Chapter 1

Ture LecaL Bobpy

The Symbolic Corpse in Sophocles’
Oedipus at Colonus and Antigone

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’s accursed fam-
ily, a strange dramatic event occurs. As the thunder of Zeus peals overhead,
Oedipus’s body, located somewhere offstage, disappears forever, simultane-
ously 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 mes-
senger who reports the details of Oedipus’s death to the chorus (and the
watching audience), the epic hero who alone among humans has permission
to witness Oedipus’s 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, ter-
rifying thing, unbearable to see, had been presented.

[ & amAABopey,
1PV Bpoyel otpopévreg, EEameidouev
OV Gvdpoa TOv pdv 0ddood mopdvt £,
Gvoxto & adtov oupdtov énfoxiov,
xelp’ Gvtéyovta kpatde, g detvod Tivog
e4Pov pavévtog 008’ dvaoyetod PALmey.] (1647-52)!

In an odd twist of dramatic performance, Sophocles represents the catas-
trophe? of Oedipus’s death by means of a messenger who is forbidden to

see the occurrence and thus must report upon what he saw of the only
one who was allowed to see, Theseus—who himself fails to see because
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18 The Wound and the Witness

the sight presented is too terrible for seeing. In lieu of representation, 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 an art form
located in its theatrical performance. 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 terror the catharsis of such emotions.

[Eotv odv Tparyodio piunoig tpdéeme onovdoiog kol telefog
uéyedog €xotvong, Ndvouéve Adyw xwpic £kdoTm TOV elddOV &v
tolg poplotlg, dpdvtav kol ob 8 dmoyyelog, U éléov kol
e6Bov mepaivovoo TV TOV To100VTOV TOONUATOY KEO0PGLY.]
(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” (8pdvtwv) of actors takes the place of the reporting
(GmoyyeA®v) 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 &yyelog) quoted
earlier, however, suggests a more complicated relation between mimesis and
language in tragedy. In fact, later in the Poetics, it seems that poetic lan-
guage, apart from the bodily gestures that correspond to it, comprises an
integral part of the function of the drama. The purpose of the performance
of speech, Aristotle suggests, would disappear if the thought 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 yop v &ln tod
Aéyovtog Epyov, el paivovto ) éot kod un Sie TOv Adyov;]” (1456b7-8).*
Lucas’s commentary suggests two possible meanings: “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,
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The Legal Body 19

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. Derrida, 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 difference 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.”® For Derrida, the need for Jexis, the rhetorical presentation of the
thought of the work, indicates a significant difference—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 the play, in the speech
of Antigone that follows the messenger’s report (quoted earlier), Sophocles
presents another barrier to understanding:

Alas, alack! It is for us, it is for us to lament in all fullness for
the accursed 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 suffered.

[odod, eed- Eotv, oL VRV O

00 10 pév, dAlo 8¢ unf, Totpog ERpuTov
dhaotov aipo duopdporv otevdlety,
GTVL TOV TOADY

GArote pev ndvov Eunedov elyouey,

¢v mopdrte & dldéynota napoicouey,
i86vte kol modovoo.] (1670-6)

For Antigone and Ismene, what is left at the end of Oedipus’s life, which
it is their continual curse to mourn, surpasses reason (it is GAOYLGTOQ),
remaining 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,
“discourse itself is on display.”

These two responses to Oedipus’s death present two divergent hurdles
to communication. On the one hand, the event of Oedipus’s death can-
not be seen by any individual, even the epic hero designated to witness it.
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20 The Wound and the Witness

Nevertheless, 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’s death, cannot entirely convey the thought or meaning of his
death. This difference arises again in the second passage. For, as Antigone
laments, the meaning of Oedipus’s 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 because of their father’s
life. This failure in language returns us to the difference 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’s death from his daughters’ individual 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 transference 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 Oedzp%s at Colonus, the meamng of Oedipus’s passing, and his past
hfe, for the city, is embodied in his crimes: his past achieves 51gn1ﬁcance
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 meaning
of mourning for the city is construed in terms of a larger ideal that reflects
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 individual
body stands in as evidence for the meaning— the thought—of Oedipus’s life.
Antigone’s method of communicating the meaning of his death—by means
of her own body’s suffering—suggests this potential of communicating,
from the individual to the masses, by means of the body.

