyed by the manner of the appeal of Helen and Menelaus for help. Helen
kneels before Theonoe and calls herself an ikétic, « suppliant » (Helen 894).
This act of supplication has numerous counterparts in Greek tragedy. In
this case, however, the context in which it is performed and the details by
which it is rendered may allow it to be associated with the Persian custom
of proskynesis. ‘

Herodotus tells us that the Persian mode of greeting depended on social
rank. Equals exchanged a kiss with their equals on the mouth ; with those
somewhat superior on the cheek ; while those, who were greatly inferior
socially were expected to perform proskynesis by prostrating themselves
(npoomintwv npookuvésy) . In the same passage, Herodotus goes on to
tell that the Persians held their nearest neighbors most in honor and that
their measure of esteem for other foreigners depended on the geographical
distance of the countries of those foreigners from Persia. Greece — on the

34. Hdt. 1.134.
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far fringe of the Persian Empire — must have ranked very low in Persian
esteem !

Herodotus does not specifically refer to any gestures of homage to the
king by either Persians or foreigners. The lack of such explicit references
notwithstanding, one can infer from his report that Greeks would have been
among those who would be expected to show the greatest deference to the
Persian ruler : that is, those who would be expected to perform proskynesis

by prostrating themselves.

This customary show of respect was an insult to the Greeks who reserved
proskynesis for the worship of divinities and took offense at the notion that
they were regarded by the Persians as being socially inferior. Accordingly,
Greeks who wished to approach the king resorted to various strategies. One
of them was to employ intermediaries. This method is described in Plutarch’s
account of the defection of Themistocles to Persia3*. Another stratagem is
described by the same author in the biography of Artaxerxes?®® : Ismenias,
we are told, an ambassador of the Greek city of Thebes, upon being brought
to the presence of Artaxerxes II (367 B.C.), dropped his ring on the ground
and by stooping to pick it up sought to give the impression of performing
proskynesis.

Perhaps both methods of avoiding to perform proskynesis can be detect-
ed in Helen. The prostration of an Athenian, namely, Menelaus, before a
Persian king could not be admitted in front of the citizens and subjects of
Athens — not even under the protective guise of myth on the stage. In the
play, Menelaus proudly refuses to kneel before Theonoe (Helen 947) and
uses Helen as his intermediary. At the same time, Helen’s prostration in front
of Theonoe is designated by the term ik€ti¢ as an act of supplication rather
than homage because, for the Greeks, supplication was the only socially
acceptable occasion for an individual to prostrate himself in front of another.

In the anecdote recorded by Plutarch, the innocuous act of retrieving a
ring from the ground was substituted by Ismenias for the humiliating act
of proskynesis. On the stage, Euripides would also be able to satisfy the
conflicting requirements of the necessary deference due to an oriental
monarch and the Greek defiance of the superior status of the Persian king
by substituting the notion of proskynesis which was abhorrent to the Greeks
with the similar, yet socially acceptable, act of supplication — which is here
justified, moreover, by the desperate attempts of Helen to save her life and
that of Menelaus.

The staging of the meeting of Menelaus with Theonoe may be held to
reflect the diplomatic subtleties and political sensitivities which Athenian
relations with Persia entailed. Should the foregoing interpretation of Helen
be accepted, there are also implications in this meeting for the roles of Eva-

35. Plut,, Th. 273,
36. Id., Artax. 22.4.
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goras and Salamis in the context of Perso-Athenian relations. The plan,
which is here suggested to have been proposed by Euripides in 412, is not
known to have materialized, at least not immediately?®’. The point is, how-
ever, that at a time of crisis Evagoras could be proposed as a potential ally
to the Athenians, and the embarrassment of an Athenian collaboration with
the Persian regime could also be disguised by an emphasis on the strong
Hellenic ties of Salamis and her then current ruler, Evagoras. One wonders
whether or not the emphasis of the Athenian sources on the « Helleniza-
tion » of Salamis during the reign of Evagoras was not as much & conse-
quence of Athenian political and military expediency as it was the outcome
of Evagoras’ philo-Athenian policies.

