Mourning the Public Body in Sophocles’ Antigone

Jennifer R. Ballengee

At the close of Oedipus at Colonus (c. 401 BC), the last extant play of
Sophocles and his final treatment of the myth of Oedipus’ accursed family,
a strange dramatic event occurs. As the thunder of Zeus peals overhead,
Oedipus’ body, located somewhere offstage, disappears forever, simulta-
neously bestowing a remarkable power upon the site where he departs
from earthly life. Perhaps stranger still, for the form of the drama, are the
responses that Theseus and Antigone have to the catastrophe. According
to the messenger who reports the details of Oedipus’ death to the chorus
(and the watching audience), the epic hero who alone among humans has
permission to witness Oedipus’ passing actually fails to see the singular
event:

And when we had departed, after a short time we turned around,
and could see that the man [Oedipus] was no longer present, and
the king [Theseus] was shading his eyes, holding his hand against
his head, as though some terrible, terrifying thing, unbearable to
see, had been presented.
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POBoU PavévTog oud’ avaoxeTou BAETENV. (1647-52)"

In an odd twist of dramatic performance, Sophocles represents the catas-
trophe? of Oedipus’ death by means of a messenger who is forbidden to
see the occurrence. Thus the messenger must report upon what he saw of
the only one who was allowed to see, Theseus — who himself fails to see
because the sight presented is too terrible for seeing. In lieu of representa-
tion, then, in the place of what cannot be staged, the audience must turn to
narrative language to gain knowledge of this event.

Such a pointedly linguistic presentation seems counter to the drama’s
theatricality. As Aristotle indicates in the Poetics, tragedy, which belongs to
the arts of mimesis or representation, remains distinct from other mimetic
arts such as epic poetry, dithyramb, or music in that it utilizes actors on a
stage along with verse and rhythm in order to convey its meaning. As his
well-known formula describes:

Tragedy is a representation of a serious, complete action which has
magnitude, in embellished speech, with each of its elements [used]
separately in the [various] parts [of the play]; [represented] by people
acting and not by narration; accomplishing by means of pity and ter-
ror the catharsis of such emotions.

€0TIV ouv Tpaywdia piunoig Tpa&ewg otroudaiag Kal TeAgiag péyebog
exouong, Nnduopévwl AOYwI, XWPIG EKAOTWI TWV EIOWV &V TOIG
Mopioig, dpwvTwyv Kal ou &I armayyediag, O eAéou Kal @OBou
TIEPAIVOUTA TV TWV TOIOUTWV TTABNUETWY KAOapaiv. (1449b24-28)°

The body of the actor corresponds to the meaning of language; gestures
have the potential to be both mimetic and deictic. In tragedy, this passage
suggests, the “doing” (dpwvTwv) of actors takes the place of the reporting
(atrayyéAwv) of narrative language. Tragedy represents its meaning upon a
stage before an audience by means of bodily actions supplemented by
spoken words.

The speech of the messenger (that is, the reporter, the dayyeAog)
quoted above, however, suggests a more complicated relation between
mimesis and language in tragedy. In fact, later in the Poetics, it seems that
poetic language, apart from the bodily gestures that correspond to it, com-
prises an integral part of the function of the drama. The purpose of the per-
formance of speech, Aristotle suggests, would disappear if the thoughts
spoken by the actor were not essential: “For what would be the task of the
speaker, if the necessary elements were apparent even without speech? [t
yap av €in Tou Aéyovtog £pyov, € @aivoito n 8ol kal un dia Tov Adyov]”
(1456b7-8, my trans.). Lucas’s commentary suggests two possible mean-
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ings: “Either A. is asking what would be the function of speech in drama if
the necessary emotions could be aroused by pantomime, or, more likely,
what would be the role of rhetoric in drama if the emotions could be
aroused by the action.”* With an emphasis on the way in which language
itself conveys meaning, Aristotle introduces a discussion of lexis, diction,
the manner of speaking the thought of the tragedy.® Diction provides, he
explains, the means by which rhetoric will be effected in the drama. Der-
rida, in his essay “White Mythology,” likewise suggests that this passage
emphasizes the function of rhetoric in tragedy: “If there were no difference
between dianoia and lexis, there would be no space for tragedy. ... This dif-
ference is not only due to the fact that the personage must be able to say
something other than what he thinks. He exists and acts within tragedy only
on the condition that he speaks.”6 For Derrida, the need for lexis, the rhe-
torical presentation of the thought of the work, indicates a significant differ-
ence — between speech and thought — that creates the space for tragedy.
In tragedy, the thought of the work can be expressed in speech that does
not refer to it directly; conversely, words in tragedy may, by means of their
rhetorical potential, pose a number of possible meanings. Rhetorical
speech, then, is an essential aspect of tragedy; without speech, the thought
of the play remains unspoken.

Yet what happens when speech fails? To return to Oedipus at
Colonus, in the speech of Antigone that follows the messenger’'s report
(quoted above), Sophocles presents another barrier to understanding:

Alas, alack! It is for us, it is for us to lament in all fullness for the ac-
cursed blood from our father that is in us, unhappy pair; our father
for whom we endured continual pain, and at the last we shall carry
away from him things beyond reason that we have seen and suf-
fered.

aiai, @eu. £GTIV ECTI VWV On

OU TO eV, GANO B€ pn, TTATPOG EU@UTOV
dhaoTov aigya dUoPOPOIV OTEVALEIV,
WTIVI TOV TTOAUV

AANOTE pev TTOVOV EUTTEDOV EiXOUEV,

€V TTUPATW &' aAOYIOTO TTAPOICOHEY,
106VvTE Kal TTaBouca. (1670-6)

For Antigone and Ismene, what is left at the end of Oedipus’ life, which it is
their continual curse to mourn, surpasses reason (it is aAdyioT10G), remain-
ing for them in the experience of sight and suffering. What eludes speech
can nevertheless be seen and felt. It seems, then, that speech works in
conjunction with physical performance in the tragedy; for, in drama, “dis-
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course itself is on display.”’

These two responses to Oedipus’ death present two divergent hurdles
to communication. On the one hand, the event of Oedipus’ death is not
seen by any individual, even the epic hero designated to witness it. Never-
theless, the death is reported by the witness in terms of its not having been
seen; the messenger’s words, delivered to the audience of Theban elders
and the audience of spectators, take the place of the actual event. Yet this
narrative account, failing to correspond entirely to the catastrophic moment
of Oedipus’ death, cannot entirely convey the thought or meaning of his
death. This difference arises again in the second passage. For, as Anti-
gone laments, the meaning of Oedipus’ death — that is, what the mourning
of his passing, and therefore of his past, would convey — stands beyond
reason, it cannot be reasonably communicated to others, but remains to
the daughters only in what they themselves have seen and suffered be-
cause of their father’s life. This failure in language returns us to the differ-
ence between speech and thought. Bridging the difference between lexis
and dianoia, the tragic actor performs upon the stage not only before his
audience, but for his audience. The terms of this performance are echoed
in Antigone’s troubled lament. The necessity of the mourning that Antigone
finds impossible shifts the impact of Oedipus’ death from his daughters’ in-
dividual experience of the event to the manner in which they may (or may
not) communicate his death, by means of his life, to the polis. The transfer-
ence of mourning from an individual ritual to a communal demonstration
and process raises the problem of communicating the act of mourning to a
large body of people. What does the corpse of the one who has died mean
for the polis? What is the meaning of the loss of the individual for the city?

In Oedipus at Colonus, the meaning of Oedipus’ passing, and his past
life, for the city, is embodied in his crimes: his past achieves significance in
its pollution of the polis. For the city, the meaning of his passing must
somehow indicate the nature of that pollution — that is, the extent of his
transgression — in order to measure its loss or resolution in death. While
the individual mourns in ritual the passing of an other individual, the mean-
ing of mourning for the city is construed in terms of a larger ideal that re-
flects the position of that individual in relation to the city.® In the case of
Oedipus, mourning becomes an exploration of justice, in which the body
becomes evidence or proof that will indicate justice effected. Thus, the indi-
vidual body stands in as evidence for the meaning — the thought — of Oedi-
pus’ life. Antigone’s method of communicating the meaning of his death —
by means of her own body’s suffering — suggests this potential of commu-
nicating, from the individual to the masses, by means of the body.

While Oedipus at Colonus offers a demonstration of the political fate of
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Oedipus’ body, whose public significance has already been made horrify-
ingly clear,” Sophocles’ tragedy Antigone, in its essential concern with bur-
ial, traces the role of the body in its shift from individual to political mourn-
ing. Describing events that occur after Oedipus’ criminal investigation, self-
conviction, and death in exile,”® this play demonstrates a preoccupation
with crime and justice that reflects a fifth-century Athenian interest in the
democratic mode of judgment — the formal trial. As a result, the body in An-
tigone functions not only as a representation of an action, but ultimately as
a potential body of evidence — the evidence of meaning — whose suffering
provides the legitimacy of proof to a witnessing audience. While the corpse,
in its persistence on stage,"" reminds the audience of a potential meaning
which it indicates, the body acquires this potency by having suffered pain.
How does suffering enable the body to mean more than itself? How does
the symbolic potential of the body relate to its position at the juncture of in-
dividual and polis? In this article, | will suggest that in the conjunction of
tragedy and trial (both aspects of the polis),'? the sense of the body as evi-
dence expands the function of mimesis — through the rhetorical concepts of
evidence, proof, and punishment — beyond determinable meaning, sur-
passing the temporal and spatial limits of language to refer directly to the
conception of divine justice at the location of the tortured, dead body.