While Oedipus at Colonus offers a demonstration of the political fate
of Oedipus’s body, whose public significance has already been made hor-
rifyingly clear,” Sophocles’ tragedy Antigone, in its essential concern with
burial, traces the role of the body in its shift from individual to political
mourning. Describing events that occur after Oedipus’s criminal investigation,
self-conviction, and death in exile,!° this play demonstrates a preoccupation
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The Legal Body 21

with crime and judgment that reflects a fifth-century Athenian interest in
the democratic mode of justice—the formal trial. As a result, the body in
Antigone 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
that 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
individual and polis? In this chapter, I will suggest that in the conjunction
of tragedy and trial (both aspects of the polis),'? the sense of the body as
evidence expands the function of mimesis—through the rhetorical concepts
of evidence, proof, and punishment. By first establishing the dead body as
symbohc for the polis, Antzgone goes on to reveal the capacity of the liv-
ing body to convey meaning as well, a significance pomtedly established
by means of Creon’s threats of torture. Thus the body in this play func-
tions rhetorically, surpassing the temporal and spatial limits of language
to imply a connection to the divine order of justice via the tortured or
suffering body.

The Unforgettable Corpse

Of Sophocles’ three Theban plays, Antigone (c. 442 BC) provides the clearest
example of the status of the material body for the polis in the motivating
corpse of Polynices. Taking place after a war between opposing forces led
by Antigone’s two brothers, the play emerges from 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, that poses the
ethical dilemma of the play. While Antigone expresses 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 her
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,
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

© 2009 State University of New York Press, Albany



22 The Wound and the Witness

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 & GOAMmg Bavdvto TToAvveikovg vékuv
/ dotolol ooty ExkeknpdyBor 10 un / tdow xoeddyor unde kwkdoot
Twvo, / €6v & dxhovtov, dtagov, olmvolg YAukby / Oncovpdv elcopdot
npdg x&pwv Bopdc]” (26-30). While the practice of leaving traitors unbur-
ied is not uncommon in fifth-century Greece (and therefore wouldn’t be
especially shocking to Sophocles’ audience), Antigone’s emphasis upon the
results 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 Td® KoAOWon); 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 dishonor 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 (dmdppnrtov ndlet [44]), Antigone asserts that
to be caught not burying him would be a betrayal to her brother (00 ydp
M mpododo’ Ghdoopon [46]), one of her own (tdv éudv [48]). Arguing
that her crime is a hallowed one (§o10 Tovovpyicaco [74]) that the gods
would honor, Antigone claims that it would be especially honorable to
die doing such a deed. When Ismene suggests that her sister is seeking to
accomplish 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
(el Todto MéEeic, ExBopf uev £€ éuod, / &xBpd 8¢ T® BavévTL mpockeion
d{kn]” (93-94). Thus, Antigone asserts that the honor of the gods protects
her in burying Polynices, even if she should die, whereas the just hatred
of the dead condemns Ismene’s refusal to act. In her passionate conviction,
however, Antigone urges Ismene not to maintain a protective silence about
her transgression, but rather to proclaim her crime to all, a request that
Ismene responds 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 Griffith’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 warn-
ing reemphasizes the political nature of the problem of Polynices’ corpse.
The chorus’s concern with the polis thus sets the stage for Creon’s claim,
following 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
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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 attributed 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 precedence
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 ethi-
cal 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 ozkos, the law of men and the law of the gods,
civil law and natural law, rechné and nature—with Antigone’s revolt asso-
ciated 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, Aristotle,
and all of dialectical philosophy. Yet what is this nature, this passion, this
desire, that would be incorporated into a conception of ethics, specifically
the ethical conflict at the heart of Antigone? In these ethical readings of the
play, Antigone is seen to personify or enact limits that are particularly 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 persistent
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’ body —states his case nervously
and briefly, afraid that he will suffer blame for delivering 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
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24 The Wound and the Witness

rites [TOV vekpdv Tic dpting / Odwoag BéRnke kdml xpwtl dtylay / kKéviv
ToAbOVOG Kopayotedoag & xpN]” (245-47). While the guard’s reference to
the sacrifical rites of burial conveys a sense of the significant act accom-
plished, he expresses the physical action in terms of a metaphor: “thirsty
dust [k6viv modbvoc].” Though the correspondence of these terms seems
almost clichéd,—when the ground is dry and dusty, it needs water or is
“thirsty,” — Griffith suggests in his commentary that the reference to water
also may indicate the burial ground’s need for the tears of lament.!® Indeed,
as the description of the guard goes on to indicate, Antigone’s scattering
of dust over the body, accompanied with the necessary ritual mourning
rites, seems to have sufficed to protect Polynices’ body just as well as a
tully underground burial would. In fact (as Carol Jacobs has pointed out),
the slightness of Antigone’s interaction with the physical earth echoes the
lightness of the dust on Polynices’ body: both are so light as to seem hardly
existent at all. Thus, the guard marvels at how the earth about the body
remains 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. Significantly, also,
he 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 emphasized 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 “bury-
ing” Polynices in the service of the laws of the gods. Yet the dusted corpse
remains in view for the guard to discover; thus the ritual Antigone performs
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 [...]? [ob & mov
of v dmotodoay / 10ig Pactieiolg dmdyovot vouoig (. . .);]” (381-82). Pro-
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viding the conclusion to their choral song that has addressed the dangerous
potential of man, the choral reference to the zomoi that Antigone has broken
as kingly [Bacirelot vouor] distinguishes this set of prohibitions as another
man-made thing, a product of rechné, and thus good or bad only to the
extent 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
Justice who lives with the gods below that established such laws
among men, nor did I think your proclamations strong enough
to have power to overrule, mortal as they were, the unwritten
and unfailing ordinances of the gods.