Appendix 1
The predicaments of Menelaus

The proposed identification of Menelaus emerges primarily from the
details of the speech which he delivers when he first appears on the stage
(Helen 386-436). The characterization of the hero in this speech differs from
representations of Menelaus in earlier myth and bears, simultaneously,
resemblances to Thucydides’ description of the defeated Athenians of
413-412.

In Helen 408-412 (cf. 421-424 and 1079-1080), Menelaus is protrayed as
a shipwrecked sailor. In Odyssey 4.351ff., Menelaus is said to have been
held back in Egypt during his homeward journey from Troy, but the motif
of shipwreck is conspicuously absent. In Herodotus’ version of the myth
of Helen’s stay in Egypt, Menelaus does not wash up on the shore of Egypt
by maritime accident. He goes there on purpose, having at last let himself
be convinced by the Trojans that Egypt, not Ilium, is the place where he
should be searching for his long-lost wife (Hdt. 2.118.4). The motif of ship-
wreck is prominent in the story of the return of Odysseus. One could assume,
therefore, an influence of the nostoi on the representation of Menelaus as
a shipwrecked sailor in Helen. There are a number of other indications,
however, which, when taken together, would appear to suggest that by intro-
ducing (and subsequently referring to) Menelaus as a shipwrecked sailor Euri-
pides is trying to make a point.

Menelaus’ shipwreck can be perceived as a caption in a story of collective
naval disaster. Suppressing the progress of fighting on land, Euripides brings
in the foreground the naval moments of the Trojan expedition. A naval affair

37. Secure evidence for a trilateral military collaboration as is prefigured in this play is only
available for the 390’s. See Isocr., Evag. 55-57 and the Athenian decree in honor of Evagoras
(/G 112 20) discussed (with the addition of two previously unpublished fragments) by D.M. Lewis
and R.S. Stroud, « Athens Honors King Evagoras of Salamis », Hesperia 48, 1979, pp. 180-193.
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from its outset (Helen 394 : otpdtevpa kd7n dopicor Tpoiav Em), the
expedition also paid a heavy toll to the sea (Helen 398 : tobg 8’8k Ooddoong
Ao UEVOVE TTEPELYOTOG).

Further alterations of the homeric tradition can be detected in the pro-
nounced feeling of failure which is haunting Menelaus in the play over and
above the fact of his shipwreck. Trojan expedition in name, the expedition
that was led by Menelaus is not, like its counterpart in Homer, the theme
for songs to a warrior’s arete. Instead, it is an undertaking which has brought
aioybvnv upon its leader. Menelaus’ aioyOvn (Helen 415) is explained as
a result of failure of a high-standing individual (Helen 417-418) and as a
feeling of self-contempt engendered in such an individual when, after his
fall, opens his eyes to the necessity, alien to him so far but now overpower-
ing, of begging for his survival (Helen 428-434, cf. 510-514).

Considering the climate which prevailed in Athens at the time of the pro-
duction of Helen, Euripides’ portrayal of Menelaus must have had a great
poignancy. The feelings of failure and self-contempt of Menelaus had the
potential to arouse in the audience fear and pity about their own existence.
His aioyVvn could resound the humiliation of the Athenian soldiers who
were utterly defeated in Sicily (Thc. 7.75.6). The fall of Menelaus could serve
as an allusion to the fall of Athenian power (Thc. 7.77.7). One could even
detect in Helen 395-396 a disclaimer of Menelaus’ responsibility for the deaths
and sufferings of the young Hellenes who followed him in the expedition.
Such a disclaimer could then be said to echo the answers of those public
speakers in Athens « who had been in favor of the expedition » to those
who, « as though they themselves had not voted for it », had turned against
them after its failure (Thc. 8.1.1). The lack of provisions of Menelaus and
his few surviving companions (Helen 428-434, cf. \502) was also the plague
of the retreating Athenian troops (Thc. 7.75.6, 77.6, 80.1). ’EAnic, the hope
with which Nicias attempted to infuse his demoralized soldiers in Sicily (Thc.
7.77.1, 77.3, 77.4), is the only force which remains a spur to action in the
case of Menelaus as well (Helen 432). The despair of Menelaus over the lack
of a ship (Helen 1047-1048 and 1059-60) repeats a concern which must have
been uttered often in Athens after the destruction of her fleet (e.g., Thc.
8.1.2).