The unforgettable corpse

Of Sophocles’ three Theban plays, Antigone (c. 442 BC) provides, in
the motivating corpse of Polynices, the clearest example of the status of
the material body for the polis. Taking place after a war between opposing
forces led by Antigone’s two brothers, the play opens in the wake of an
army of bodies killed in battle — corpses among which those of the brothers
occupy a position of marked importance, due to the political significance
with which they are invested. Yet it is Polynices’ corpse, denied burial by
Creon as punishment for his insurrection against Thebes and his brother
Eteocles, which poses the ethical dilemma of the play. While Antigone ex-
presses a passionate loyalty to her brother, repeatedly attempting to give
Polynices a proper burial, Creon opposes her efforts with a staunch and
unbending loyalty to the city-state, condemning her actions as traitorously
criminal.

Polynices’ unburied corpse introduces an ethical dilemma into the play
from the very first, when Antigone proposes to her sister Ismene the plan to
bury it, raising the problem of Creon’s edict against such an action. What
seems to strike Antigone first about the situation is the inequality with which
her brothers are being treated: while Eteocles is honored with burial,
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Polynices is not. Yet the manner in which she relates Creon’s proclamation
to Ismene reveals that the matter is not merely about a simple burial: “But
as for the unhappy corpse of Polynices, they say it has been proclaimed to
the citizens that none shall conceal it in a grave or lament for it, but that
they should leave it unwept for, unburied, a rich treasure house for birds as
they look out for food [Tov & aBAiwg Bavévrta MoAuveikoug vékuv / aoToioi
QOOIvV €KKEKNPUXBal To un / Tadew KaAlwalr pundé kwkuoai Tiva, / €dv &
dkAauTtov, dragov, olwvoi¢ YAUKUvV / Bnoaupdv €I00pwal TTPOG XApIV
Bopag]” (26-30). While the practice of leaving traitors unburied is not un-
common in fifth century Greece (and therefore would not have been espe-
cially shocking to Sophocles’ audience), Antigone’s emphasis upon the re-
sults of such treatment — that the body as carrion would provide food for
scavengers — emphasizes the particularly shameful quality of the corpse
denied burial.” In addition, Creon’s edict specifies that the body not be
covered in a grave (un Tdew kKaAuyai); the corpse thus remains in view, as
a reminder to citizens of the fate of a traitor, but also as a nagging reminder
to Antigone of the dishonour directed toward her brother. Thus the dramatic
stichomythia between the sisters that opens the play revolves around the
ethical dilemma posed by the presence (above ground) of the dead body:
while Ismene protests that in burying Polynices Antigone would commit an
act forbidden to the city (aréppntov ToAel [44]), Antigone asserts that to be
caught not burying him would be a betrayal to her brother (ou yap on
Tpodoua’ aAwoopal [46]), one of her own (Twv epwv [48]). Arguing that her
crime is a hallowed one (60ia TTavoupyrjoac’ [74]) that the gods would
honour, Antigone claims that it would be especially honourable to die doing
such a deed. When Ismene suggests that her sister is seeking to accom-
plish an impossible thing, Antigone retorts: “If you say that, you will be
hated by me, and you will justly incur the hatred of the dead man [eI TaUTa
AECeIg, exBapn] pev €€ gpoy, / exBpa d¢ Tw BavovTl TTpookeion dikn]” (93-4).
Thus, Antigone asserts that the honour of the gods protects her in burying
Polynices, even if she should die, whereas the just hatred of the dead con-
demns Ismene’s refusal to act. In her passionate conviction, however, Anti-
gone urges Ismene not to maintain a protective silence about her trans-
gression, but rather to proclaim her crime to all, a request that Ismene re-
sponds to with clear misgiving.

Creon’s entrance, in which he takes up the thread of Ismene’s argu-
ment, is directly preceded by the parodos describing, as Mark Giriffith’'s
commentary points out, “what Polynices had represented while he lived — a
hideous threat to his whole community.”'* That a chorus made up of
Theban elders, leading citizens of the city of Thebes, delivers this warning
re-emphasizes the political nature of the problem of Polynices’ corpse. The
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chorus’ concern with the polis thus sets the stage for Creon’s claim, follow-
ing this chorus, that he enacts his laws for the good of the city. In his first
speech (162-210), Creon describes the needs of the city as his first priority,
clearly establishing that this takes precedence even over the ties of a loved
one, since such dear attachments, he argues, can only be formed in the
luxury of a well-run city. The greatness of Thebes, he continues, can be at-
tributed to the effectiveness of the laws (nomoi, 191) of this hierarchy, laws
that privilege the city over personal feelings.

Creon’s emphasis upon the priority of the city over the personal makes
his laws, of course, radically incommensurable with Antigone’s emphatic
assertion that her ties to her brother precede any other consideration, even
concern for her own life. Creon proposes that his civic laws take prece-
dence over Antigone’s individual ties to her family, raising an ethical conflict
that seems to present an opposition between societal structures, such as
the law and the city, and the desires of the individual, such as home and
family. Thus, the play has become for many commentators a paradigm of
the ethical dilemma of the individual in society.' Critics find expressed in
Antigone a tension between a range of dialectical oppositions, including the
law of the polis and the law of the oikos, the law of men and the law of the
gods, civil law and natural law, techne and nature — with Antigone’s revolt
associated with family, nature, the worship of the divine. Feminist critics
find in Antigone a distinctly feminine heroine, overturning the patriarchy in a
passionate subversion of the order of the law; in these readings, Antigone’s
desires cause disruptions that can break apart the regimes of Creon, Aris-
totle, and all of dialectical philosophy. Yet what is this nature, this passion,
this desire, that would be incorporated into a conception of ethics, specifi-
cally the ethical conflict at the heart of Antigone? In these ethical readings
of the play, Antigone is seen to personify or enact limits which are particu-
larly human aspects of existence in opposition to the societal construction
of the polis and the laws that correspond to it. At the heart of these terms of
conflict, however, lies the compulsion that initially provides the catalyst for
their production. While the dialectical approaches noted here appropriately
draw out possible terms of conflict within the play, none address the persis-
tent and haunting figure that prompts these oppositions: the corpse of
Polynices, a representation of the human at its most extremely inhuman.

Mourning and Burial

The guard who arrives to report the initial transgression of Creon’s
edict — the discovery that someone has buried Polynices’ corpse — states
his case nervously and briefly, afraid that he will suffer blame for delivering
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the bad news. Significantly, in his initial statement of the problem, he casts
the burial itself in metaphorical terms: “Someone has just gone off after
burying the body, sprinkling its flesh with thirsty dust and performing the
necessary rites [Tov vekpo TIg apTiwg / Bawag BERNKE KaTi xpwTi diyiav /
KOVIV TTaAUvOG KagayloTeuoag a xpn]” (245-7). While the guard’s reference
to the proper rites of burial conveys a sense of the significant act accom-
plished, he expresses the physical action in terms of a metaphor: “thirsty
dust [kéviv TTaAUvag].” Though the correspondence of these terms seems
almost clichéd — when the ground is dry and dusty, it needs water or is
“thirsty,” — Giriffith suggests in his commentary that the reference to water
also may indicate the burial ground’s need for the tears of lament.' In-
deed, as the description of the guard goes on to indicate, Antigone’s scat-
tering of dust over the body, accompanied with the necessary ritual mourn-
ing rites, seems to have sufficed to protect Polynices’ body just as well as a
fully underground burial would. In fact, as Carol Jacobs has pointed out, the
slightness of Antigone’s interaction with the physical earth echoes the light-
ness of the dust on Polynices’ body: both are so light as to seem hardly ex-
istent at all. Thus, the guard marvels at how the earth about the body re-
mains unmarked, and at how the body has vanished despite the fact that it
is only covered with a light dust: like the scattering of dust, the metaphor
suggests, rather than explicitly demonstrates, the burial of the corpse under
the earth. Significantly, also, the guard notes that the layer of dust has
somehow protected the body from being mauled by animals or birds (a fact
bearing the potential to especially irritate Creon, whose edict had empha-
sized such a fate for the corpse).

Antigone’s ritual burial, slight as it manifests itself physically, subverts
the prohibition that Creon has placed on the body. In doing so, she follows
a customary rite of mourning that mediates between the dead mortal and
the gods, as Bernard Knox points out:

Antigone’s appeal is not general but specific. She is not opposing a
whole set of unwritten laws to the written laws of the polis, nor is she
pleading the force of individual conscience or universal and natural
law. She is claiming that the age-old customary rites of mourning
and burial for the dead, which are unwritten because they existed
even before the alphabet was invented or the polis organized, have
the force of law, unwritten but unfailing, which stems from the gods
and which the gods enforce. "

Antigone herself, of course, claims that she performs the ritual of “burying”
Polynices in the service of the laws of the gods. Yet the dusted corpse re-
mains in view for the guard to discover; thus the ritual Antigone performs
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affects the city, as well. When the guard brings her before Creon, charging
her with the burial, the chorus exclaims as she approaches, “Surely they do
not lead you captive for disobedience to the king’s laws...? [ou dn TTou o€ V'
atmmoTouoav / Toig BaaciAgiolg atrdyouot vopolgs...;]” (381-2). Providing the
conclusion to their choral song that has addressed the dangerous potential
of man, the choral reference to the nomoi that Antigone has broken as
kingly (Toig BaaiAeioig vépoig) distinguishes these prohibitions as another
man-made thing, a product of fechné, and thus good or bad only to the ex-
tent to which they carry out the justice of the gods (see especially lines
365-71). Antigone reiterates this distinction shortly thereafter; when Creon
clarifies with astonishment that she has dared to break his law, she replies
with a justification that places her squarely on the side of the gods:

Yes, for it was not Zeus who made this proclamation, nor was it Jus-
tice who lives with the gods below that established such laws among
men, nor did | think your proclamations strong enough to have
power to overrule, mortal as they were, the unwritten and unfailing
ordinances of the gods.

ou yap TI hol Zeug NV 0 kNpugag TadE,

oud’ n &Uvoikog Twv KATW Bewv Aikn

TOI0UG®’ €V avOPWTTOICIV WPICEV VOUOUG.

oudé 0Bévelv ToooUTOV WONNY Ta CA

KNEUyHad' waT dypatta Kao@aAr Bewv

vouipa duvacBal Bvntd y’ 6vB’ utrepdpapciv. (450-5)

Excluding Creon’s laws from the divinely ordained laws, Antigone aligns
herself with rights proclaimed by either Zeus or divine Justice — which she
significantly locates as residing with the gods below, that is, the chthonic
gods, among whom Hades would be included.™ In either case, Zeus or
Justice, these divinely ordained laws seem to gain their validity in her as-
sessment because of their immortal nature: they are unwritten (dypatrta),
unlike the laws of men, which in their material (written) presence may ulti-
mately be subject to temporal decay (thus her designation of them as mor-
tal [Bvntd]). The mourning that Antigone seeks to accomplish, then, echoes
the divine laws she claims to follow, inasmuch as mourning seeks to im-
mortalize, or make present in memory, the one who has passed away.

Yet the effects of this memorial ritual extend beyond Antigone’s rela-
tion to the gods; the importance of Polynices’ unburied body to the city de-
termines that her actions must resonate in a public sense as well. In re-
sponse to Antigone’s claims, Creon emphasizes again his devotion to the
laws of the city, arguing their importance in terms of what lies at stake in
their being obeyed or transgressed:
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But there is no worse evil than insubordination! This it is that ruins
cities, this it is that destroys houses, this it is that shatters and puts
to flight the warriors on its own side! But what saves the lives of
most of those that go straight is obedience! In this way we have to
protect discipline.

avapyiag d¢ PeiCov OuK 0TIV KAKOV.

auTn 1ToAeIg 6AAUOIV, (1O’ avaoTATOUG

oikoug TiBnolv, 1de cuppdyou dopog

TPOTTAG KATAPPAYVUOT TwV &’ 0pBoupEVWY
owdel Ta TTOAANG owpab’ n reiBapyia. (672-6)

For Creon, then, the laws of the city must be obeyed because they save
the citizens at all levels: in government, home and military life. In the face
of such high stakes, obedience becomes unequivocal and unquestioning;
he therefore categorizes any deviance from the straight path of the law as
anarchy (avapyiag, not subordinate to the ruler or apxn). The choice here
stands framed as the stark difference between disorder and order, a dis-
tinction at the heart of much of Sophocles’ work.'® Creon’s fear, expressed
here, of a continuous threat to the fragile hold of absolute order manifests
itself in his extreme treatment of Polynices’ body (i.e., his emphatic desire
that the body be exposed as carrion for mutilation by animals) and his later
obsessive attempts to oppress Antigone. Such a fear gives a tenuous qual-
ity to his rule, as if it could be subverted by the slightest deviance, the ex-
pression of any loss of faith. Thus he declares in his decree (or so Antigone
reports it) that the one burying Polynices will be subject to death by stoning.
Such a death might serve as a public demonstration of the results of be-
traying the rule of Creon.?’ Even the demonstration of force and control
that a public execution might provide, however, seems too weak an en-
forcement for Creon. In a later exchange with Antigone, he extends this de-
sire to control not only the lives but also the deaths of those who usurp his
authority. When she asks, “Do you wish for anything more than to take me
and kill me? [BéAeig I peiCov A kaTakTeival W eAwv]” (497), he replies, “Not
I! When | have that, | have everything [eyw pev oudév, TouT €xwv amavt
£Xw]” (498). Indeed, if he had Antigone’s death, he would have everything,
for being in possession of another’'s death would give him a quality similar
to the gods who have a hand in fate. With this threat, Creon conflates his
own potential with that of the gods.

Yet for Creon, as he demonstrates with the public spectacle of stoning
he first proposes with his edict, his power depends upon his ability to per-
suade his subjects, the citizens, to invest him with it. This becomes clear as
he begins to lose the empathy of the chorus. Once Haemon appears on-
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stage and tries to convince his father to change his mind, the chorus seems
to waver in their support of Creon’s execution of Antigone, his son’s fian-
cée. Thus, after Haemon exits, the chorus asks Creon if he still intends to
kill her; when he replies in the affirmative, they ask how he will do it, giving
him the opportunity to change his method of execution from the formerly
expressed public stoning to a less dramatic option of burying her alive in a
tomb, out of sight of the city (775). Creon therefore struggles to maintain
his present power, seeking to prevent any disorder?! in the city that might
lead to a loss of authority, by modifying his plans.

The execution he therefore proposes, death by burial alive, though
less dramatic and painful (presumably) than the first option, presents its
own set of worries to Antigone. From loudly proclaiming her part in mourn-
ing her brother, she turns to nagging worries about the chances that she
herself will be mourned by others, if she is to die alone, hidden, and possi-
bly forgotten in a cave: “No longer may |, poor creature, look upon the sa-
cred eye of the shining sun; and my fate, unwept for, is lamented by no
friend [OukéTI poi TOSE AapuTTadog 1EpdV / Oupa BEpIG opdav Tahaiva. / Tov &
EUOV TTOTHOV adakpuTov / oudeig QiAwv oTevalel]” (879-82). With this com-
plaint, Antigone shifts her focus from the consideration of her (and her
brother’s) individual relation to the gods to anxiety about her position in the
public at her death; in other words, she worries that her memory, her repu-
tation, will die with her. Creon responds to this concern by reaffirming her
worries; although he rhetorically suggests at first that she will be mourned
as a matter of course, he goes on to emphasize the isolated nature of her
living tomb, and its complete removal from those living above ground. By
removing her body from view, Creon suggests that he will veil the sign that
would inspire the mourning of Antigone — her corpse.

With this gesture, Creon plans a similar fate for Antigone as he has
designated for her brother: by consigning her to a death removed (effec-
tively) from the city, he buries the disorder of her anarchy along with her —
just as he excludes the body of Polynices, who has brought disorder into
the city as a result of his uprising.? In each case, Creon physically re-
moves the disorder from the sphere of city life or action. By burying Anti-
gone alive, Creon also hopes to remove the pollution of further disorder by
avoiding the guilt of having killed her directly. Yet, in doing so, he subjects
Antigone to suffer a fate in death also similar to Polynices’: an unmourned
death. However, in eliding the space for burial, Creon continues the cycle
of disorder, thus failing to impose the order he hopes.?

The potential for disorder inherent in Creon’s treatment of corpses is
realized in Teiresias’ warning of a plague on the city resulting from Creon’s
treatment of Polynices: “And it is your will that has put this plague upon the
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city; for our altars and our braziers, one and all, are filled with carrion
brought by birds and dogs from the unhappy son of Oedipus who fell [kai
TalTa TNG ONG €K @Pevog vooei TOMIG. / Bwpoi yap nuiv eoxapal Te
TTavTeAEig / TTAAPEIG UTT Olwvwy TE Kal Kuvwv Bopdg / Tou duoudpou
memTwTog O1ditrou yoévou]” (1015-18). In this case, the pollution of the
plague on the city manifests a symptom of the problem that Creon is caus-
ing: the disruption of a custom in which women mourned for the dead, re-
calling their life as a memory that allowed the passing of the dead. It is this
“law,” of course, to which Antigone refers in her claims to be doing the just
thing in burying Polynices.

Prohibiting the memorializing ritual of mourning that Antigone would
perform, Creon causes a disruption that then manifests itself on the living
body, in the form of a plague. In his rage at Antigone’s subversion, Creon
disrupts the divine order of things, which leads to a disturbance in the order
of the polis, as well. The chorus addresses the problem of such violent an-
ger in their fourth song, which revolves around a discussion of the danger-
ous threat to order that passion poses:

You [Eros, passion] wrench just men’s minds aside from justice, do-
ing them violence; it is you who have stirred up this quarrel between
men of the same blood. Victory goes to the visible desire that comes
from the eyes of the beautiful bride, desire that has its throne in sov-
ereignty beside those of the mighty laws.

Ou Kal dIkaiwv adikoug

ppévag TTapacTrdg e1mi Awpa.

OU Kal TOd€ veikog avdpwyv

EOvaipov £xeig Tapacag.