Should these comparisons be accepted as valid, the monologue of Mene-
laus in Helen 386-436 could be said to set the theme of Athens in this play
and to have been meant to signal the pertinence of the revised myth of Helen
and her €idwAov to the fortunes and to the then current concerns of the
audience.
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Appendix 2
Twin themes : Helen and Salamis

N oan s \ L3 ¥ . A a s 3
...TTOAL 8¢ péyroTov TO LETOQOPLKOV Elval. Movov yap Todto olte nap’ GAAov £oTl
LaBelY edQULIOG TE ONUETOVY EoTL TO YOP ED LETOPEPELY TO TO OpoloV BEPETV EoTv.

« ...but by far the greatest thing (in poetry/tragedy) is the use of metaphor. That
alone cannot be learnt ; it is the token of genius. For the right use of metaphor means
an eye for resemblances. »

(Aristotle, Poetics 1459a, W. Hamilton Fyfe, transl., Loeb, parenthesis mine.)

The counterpoint Helen-Salamis is built on a fundamental resemblance
of their particular myths introduced in the prologue. The source-myth of
this play involves, in addition to the heroine, a ghost-double of hers also
named Helen. The concept of homonymy, which is inherent in this myth,
is expressly activated by the heroine’s proclamation, first made in the pro-
logue (Helen 42-43 : &¢ dAkRv TpodTEONVY &Ydd pév ol, /10 8’ Gvoua TodpoV)
and repeated in the course of the play (e.g., Helen 244-251, 1100, 1653),
that the eidwAov-Helen represents her name. The myth of the foundation
of Salamis is also a myth of two homonyms. This time, the homonyms are
localities rather than women : Salamis on Cyprus and the Attic island of
Salamis, which Athenian legend promoted as the metropolis of the Cypriot
city (Helen 149-150 dvopo vnowwtikdv / Zarapiva BEpevov Tiig Ekel ydpw
ndtpac). The earliest attestation of the myth is Aeschylus, Persae 895-96.

Salamis is not mentioned again after the prologue, but the theme of
homonymy has taken its course. It will keep resurfacing in a variety of forms
as the play progresses, prompting the association of the story of Helen with
the story of Salamis. In my opinion, the two most intelligible instances of
the use of homonymy as a prompt to references to Salamis through the story
of Helen occur in verses 497-99 and 1673-74.

The first instance is the conclusion of a long passage which reverberates
with homonyms. Menelaus has just arrived at the gate of the palace of Pro-
teus. He receives news from the portress that a woman who has the same
name, Spartan origin and lineage as his wife is dwelling in the palace. This
sounds incredible to Menelaus since he is convinced that the phantom-Helen,
whom he had recovered from Troy, and whom he had just a while ago hid-
den in a sea cave, is his real wife. Menelaus, now left alone on the stage,
reasons aloud the paradox (Helen 485-499, emphasis mine) :

ME :

el Thv pév aipedeioav &x Tpoiag dywv « If I have brought the wife I won from
Troy

fikw ddpapta xai kot’ dvipa odletal, hither, and safe within the cave she lies,

Svopo 8¢ Tadtov Thig Eufic xovod i yet in these halls another woman dwells
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dapaptog dAAN Towsid’ Evvaiel dopoic.
Adg §’Eheke maidd viv mepukéval.

*AMN A Tic BoTi Znvoe dvop” Exmv avip
Neidov nap’ &xbac ; €ic yap & ve kKat’

o0pavOV.
Indptn 6& nod yfig Eott ANV iva poai

100 kaAdovakdg siowv Ebpita pévov ;

[BimAobv]®® 8¢ Tuvddpeiwov OGvoua
kAnletar
Aoaxedaipovog 8¢ yoio Tig EuvOVLROG

Tpoiag € ; £y pev ovx Exw Ti xpT Adysiv.
ToAAOL Yap, O Eifacty, £v moAA] xOovi
ovouata tadt’ Exovot kai noAic moAel
yovi) yovaiki T°. o8&V obv Bavpactéov.

117

who bears the selfsame name as mine own
wife.

Yon woman named her born of Zeus, his
daughter.

Can any man that bears this name of Zeus
by Nile’s banks dwell ? One is there, he
in heaven.