VIKG & evapyng BAepdpwy

iMEPOG EUAEKTPOU

vUUQAG, TWV JeYGAwY TTAPedPOG v apxaig
Beopwv. (791-9)

Avoiding a direct condemnation of either Creon’s or Antigone’s violence,
the chorus uses the violent conflict between Polynices and Eteocles as an
example of the damage that passion can cause, diverting men from justice
to injustice. As an example of right action, however, they provide the image
of the desire emanating from the eyes of a bride, who in occupying the cus-
tomary position for the female in society therefore follows the “mighty laws”
(Beopwv), that is, those that are established. Having confirmed this pre-
cept, the chorus can then accuse Antigone on the grounds of the hubristic
folly to which her passion has led her, as well as for the established laws
that her father broke before her: “Advancing to the extreme of daring, you



Mourning the Public Body

stumbled against the lofty altar of Justice, my child! And you are paying
some torment [inherited] from your father [TTpoBdc’ e’ doxarov Bpdcoug /
upnAov €¢ Aikag BaBpov / TTpocéTteoeg, w Tékvov, TTodi. / TraTtpwov O
eKTiVEIS TIV' GBAoV]” (853-6).%* Not only has Antigone gone too far in pursuit
of her own desires, the chorus argues, but she also suffers in repayment,
as a pay off or vengeance, for her father’s crime. The chorus here accuses
Antigone of acting against divine justice, as a result of her own passion and
her father’s incest. Antigone takes up only the second of the accusations
against her (one of which, ironically, her father might also be accused),
seeing her own predicament as punishment for the fate cursed upon her by
Oedipus:

You have touched on a thought most painful for me, the fate of my
father, thrice renewed, and the whole of our destiny, that of the fa-
mous Labdacids. Ah, the disaster of marriage with his mother, and
my father’s incestuous couplings with his ill-fated mother! From what
parents was | born, miserable one! To them | go, to live with them,
accursed, unmarried! Ah, brother who made a disastrous marriage,
in your death you have destroyed my life!

éyauoag aAyel-

VOTATOG EPOI PEPIPVAG,

TTaTPOG TPITTOAIGTOU 0ilTou

TOU TE TIPOTTAVTOG

AUETEPOU TTOTHOU

KAgIvoig Aapdakidaioiv.

10 hHaTpwal AEKTpwV 4-

Tal KOIPAUATa T auToyav-

vNT EPW TTaTPi SBUOPUOPOU PaATPOG:
oiwv gyw 106’ a TaAaippwyv £Quv:
TTPOG OUG apaiog dyauog ad’

EYW METOIKOG £pXOHal.

10 BUOTTOTUWYV KATi-

YyVNTE YAUWY KUPHOOG,

Bavwv £T° oloav KaTAvapEg Pe. (857-71)

Providing the fullest reference in the play to her father's crime, Antigone
specifically describes Oedipus’ transgressions of established law: not only
did he marry his own mother, but he had children from this incestuous cou-
pling. By leaving out the other aspect of Oedipus’ crime, his murder of his
father (i.e., the shedding of kindred blood that Creon is trying to avoid by
burying Antigone alive), Antigone’s speech depicts Oedipus’ crime as one
of pollution: by committing incest and bearing children who are also his sib-
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lings, Oedipus has prevented, in a sense, the passage of time, the move-
ment forward of generations. Thus Oedipus’ offence against the laws of the
gods and society is here raised in terms of temporal disorder — a corruption
of time, a failure to pass on, that makes the memorializing of mourning im-
possible.?® These are the transgressions for which the gods will make Anti-
gone suffer, as both the chorus and Antigone suggest, providing a demon-
stration of Antigone’s suffering as a lesson about breaking established laws
and creating divine disorder (or stumbling against the altar of Justice), just
as Creon sought to make a demonstration of his own order by means of his
punishment of both Polynices’ and Antigone’s bodies. Such a reading is
corroborated by the language the chorus uses above to refer to the debt of
suffering that Antigone owes: coupled with the idea of paying a penalty,?
a6Aog acquires the sense of not only a struggle or contest, but even a tor-
ment or ordeal. Through suffering some torment or punishment, the chorus
and Antigone’s response imply, the debt owed for causing such disorder
might be paid and order be restored. The punishment of Antigone will pro-
vide a meaning or value for Oedipus’ past life, a painful labour whose sig-
nificance exceeds the limits of her corpse.

Punishment and Spectacle

Elaborating upon the significance of suffering punishments, the fifth song of
the chorus (944-87) describes a series of punishments: the tomblike im-
prisonment of Danae,?” the rocky imprisonment of Lycurgus,®® and the
blinding of the sons of Phineus.? Avoiding a consideration of responsibility
or guilt, the chorus focuses on the process of suffering punishment, con-
cluding with the notion that inescapable Fate manifests itself in each of
these examples. In this sense, the punishments stand as evidence of both
the ineluctable nature of the difficulties Fate imposes, but also of the power
of Fate, in its ability to punish without mercy.

In a more immediate sense, Teiresias prophecies a similar case of the
punishing payment of vengeance when he warns Creon of the exchange of
corpses that his hubristic actions will provoke:

Then know well that you shall not accomplish many racing courses
of the sun, and in that lapse of time you shall give in exchange for
corpses the corpse of one from your own loins, in return for having
hurled below one of those above, blasphemously lodging a living
person in a tomb, and you have kept here something belonging to
the gods below, a corpse deprived, unburied, unholy. Neither you
nor the gods above have any part in this, but you have inflicted it
upon them! On account of this there lie in wait for you the doers of
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outrage who in the end destroy, the Erinyes of Hades and the gods,
so that you will be caught up in these same evils.

OAN’ gu ye TOI KATIGO! PN TTOAAOUG £TI
TPOXOUG ApIAANTAPAG NAIoU TEAWV,

€V 0i01 TWV OWV AUTOG €K OTTAAYXVWV éva
VEKUV VEKPWV auoIBSOv avTidoug £an,

avl’ wv €XEIG eV Twv Avw BoAWV KATW,
Wuxnv Yy’ atiywg v Td@w KaToIKioag,
£xeIg O Twv KATwOev evBAd’ au Bewv
AuOoIPOV, OKTEPIOTOV, AVOCIOV VEKUV.

wv oUTe 001 PETEOTIV OUTE TOIG AVW
Beoiolv, oA\’ ek oou BiagovTal Thade.
TOUTWYV o€ AwPNTAPES UGTEPOPOOPOI
Aoxwaiv Aidou kal Bewv Epivueg,

€V TOiOIV auToig Toiode AneBrival Kakoig. (1064-76)

Teiresias’ warning raises the future curse of Creon in terms of antidote
(from the verb avmididwpul [1067] derives the noun avtidotog, something
given in remedy, an antidote): the corpse that the gods will demand from
Creon will be given in payment for the disorder he has created by the mis-
management of corpses (not only has he refused to bury a dead body, but
he also gives a living body burial). In this way, then, Creon will provide an
antidote to the plague caused by unburied corpses from which the city suf-
fers. Referring to this plague on the city again on lines 1081-3, Teiresias
emphasizes how the cosmic disorder that Creon has caused resulted in a
disorder manifested in the city. With this, Creon assumes the position in
which he has placed Antigone, the cause of disorder in the polis; the spec-
tacle of punishment with which he has threatened her hence becomes a
spectacle of punishment under which he must suffer.

Creon finally responds to this final warning of Teiresias, and exits the
stage intending to bury the corpse and then release Antigone. Neverthe-
less, less than one hundred lines later, a messenger arrives to announce
the payment of the antidote, the death of Creon’s only son Haemon, who,
he announces, has died by his own hand, “in anger against his father for
the murder he committed [auTdg TTPOG auToU, TaTPi unvicag @ovou]’
(1177). He describes to the chorus how he, along with several of Creon’s
other attendants, heard a cry issue from the cave as they followed Creon
toward it, intending to release Antigone. Worried at its portent, Creon urged
his attendants forward to see whether he feared correctly that the voice is-
sued from his son Haemon. At their master’s orders, the messenger de-
scribes, he and his peers looked in on a tragic scene of loss: Antigone
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hanging by the neck and Haemon clinging to her waist, lamenting her death
caused by his father. When Creon finally approached, the messenger con-
tinues, Haemon lunged at him with the sword, missed and then drove it into
himself, finally achieving a sort of union with Antigone in his death throes:

Still living, he clasped the maiden in the bend of his feeble arm, and
pouring forth a sharp jet of blood, he stained her white cheek. He
lay, a corpse holding a corpse, having achieved his marriage rites,
poor fellow, in the house of Hades, having shown by how much the
worst evil among mortals is bad counsel.

€g &’ uypov

AYKWVY €T’ EuQPWV TTapBEvw TTPOCTITUCOETAI

KOl QUOIWV o&eiav eKPAAAEI porv

AguKn TTapeld TTolviou oTaAdyHATOG:

KEiTal &€ VEKPOG TTEPI VEKPW, TA VULPIKA

TEAN Aaywv &eihaiog ev ¥’ Aidou dOPOIG,

O¢igag ev avBpwTrolol TNV aouAiav

60w peéyioTov avopil TTPOoKEITal KaKOV. (1236-43)

In death, Haemon and Antigone rejoin society through their achievement of
the marriage rites (Ta vup@ikd@ T€An Aayxwv), resolving the passion-induced
mistakes described by the chorus in lines 791-4 (and, even in dying, re-
aligning their desire within socially and divinely approved parameters, as
does the bride described by the chorus in lines 795-9, quoted above). In
addition, though, the scene of Haemon'’s dying provides a lesson, as well: it
“shows” or displays (&eikvupi) to the witnessing phalanx of guards (and, via
the witness’s report, the chorus of Theban citizens and the audience, too)
the extent to which “bad counsel” is the worst of human evils.

The paradigmatic and gruesome suffering of Haemon'’s death throes
resonates in his dead body when Creon appears later, bearing it onstage.
The chorus responds to his entrance: “Here comes the king himself, bear-
ing in his arms a conspicuous memorial; if we may say so, his ruin came
not from others, but from his own failing [ka1 uynv 68" dva§ autdg eenker /
MV’ eTTionuov dia XeIpOg £XwV, / €1 BEIG emTeiv, ouk aAAoTpiav / atnv, aAN
autég apaptwv]” (1257-60).%° Thus, the chorus provides a narrative de-
scription of Creon’s appearance on stage, explaining the deictic signifi-
cance of Haemon’s corpse: it functions as a distinguishing mark
(emrionuog), a mimetic sign or reminder (uvrun) of being guilty (auaptavw).
Not only does the body Creon carries bear a lesson for himself, however;
the reminder, displayed in his arms onstage (in front of the palace doors
that would have been depicted at the back of the stage),®' speaks to the
city as well. As Segal explains, “The term ‘conspicuous memorial’ ... refers
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specifically to the commemorative ceremonies of the public funeral and the
entombment of warriors who have fallen in behalf of the city.”32 Thus, the
corpse of Haemon, exhibited in the arms of his father the king, bears along
with it the meaning of his life in death: the mourning prohibited by Creon’s
edict returned to the city in a public mark of mourning.

Creon’s antidote has yet to take effect, however: the exchange of
corpses continues only a few lines later, with the messenger’s announce-
ment of the suicide of the queen, Eurydice.*® Enhancing the exhibition of
Haemon'’s body in Creon’s arms, the corpse of Eurydice also appears dis-
played prominently on the stage, as the chorus indicates in their exclama-
tion:, “You can see it! It is no longer hidden indoors [opdv TTAPECTIV. OU Yap
ev puyoig €m)” (1293). Most commentators agree that this scene would
have been staged with Eurydice’s body then appearing onstage on the ek-
kuklema, a mechanized wheeled platform that would have been pushed
onto the centre of the stage, probably through the opening of the palace
doors at the back.** The corpse thus presents a dramatic spectacle over
which the messenger describes the manner of her death as Creon laments
his fate.

As in the case of Haemon, the messenger describes the details of Eu-
rydice’s death: hurling curses upon her husband, the killer of her son, Eu-
rydice copied the method of Haemon'’s death, “so that she experienced the
suffering of her son [6TTwg / TTAIBOG 10D’ AGBET oEuKwKUTOV TTABOG]” (1315-
6). With this double death, Creon finally recognizes his culpability in the
downfall of his family, his ineluctable guilt: “Ah me, this can never be trans-
ferred to any other mortal, acquitting me! For it was | that killed you, un-
happy one, |, | speak the truth! [wuor pol, Tad’ ouk 1’ GAAov BpoTwyv / udg
apuooel TToT €€ aimiag. / eyw yap o’, eyw o’ €kavov, w PEAEOG, / eyw, eay’
é€tupov]” (1317-20). Creon’s formulation of this lament in terms of an accu-
sation or charge (aitia) that he can never escape echoes the accusation
that the messenger utters upon announcing the death of Eurydice: “You
were reproached by the dead as guilty of those deaths and these [wg aiTiav
Y€ TWVOE KaKEIiVWV EXwV / TTpog TG Bavouong TACS’ €TTECKATITOU POpwV]’
(1312-3). Thus, the description that follows of Eurydice’s death, coupled
with the display of her corpse alongside Haemon’s onstage, calls an accu-
sation upon Creon. It is this guilt that Creon then assumes when he recog-
nizes his actions as cause of Eurydice’s and Haemon’s deaths.

Creon reemphasizes the losses he has suffered as he leaves the
stage at the end of the play, though his words begin to turn responsibility
for his suffering away from himself and onto fate. While his speech marks
the presence of the corpses next to him, his lament also indicates that
there is something more that is unrecognizable to him:
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Lead me out of the way, useless man that | am, who killed you, my
son, not by my own will, and you here too, ah, miserable one; | do
not know which to look on, which way to lean; for all that is in my
hands has gone awry, and fate hard to deal with has leapt upon my
head.

ayoir’ av paraiov avdp’ EKTTOdWY,

0G, W TTAl, O€ T OUX EKWV KATEKAVOV

OE T au TAvd', WHOI PEAEOG, OUD’ £XW
TTPOG TTOTEPOV idw, TTa KAIBW. TTAvVTa yap
Aéxpia Tav Xepoiv, Ta &’ €TTi KpaTi Yol
TOTUOG SUCGKOMIOTOG giorAaTo. (1339-46)

As Giriffith points out, Creon’s speech suggests a contrast between what is
visible (the dead bodies of Haemon and Eurydice) and what is invisible (the
mysterious but inescapable hand of fate). Creon’s struggle with seeing
such a spectacle also puts an emphasis upon his pain in witnessing the re-
sults of his folly; thus Creon assumes the position of witness that the
guards, chorus, and audience have previously occupied (and continue to
perform in this scene). The spectacle of dead bodies before him forces him
to bear witness to what they represent — in this case, his complicity in their
death. The accusation against Creon, then, is something that he witnesses
alongside the others: embodied in the corpses of Haemon and Eurydice
are the signs of his guilt.

Yet, as Antigone points out previously in the play, a dead body, being
dead, cannot bear witness (“The dead body will not bear witness to that [ou
MapTuproel Taud’ o katbavwv vékug]” [515]). How, then, can a corpse de-
liver an accusation of guilt against another? For the corpse of Antigone, as
well as that of Haemon, Eurydice, and Polynices, it is the narrative sur-
rounding the corpse that communicates the meaning of it. In other words,
the corpse alone does not convey the meaning, but something more em-
bodied in it does so. The sight of the dead body makes present a past life;
the end of a life provides a frame for considering that life’s significance (a
significance that is worked through in mourning). However, as long as life
remains, as long as life continues to unfold, the ultimate fate or significance
of that life remains unknown. Ruing the fate of Creon, the messenger re-
fers to this temporal distinction just before announcing Haemon’s death:
“there is no state of human life that | would praise or blame as though it had
come to a stop; for fortune makes straight and fortune brings down the for-
tunate or the unfortunate man at all times [ouk €06’ oTroiov oTd@vT Qv
avBpwTrou Biov / oUT aivéoaiy’ av oUTe pePPaiunv TToTE. / TOXN yop opBoi
Kal TUXN KATappETTeEl / TOV €UTUXOUVTa TOV TE€ duoTuXoUvT aci]” (1156-9).
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The meaning of a life unravels as it passes; the only unchanging life is a
dead one. Thus the synthesis of the passing events of life can only be
made after death: for example, in the interpretation of mourning — or, like-
wise, in the narrative accounts of the messenger.

The messenger’s speech above suggests that a difference between
mortal and immortal is in the subjection of mortals to a mysterious fate that
always surprises man with fortune or failure — that works upon man’s life, in
other words, outside of his control. For this reason, the only way to escape
change or fate in life is death. Once death has occurred, mourning or a nar-
rative might take up the death, and the past life that it marks, and give it
meaning. In seeking to control the deaths of others, Creon might thus im-
pose his own meaning upon them. The effective potential in the display or
spectacle of corpses has already been suggested in connection with
Creon’s treatment of the corpse of Polynices. Creon raises the possibility
that such a display could be directed against another person when he an-
grily threatens his son with witnessing the death of his fiancée: “Bring the
hateful creature, so that she may die at once close at hand, in the sight of
her bridegroom! [ayeTe TO WicOg, WG KAT OUUAT aQuTiKa / TTOPOVTI BVAOKN
TANCia Tw vupeiw]” (760-1). Perceiving that he has lost the support of even
his own son, Creon furiously proposes to punish him for his betrayal by
murdering his beloved right in front of his eyes. This seems to be a case,
then, in which a corpse is meant to provide retribution; by means of his abil-
ity to take life away, Creon will suggest the necessity of supporting the au-
thority of the king, “paying back” Haemon for his hint of insubordination.

Thus, Creon’s threat to Haemon involves more than the simple pres-
entation of Antigone’s dead corpse for him to witness, but the action of her
being killed in front of him. It is in the process of being deprived of life that
Antigone’s death will gain meaning for Haemon — a punishing meaning,
Creon hopes. In this sense, the tormented struggle in payment for justice of
which the chorus warns Antigone (in lines 853-6, quoted above) becomes
the meaning of her death, which evolves, as suffering, in the process of
mourning.