And where hath earth a Sparta, save
alone

there where Eurotas’ streams are fair with
reeds ?

Do two men bear the name of Tyndarus ?

Is there a land twin-named with Lace-

daemon
Or Troy ? I know not what to say hereof :
For on the wide earth many, as men grant,
bear like names, city bearing city’s name,
and woman woman’s ;: marvel none is

here. »

Homonymy is four times stated and twice implied. The theme of this pas-
sage is difficult to miss and could have been put across to the audience even
more effectively during the performance. Then, in addition to repetition,
the tenor of the terms dvopa...tadtov, Simdodv...Ovopa, Euvdvouog could
also be stressed by vocalization while the sequence of phrases which carry
these terms may have been asked towards the theatron, exacting the
audience’s attention to their meaning. Having put his audience in the right
frame of mind, homonyms, Euripides drops the clue. The opinion « city
may bear city’s name and woman woman’s » tallies with the instructions
of the prologue, that is, that both Helen, a woman, and Cypriot Salamis,
a city, have a corresponding homonym. But, unlike the prologue, where
the two pairs of homonyms are mentioned separately, and we are left to
infer on our own their basic common property of homonymy, and their com-
parability, in verses 498-99, the comparison and association are directly
drawn. Euripides seems to me to be in the process of weaving together the
themes of Helen and Salamis which were initially laid out as separate in the
prologue.
The second instance occurs in the epilogue in 1673-74 :

— @povpdV Tap’ TAKTINV TETANEVNV VGOV Aéy® —
‘EAévn 10 Aowmov €v BpoToic kekAfoETAL,

« the sentinel isle that flanks the Coast
henceforth shall be called Helen among the mortals ».

38. Nauck for daThobv of Mss.
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Helen is associated in this passage, as Cypriot Salamis is in the prologue,
with a henceforth homonymous island. Is this a coincidence or a metaphor ?

The conversion of ‘Salamis’ to ‘Helen’ in verses 1673-4 was within the
capacities of tragic metaphor. The procedure for such a conversion is explain-
ed by Aristotle under the category of ‘metaphor by analogy’ in Poetics
14570 :

10 8¢ Avaroyov Aéyw, dtav duoiwg Exn 10 devtepov PO TO npé‘)*g\ov Kol TO
tétaptov poc 1O Ttpitov: Epel yap Avti 10D devtépov TO TtétapTov M Avri Tod
teTdptov 1O devtepov. kal &viote mpootiféaoty ave® ov Afyel Tpog O EoTl.

« this I mean “‘analogon’’ : when B is to A what D is to C, (it is possible) to say
D instead of B or B instead of D. Sometimes they add that to which the term sup-
planted by the metaphor is relative. »

According to this definition, Helen could provide an analogon for Cypriot
Salamis by virtue of her being associated with a homonymous island. It may
be significant for this interpretation, furthermore, that the peninsula of the
Peiraeus is named Ak in Aristotle (Ath. Pol. 42.3 €it’ gic Iepaiéa
mopevovTal Kai @povpodaoty ol pgv v Mouvviyiav oi 8& v Aktv). The
characterization @povpov mop’ *Aktrv would make perfect sense in the case
of the island of Salamis, which not only stretches accross from the locality
which is called Ak in Aristotle but also, by virtue of its geographical loca-
tion, actually guards the seaward approach to Athens. If we were to equate
*Axtrv with the peninsula of the Peiraeus, Helen 1673 would correspond
to the last clause of the Aristotelian definition of metaphor by analogy, kai
gviote mpooTiBacy &vh> ob Afyel mpdg & &omi, and would be meant to
make the metaphorical reference to Salamis explicit.

To summarize, the suggestion that there is a sustained comparison of the
heroine of Helen to Salamis derives primarily from : @) the parallel intro-
duction in the prologue by Helen and Teucer, respectively, of a myth about
Helen and a myth about Salamis which are fundamentally similar with each
other, b) the subsequent exploitation of the basic common property, the
element of homonymy, of the myths of Helen and Cypriot Salamis in the
comparison involving homonymous women and cities during the course of
the play, and c¢) the potential use of Helen as a metaphor for Salamis in
the epilogue.
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