Torture, punishment, and control

The significance of the threatened torture of Antigone echoes a more
sweeping warning that Creon delivers before the guard and the chorus of
elderly Theban citizens only a few lines before this exchange. Convinced
that the criminal burying of Polynices manifests a money-driven conspiracy
against him, Creon asserts his authority by issuing a general threat of pun-
ishment to all present. Since, in this case, Creon expresses the terms of
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the conspiracy as monetary, the sense of this imminent punishment as
“payment” appears clearly: “But those who to earn their fee have contrived
to do this thing have ensured that in time they will pay the penalty [ocol &¢
MIoBapvouvTeg nvuoav Tade, / Xpovw TToT egempagav wg douvail diknv]”
(302-3). In this exchange, Creon suggests that justice will necessarily be
effected upon the conspirators; the threat of punishment that immediately
follows links this retribution directly to the torture that those will suffer who
choose the profits of conspiracy over bending to the king’s authority. As he
exclaims in threatening fury to the citizen chorus and the guard, “If you do
not find the author of this burial and reveal him to my eyes, a single Hades
shall not suffice for you, before all have been strung up alive to expose this
insolence [e1 un TOV AUTOXEIPO TOUBE TOU TAQPOU / EUPOVTEG EKPAVEIT €G
0pBaAuoUG guoug, / oux upiv AIdng uouvog apkéoel, TTPIV av / CWVTEG
KpepaoToi TAVOE dnAwon® URpiv]” (306-9). Here, not only does Creon
threaten his subjects with torture,* but he marks the method of torture as a
public display of their crimes. Those not complying with his edict will mani-
fest or exhibit (dnAdw) the extent of their hubris (i.e., the folly of usurping
Creon’s authority) by means of their public spectacle of their torture (being
hung out alive [CwvTeg kpepyaoToi] and, presumably, suffering the corre-
sponding punishments). Thus, Creon proposes to bring before the polis a
visual reminder of the results of breaking his laws.

In addition to the public spectacle of torture as retribution for subvert-
ing his authority, Creon also implies with this threat that he will control the
manner of their dying (i.e., they will not merely suffer a simple trip to Ha-
des). With this claim, Creon assumes a position that supersedes the limits
of the mortal; for, as the chorus that follows this scene indicates in its “ode
to man,” death presents the most clearly insurpassable limit to mankind,
despite all of his skill in thought and tekhne: “only from Hades shall he ap-
ply no means of flight [Aida pdévov / @eldgiv ouk emagetal]” (361-2). This
limitation of mortals occurs in the midst of a song glorifying man’s great po-
tential of creation. Thus, the subjection to death appears as a limit point for
mankind; despite their cleverness with laws and technology, mortals remain
inescapably subject to death. With his suggestion that he might control the
working of death upon others through subjecting men to his laws — in the
most extreme sense, by means of punishing torture and a tormented death
— Creon raises himself beyond the bounds of mortals, toward the immor-
tals.

For the divinities, in their eternal existence, remain exempt from the
death that stands at the limit of mortal life. The third choral song empha-
sizes this immortal timelessness, in regard to Zeus and his laws:

Zeus, what arrogance of men could restrict your power? Neither
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sleep the all-conquering nor the unwearying months of the gods de-
feats it, but as a ruler time cannot age, you occupy the dazzling
glare of Olympus. For present, future, and past this law shall suffice:
to none among mortals shall great wealth come without disaster.

TEQV, ZeU, SUVAOIV TIG Qv-

Opwyv uTtrepPaacia KaTaool;

Tav 00O’ UTTVOG aipel 108’ 0 TTavToyrPWG
ouT akduaTol BEwv

MAVEG, ayrnpwg 8¢ Xpovw duvdaoTag
KaTtéxelg OAUuTTOU

pHapuapdecoayv aiyAav.

TO T ETTEITA KAI TO JEAAOV

KQI TO TTPIV ETTAPKEDEI

VvOlOG 68'. oudév EpTTel

Bvatwv BioTog TTAPTIOAUG €KTOG ATaG. (604-14)

The chorus suggests that the law of Zeus remains, along with the god, infi-
nitely, beyond temporal limitations or the efforts of gods or man to defeat it.
Recalling Creon’s hubristic nomoi with this remark, the chorus then goes
further to specify the nature of this eternal law of Zeus, foreshadowing
Creon’s own defeat. For the essence of Zeus’ law, the song indicates, em-
phasizes change: if a mortal holds wealth, inevitably he will lose it. The di-
vine law thus demonstrates its unique superiority in precisely what it por-
tends for mortals: eternal and unchanging, divine law specifies that mortals
must always be subject to change.

Not only are mortals consigned to change, however, but, as the song
goes on to describe, they are subject to being ignorant of when or how that
change will occur: “For widely wandering hope brings profit to many men,
but to many the deception of thoughtless longings; and a man knows noth-
ing when it comes upon him, until he scalds his foot in blazing fire [a yap dn
TTOAUTTAQYKTOG €A- / TTiG TTOAAOIG pEV Ovnaig avdpwy, / TToAAoig &' amdra
KOUQOVOWV epwTwV: / €100TI &’ oudév €pTrel, / TIpIv TTUpi Bepuw TTEdA TIG
Tpocauon]” (615-9). Thus, the inevitability of change in human life raises
the necessity for reminders. As the exposed corpse of Polynices might
serve to remind Theban citizens of both Polynices’ crimes against the city
and of Creon’s authority as ruler, the suffering of Antigone and Creon — a
suffering made material by the spectacle of the corpses that surround them
— serves as evidence of their “crimes.” While the dead bodies, in their
insistent presence, bear witness to the Theban citizens and the audience of
the tension between the laws of gods and of men, the suffering of Creon
and Antigone recalls the persistent limit of mortal life, which unfolds as it
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passes away.

While the presence of the corpse persistently reminds those who wit-
ness it to mourn publicly, the living body that suffers unto death evokes an
even greater meaning: the irresolution of that mourning. With the torture he
inflicts, Creon addresses the transgressive thought or idea by means of the
body; he inscribes punishment, vengeance, or, in other words, justice, in
visible marks which will endure, along with the body, even after death. The
physical presence of the body seems to lend the certainty of its physical
permanence to the intangible idea inscribed upon it. Used in this way, the
material body is set apart from itself, objectified; its physical elements,
which, in their presence seem unchanging, offer themselves as materials
upon which the invisible workings of a permanent spiritual antidote might
be demonstrated.

The pain of a punishment meant to evoke justice suggests a compli-
cated interrelation between the body and the spirit; the messenger alludes
to their peculiar bearing on each other in his evocation of the survival of an
unhappy life: “For when a man’s pleasures have abandoned him, | do not
consider him a living being, but an animated corpse [kai yap ndovai / étav
mpodwaolv avdpdg, ou TiIONW eyw / ¢nv TouTOoVv, aAN Euyuxov nyouual
vekpov]” (1165-7). Not only is the unchanging man a dead man, but the
man without pleasure is dead, as well. This sentiment adds to the mysteri-
ous element of fate in mortal life an invisible quality that animates the body:
without it, the body becomes devoid of meaning or intention, merely an
animated corpse.

Such a possibility implies a gap in the living mortal between the body
and the spirit — that which feels pleasure or bends to fate — hidden within.*
Sophocles raises the consideration of a difference between the body and
the mind or heart — that is, an “inner” sense — in the first angry exchange
between Creon and the guard who brings news of Polynices’ burial:

Creon: Do you not know even now how your words pain me?
Guard: Is it your ears or your soul that feels the pain?

Creon: Why do you try to measure where my pain is?

Guard: The doer pains your heart, but | your ears.

Creon: Ah, you are a chatterer by nature, it is clear! (trans. mod.)

KPEQN. ouk 0ig6a Kal vuv wg aviapwg AEyeig?
DYNAZ. gv TOICIV WOV A "M TN Yux &dkvn?

KPEQN. 11 &¢ puBpiceig Tnv eunv AUTTnv 611ou?

DYANA=. 0 dpwv 0’ avid Tag epévag, Ta &' WT eyw.
KPEQN. oiy’ wg AdAnua, drAov, eKTTeQUKOG €1. (316-20)

Acknowledging that he causes Creon discomfort with his words, the guard
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attempts to distinguish the sort of pain he causes; while Creon resists the
attempt to locate it, the guard insists on differentiating between the bodily
pain that he inflicts on Creon’s ears and a different sort of pain caused by
the one doing the crime he has reported. This other pain attacks, the guard
insists initially, the psyché (puxn) — the soul, spirit, or mind — or, as he next
proposes, the “heart” or phrén (ppnv). Although Creon responds by disre-
garding this distinction, the guard’s protestation implies a difference be-
tween two types of pain — bodily pain and that which is less easily meas-
ured or located: pain to the psyché, heart, mind, understanding, phrén. His
attempt to locate Creon’s pain thus appears clearly as an attempt to claim
himself as inflicting the lesser of the two sorts of pain: bodily. Yet this de-
fense of himself also suggests that Creon (mistakenly) treats him as if he
were imposing the more serious sort of pain, to the psyché or phrén.
Creon’s last comment before exiting the stage confirms this fear, as he
threatens the guard, once again, with torture: “But if you do not reveal the
doers to me, you shall testify that low desire for profit is the cause of pain
[er &€ TaUTO PN / @aveite poi Toug dpwvTag, eEepei®’ o1 / Ta deIANG KEPDN
TTNHovag epyadetai]” (324-6). Coupled with the pain that Creon threatens to
inflict, what the guard utters (e¢epéw) will bear witness to what his maneu-
verings have accomplished: that pain (TTApa) he suffers. The pain in this
exchange functions both as a demonstration of punishment for the guard’s
crimes and as a verification of the crimes themselves. With this threat,
Creon aims bodily torment at the aspect of the guard that exceeds his
body, his psyche, which (Creon hopes) will remember his crimes as his
body suffers for them. In inflicting the torture which will compel the guard to
testify to his guilt before witnesses, Creon will exert his authority over both
the guard and those to whom the guard, by means of his pain, will confess
to his guilt — that is, in Creon’s terms, his transgressions against the city.

In Antigone, Creon’s hubristic pursuit of power, which emphasizes the
problem of establishing and maintaining the law in the city-state, manifests
a tension between the individual and the public citizen of the polis.
Christian Meier sees in Creon’s tyrannical actions a comment by Sophocles
on a potential problem in democratic, fifth-century Athens: “justice had now
become a matter of free-willed ... decision-making.”®” In his use of the
body, both living and dead, Creon creates the impression of certain
authority by playing uncertain ideas out upon the physical presence of the
body. Expressing a similar concern, yet in less specifically political terms,
Lesky also suggests that a central concern of this play remains this
problem of certainty, “a tension that must have been felt in a time that saw
both the completion of the Parthenon and the beginning of Sophism.”*®
Indeed, in its spectacle of suffering and death, the tragedy itself also
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imposes its own meaning upon these bodies placed upon the stage; as
Segal suggests, “Tragic art enables the polis to confront the contradictions
which man’s place in nature poses.”*

Tragedy expresses the failure in communication of such contradictions
by bridging them over with a correspondence of language and gesture. As
we have seen, the tension between nature and techné, between the
individual and the city, arises from an excess that resists containment in
either category: the body. In both cases, the conflation between a torment
and death whose outcome is meant to indicate justice depends upon the
inescapable persistence of the changeable body, enduring suffering to the
end and remaining after death. The perseverence of the body, in other
words, determines its value as antidote or demonstrative proof, enabling it
to function not only as a reminder of what has passed but as an apparent
“proof” of what is present. With mourning, the unique physicality of the
corpse integrates the span of the passing of an individual, mortal life into
the enduring presence of the collective public, of the polis.

Towson University
Jballeng@towson.edu

NOTES

' Translation modified. Greek texts of all plays by Sophocles cited in this essay are
from the Oxford Classical Texts edition, edited by Hugh Lloyd-Jones and N.G.
Wilson (Oxford U P, 1990). English translations of the Oedipus at Colonus and
Antigone are quoted from the Loeb editions, ed. and tr. Hugh Lloyd-Jones (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard U P, 1994).

2 When he arrives in the grove of the Furies at the beginning of the play, Oedipus
himself refers to the conclusion of his life as literally a “katactpogrv” (103).

® Passages in English from Aristotle’s Poetics are from the translation of Richard
Janko (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987). Greek text is from the Oxford edition, ed.
D.W. Lucas (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968).

* poetics, D. W. Lucas, ed. and commentary (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968).

® Though, as Lucas and others point out, the text of this passage is uncertain and
spurious, the turn that Aristotle makes here remains, regardless, an emphasis
upon language and rhetoric in tragedy.

® Margins of Philosophy, tr. Alan Bass (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1982), pp. 232-3.

7 Lowell Edmunds, Theatrical Space and Historical Place in Sophocles’ Oedipus at
Colonus (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996), p. 3.

8 William Blake Tyrell and Larry J. Bennett provide a helpful study of the results of
the transference of funeral rituals from individual and family custom to a public rite
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(Recapturing Sophocles’ Antigone [Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield,
1998]); see especially pp. 5-15.

9 According to the myth, the significance of Oedipus’ political crimes is made clear in
the previous public "outing" of them, when he discovers he is married to his
mother (as depicted by Sophocles in Oedipus Rex).

' Though written, of course, years before Sophocles’ plays that describe these
events.

" The chorus’ laments on lines 1257-60 and 1293, as well as Creon’s speech, line
1299 and lines 1341-6, deictically and verbally indicate the visible presence of the
corpse onstage. Mark Giriffiths also suggests this in his commentary (Sophocles.
Antigone, Mark Giriffiths, ed. [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999]:
354).

2 Simon Goldhill's discussion of rhetorical display and the polis, and the corre-
sponding association of vision and knowledge, has been a great help to me in
considering the spectacle of punishment in these plays (“Programme notes,” Per-
formance Culture and Athenian Democracy, eds. Simon Goldhill and Robin Os-
borne [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999], pp. 1-29).

'® A very prominent example of this fear, of course, appears at the beginning of the
lliad (1.1-5), as well as at the end, with the provocation for Priam to recover Hec-
tor’s body (in Book XXIV).

' Sophocles, Antigone, ed. and trans. Mark Griffith (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
1999), p. 139.

'® Simon Goldhill has noted the opposition of polis (the city) and oikos (home and
family), arguing that for Antigone philos is an appeal to the oikos. Reading her
loyalty to the oikos as a manifestation of independence, power, and authority,
Goldhill notes that such an assertion would have been perceived as particularly
problematic for a woman, because of her inevitable participation in, and depend-
ence upon, a network of relations in the family and polis. This raises, he suggests,
an important challenge to Antigone, one to which we will return later: “For in de-
mocratic Athens, an essential demand of the ideology of city life is the mutual in-
terdependence of citizens” (Reading Greek Tragedy [Cambridge: Cambridge U P,
1986], p. 91). The opposition raised by the conflict between Antigone and Creon,
in other words, forces a consideration of the conflicts of interest between the oikos
and the polis.

Identifying Creon with the city, as well, Albin Lesky (Greek Tragic Poetry,
trans. Matthew Dillon [New Haven: Yale U P, 1983]) shifts the stakes of the oppo-
sition by emphasizing Antigone’s claims to be doing the will of the gods by burying
her brother. Lesky points out that Creon’s assessment of the city’s primary impor-
tance overturns even the traditional primacy of the gods: “When [Creon] says of
the polis (189): n®’ €aTiv n owdouoa (it is she who saves us), this signifies a secu-
larization that no longer recognizes any absolute value higher than the state”
(135). Thus, Lesky sees in the play a struggle between man (Creon) and the gods
(Antigone). While Creon stubbornly enforces his man-made laws, Antigone bears
witness to the “unwritten laws” of the gods (141). In her attachment to the corpse
of her brother, Lesky sees Antigone as actually ascribing to immortal, unearthly,
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divine laws.

Such a dialectic suggests the ethical struggle that Hegel sees enacted in the
tragedy of Antigone: as a result of action, the unspoken, unknown law is broken,
giving rise to the ethical conflict. Of course, Antigone, for her part, is aware of the
civil law that she breaks, but she transgresses the law because she perceives it to
be violent and wrong. Nevertheless, by knowingly breaking the law, her action be-
comes for Hegel more inexcusable, her guilt more severe; it is for this reason,
Hegel argues with a quote from the play, that she must suffer: “Because we suffer
we acknowledge we have erred” (Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller [Ox-
ford: Oxford UP, 1977], p. 284 [quoted from Antigone, |. 926]). In this sense, Anti-
gone’s suffering demonstrates her individual guilt in the ethical order. In her oppo-
sition to the laws of Creon, Antigone thus appears as aligned with the natural laws
(as opposed to the sort of man-made laws that the second choral song, the first
stasimon, the “Ode to Man,” describes [332-75]), or with nature, in general.
Hence, Charles Segal explains, “In the great fifth-century debate between nature
and convention, physis [nature or the natural qualities, form] and nomos [law, us-
age, custom], Antigone stands on the side of nature. She defends those relations
and aspects of life that man possesses by the given conditions of his birth against
those which he creates by strength and force” (Tragedy and Civilization: An Inter-
pretation of Sophocles [Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1981], p. 155). In her indi-
vidual opposition to Creon’s political laws, Antigone thus appears as a natural
force whose struggle results from an encounter with the techne of society.

In this sense, Antigone as representative of the natural laws is sometimes
seen as a feminine force, rebelling against the laws of the patriarchal society. This
is the Carol Jacobs’ reading; she finds in Antigone a revolutionary female figure,
following and critiquing Hegel's reading of her character. Jacobs describes the
terms of the dialectic which Hegel finds manifested in the play as those of gender:
“The stakes for Hegel ... are sexual difference, the relation between family and
state, and the movement from matriarchy to patriarchy in the pagan world” (“Dust-
ing Antigone”, MLN 111.5 [1996], p. 889). For Jacobs, Antigone reflects both her
female status and her (related) connection to nature or natural law in her approach
to the earth — that is, by the manner in which she buries Polynices. Although
Creon excuses his intention to execute his son’s fiancée by asserting that there
are other fields to plow (569), Antigone, Jacobs points out, works the earth differ-
ently, by not breaking it, or marking it as hers, but rather by just dusting Polynices’
body with it. In this reading, then, Antigone poses a threat to the male system,
making the mark that cannot be located, in a strange sort of écriture féminine
transferred to the fifth-century ritual of burial. Jacobs contends, in other words,
that the unintelligibility of Antigone’s action, its refusal to fit into any given tradition
or law, provides it with the ability to subvert not only the male system but the con-
cept of opposed poles of conflict, in general: “Antigone, indeed, changes and
transforms the concept of ethics; it perverts the universal and its promise of prop-
erty: it perverts as well any fixed concept of revolution against patriarchy” (911).
Antigone, seen as allied with nature, not only subverts the nomoi of the dominant
system (that is, Thebes under Creon), but in doing so disrupts the limits of each of
the terms of opposition as well.

Cynthia Willett, in her own reading of Hegel's reading of Antigone, also as-
cribes a wide-ranging disruption to the manner in which Antigone, or her actions,
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resists the terms of the dominant model. For Willett, however, the laws that Anti-
gone subverts through her actions in the play are both the laws of Hegel’s dialectic
and the rules of tragedy Aristotle prescribes in his Poetics. Tragic drama, she sug-
gests, with its reversals and discoveries, parallels the dialectic form of Hegel. Fol-
lowing this scheme, then, dialectic depends upon a cathartic moment like tragedy:
“dialectic demands the catharsis, or purging, of emotion from educated spirit”
(“Hegel, Antigone, and the Possibility of Ecstatic Dialogue” [Philosophy and Litera-
ture (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press) 1990: 14], p. 268). Yet, she ar-
gues, catharsis proposes a purging of desire that is no more possible in dialectic
than in tragedy. Because of this, Willett seeks to find in her exploration of Antigone
a reconception of tragedy “that is not cathartic but ecstatic” (268). Willett demar-
cates clearly the relation between suffering and ethics as Hegel conceives of it:

Tragedy ends in the incipient reconciliation of the ethical powers which come
into conflict. ... Tragic pathos, or suffering, brings each hero to recognize the op-
posing ethical vision which concludes a play. As the choruses of Sophocles’ plays
proclaim, tragedy engenders learning through suffering. (271)

Thus suffering brings about the self-knowledge that enables the ethical self-
consciousness that Hegel finds in tragedy. In taking up the agon or conflict and
suffering through it, the tragic hero suffers a reversal of what appears to be true;
the resolution of the tragedy conveys the recognition of this lesson. In dialectical
terms, then, catharsis is “the systematic expulsion of what cannot be taken up into
pure thought” (273). Given this, Willett argues that dialectic proceeds at each
stage by a forgetting (that is, a purging out) of what remains incommensurate with
the absolute totality of thought. Willett identifies this forgotten element as desire.
While Hegel will argue that, “The relationship between the brother and sister alone
satisfies the requirement that ethical duty to the family is pure of the vagaries or
accidental attractions of natural desire” (273), Willett points to events in the play
that indicate that Antigone’s passionate feelings for her brother transgress Hegel’s
claim by stemming from love. In addition, Willett argues, Antigone’s “worship of
death” carries erotic overtones and at several moments in the play she manifests
a maternal instinct. These factors enable Willett to claim that “The agony of Anti-
gone intimates that the righteous defense of ethical duty originates not purely in a
sense of duty but in a subjective passion that determines the performance of duty”
(275). Such an assertion, she insists, appears clearly in Creon’s own inability to
avoid passion; he himself becomes enraged, or passionate, in his attempts to
quell Antigone’s passion. For this reason, Willett proposes to reread the tragedy
Antigone and Hegel’s dialectic, allowing both to retain desire, in an ecstatic rather
than cathartic pursuit of knowledge. In doing so, she hopes to “refigure a women’s
dialectic” that allows for an ecstatic conception of tragedy, an excess of desire in
the dialectical relation of tragedy (and philosophy): “Antigone’s dialectic mediates
the engagement of wife and mother within an ethics that no longer expunges sub-
jective feeling from duty” (282). For Willett, then, the possibility of including desire
in the function of tragedy or philosophy becomes aligned with the feminine; in her
feminine, maternal desire, Antigone suggests the possibility for an ecstatic pursuit
of truth that includes “subjective feeling” or desire in its scheme and thereby obvi-
ates forgetting. Willett's reading draws a parallel between the “rules” of dialectic,
the form of tragedy, and Creon’s laws, as well. By emphasizing the limitations
which Creon’s laws impose on Antigone’s “desire” — laws that Creon himself, she

57



58 Jennifer Ballengee

notes, cannot help but transgress — Willett suggests that the play describes a con-
flict between individual desire and the order of the polis (as well as between indi-
vidual desire and the order of philosophy).

In a slightly different perception of an opposition between reason and passion
in Antigone, Mary Whitlock Blundell sees the conflict personified in Creon, who
undermines his own rational principles with a passionate pursuit of power. For
Blundell, too, Creon’s submission to passion re-emphasizes the driving force of
passion for Antigone. In this manner, she sees the tragedy as manifesting the in-
terplay of reason and passion: “Thus passion as well as mortality sets limits to the
power of human reason” (Helping Friends and Harming Enemies: A Study in
Sophocles and Greek Ethics [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989], p. 143).

'® Griffith, Antigone, pp. 167-8.

7 Bernard Knox, The Heroic Temper: Studies in Sophoclean Tragedy (Berkeley: U
of California P, 1964), p. 97.

'8 On line 519, she claims that Hades demands the laws she follows.

" For Sophocles’ concern with order, rhythm, balance, and the problem of disorder,
see especially H.D.F. Kitto, Greek Tragedy: A Literary Study (N.Y.: Doubleday and
Company, 1954), pp. 148-55; and Charles Segal, Sophocles’ Tragic World: Divin-
ity, Nature, Society (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1995), especially pp. 142-3.

2 Antigone, in her recounting of the edict (35-6) stresses the public nature of the
execution, ending the phrase and line with ev méAel. Griffith feels that her lan-
guage here echoes the formal language of an actual edict, except for in the use of
@ovow, which typically designates a more violent death such as murder, rather
than judicial execution (see Griffith’s commentary on lines 35-6).

2! Segal considers this need to avoid disorder as part of the impetus behind Creon’s
prohibition against mourning Polynices: “Women’s lament helps the dead make
the proper transition from the realm of the living to the other world but is also per-
ceived as a source of emotional violence and disorder. It is associated with a
maenadlike (sic) release of uncontrollable and disturbing emotions; and in its call
for vengeance it can also lead to an unpredictable and uncontrollable cycle of
vendettas” (Sophocles’ Tragic World, p. 119).

2 Creon accuses Antigone of being disorderly (dkoopoc) in his conversation with
Haemon (730). Much earlier, on line 172, Creon refers to the violence of the
brothers against each other as a “pollution” (piaopa).

= Tyrell and Bennett suggest that the public appropriation of funeral rites created a
tension between government and family: “The public funeral exacerbated the an-
tagonism of the démos and the family over funeral celebrations by separating the
dead from their families” (Recapturing Sophocles’ Antigone, p. 9). In this sense,
Creon may be seen as creating additional tension or disorder by removing the
right to burial from Antigone and taking it on for himself.

 Translation modified (following Griffith).

% The temporal disorder of incest makes the mourning of Oedipus seem impossible,
as Antigone complains in Oedipus at Colonus, quoted at the beginning. The symp-
tom of Oedipus’ crime, a plague on Thebes, recalls the plague that Teiresias
warns Creon against causing. The symptoms of the plague or pollution in each
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case are the same — the stagnation of time, the cessation of reproduction, the in-
ability to move forward. Thus the plagues that correspond to Oedipus’ and Creon’s
crimes suggest in their nature the inability to mourn, the inability to remember, the
failure to pass into history.

% Griffith: “exTivw Siknv / TIoIV = ‘pay the penalty” (272).
2" Danae is unjustly imprisoned by her father.

3 Lycurgus is punished with imprisonment (and perhaps a madness that drove him
to kill his own children) for attacking Dionysos.

2 The sons of Phineus are blinded by their stepmother, Eidothea, who stabbed their
eyes out in vengeance against their mother, Phineus’ first wife, Kleopatra.

% Translation modified, incorporating Segal’s interpretation of pvAy’ emionuov as
“conspicuous memorial” (see infra, n. 31).

3 For staging of this scene, see Rush Rehm, Greek Tragic Theater (London and
N.Y.: Routledge, 1992), especially p. 37; and Tyrell and Bennett, Recapturing
Sophocles’ Antigone, especially pp. 148-51.

%2 Segal, Sophocles’ Tragic World, p. 120.

% Segal suggests that Eurydice’s suicide is her way of mourning Haemon; thus, he
suggests, this reverses “Creon’s victory over Antigone [i.e., his prevention of her
mourning Polynices] in the first half of the play” (Sophocles’ Tragic World, p. 121).
Conversely, Tyrell and Bennett argue that in her suicide, “Eurydice has silenced
herself; she will not mourn his [Creon’s] son for him. This is the diké, the penalty,
that Eurydice extracts from Creon ... Eurydice gives Creon the woman he wanted,
a silenced woman who refuses to mourn a philos, and gains for Antigone the
vengeance she prayed for, a silent funeral for Creon” (Recapturing Sophocles’ An-
tigone, p. 151). Though a very dramatic interpretation, Tyrell and Bennett's read-
ing fails to account, as Segal’'s does, for the performative aspects of the play,
which contradict the idea of such a “silent funeral.” In either case, Eurydice’s sui-
cide gains significance in its relation to mourning.

% Griffith disagrees with this, suggesting that Eurydice’s body probably would have
simply been carried onstage and lain next to Haemon’s (p. 349-350). In either
case, at any rate, the corpses present a remarkable spectacle accompanying
Creon’s rueful speech.

% Griffith notes of this passage: “Hanging a man from a gibbet or board, and either
leaving him to die of starvation and exposure, or beating him to death ... was a
familiar mode of execution, at least for low-class criminals and traitors” (Antigone,
p.176).

% This difference resonates with Creon’s distinction between the visible corpses of
Haemon and Eurydice and the invisible hand of fate (1339-46; see, also, discus-
sion earlier).

3 Christian Meier, The Political Art of Greek Tragedy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP,
1993), p. 198.

%8 Lesky, Greek Tragic Poetry, p. 143.
% Segal, Tragedy and Civilization, p. 2086.
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