[00 Y&p T pot Zebg Aiv 6 kmpdEag T6de,
008’ 1| EBvolkog TV KETm Bedv Alkn
7010068’ &v dvBpdToloY dpLoev VOLOLG,
0088 60évely TocoDTOV AOUNY TG GO
KNpdyo®’ dot dypamto KACEoAR Osdv

3

vouo dovocorn Bvntd Y v’ LrepSpopely.] (450-55)

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 assessment
because of their immortal nature: they are unwritten (&ypamnto), unlike the
laws of men, which in their material (written) presence may ultimately be
subject to temporal decay (thus her designation of them as mortal [6vnTd]).
The mourning that Antigone seeks to accomplish, then, echoes the divine
laws she claims to follow, inasmuch as mourning seeks to immortalize, or
make present in memory, the one who has passed away.

Yet the effects of this memorial ritual extend beyond Antigone’s
relation to the gods; the importance of Polynices’ unburied body to the
city determines that her actions must resonate in a public sense, as well.
In response 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:

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
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26 The Wound and the Witness

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 [. . .]

[Gvapylog 82 uellov ovk €oTv KoKOV-

ot morerg SAAvoLY, {8 dvootdtoug

olkovg tiOnoy, 1de cuuudyov dopdg

TPOTAG KoTappyvust v 8 dpBovuévav
o®lel 10 TOAAY odpa®’ 1 tebopyio.] (672-76)

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 (dvapyfiog, not subordinate to the ruler or &pyn). The choice here
stands framed as the stark difference between disorder and order, a distinction
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 quality to his
rule, as if it could be subverted by the slightest deviance, the expression 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 betraying the
rule of Creon.?® Even the demonstration of force and control that a public
execution might provide, however, seems too weak an enforcement for
Creon. In a later exchange with Antigone, he extends this desire 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? [0éheig T petlov 1 kotoktelvon W EAdV;]” (497), he replies, “Not I!
When T have that, I have everything [¢y® pev o08év- 1007 &yov dnavt’
€xm]” (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 ston-
ing he first proposes with his edict, his power depends upon his ability to
persuade 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 onstage
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 fiancée.
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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
mourning 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
possibly forgotten in a cave: “No longer may I, poor creature, look upon
the sacred eye of the shining sun; and my fate, unwept for, is lamented by
no friend [0VKéTL pot T6de Aoumddog iepov / Supo 8éuig Opay Tohadve- /
OV & £uov motuov dddxputov / 00delc pidwv otevdlel]” (879-82). With
this complaint, 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 reputation, will die with her. Creon responds to this concern by reaf-
firming 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 (effectively)
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 removes
the disorder from the sphere of city life or action. By burying Antigone
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 seeks.?

The potential for disorder inherent in Creon’s treatment of corpses is
realized in Teiresias’s 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 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
[kod todto Thg ofig €k @pevog vooel oA / Pouol yop Mulv Eoydpon
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1€ movtelelg / TAfpelg O olwvdv e Kol Kuv@v Popdg / 10D dueudpov
nent®tog Oidimov yovov]” (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,
recalling 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 liv-
ing 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 anger in their fourth song, which revolves around a discussion of
the dangerous threat to order that passion poses:

You [Eros, passion] wrench just men’s minds aside from justice,
doing 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 sovereignty beside those of the mighty laws[. . .]

[ob kol dikodmv &dikovg

epévog Topoondc énl AdPg-

oV kol 168¢ velkog Gvdpdv

Ebdvoupov Exelg topdEoc

vikG & évopyng Bregdpov

{uepog eOAékTpOL

vORQoG, TOV peyddwv tdpedpog év dpyoig
Oeoudv-] (791-99)

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
customary position for the female in society therefore follows the “mighty
laws” (Beoudv), that is, those that are established. Having confirmed this
precept, 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
stumbled against the lofty altar of Justice, my child! And you are paying
some torment [inherited] from your father [rpofac’ én” E€oyyortov Bpdoovg
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/ DYMAOV €¢ Alkag BdOpov / mpocéneoes, & tékvov, Todl- / motp@dov &
¢xtivelg Tv’ 6OLov]” (853-56).> Not only has Antigone gone too far in
pursuit of her own desires, the chorus argues, but she also suffers in repay-
ment, as a payoff 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 famous Labdacids. Ah, the disaster of marriage with his
mother, and my father’s incestuous couplings with his ill-fated
mother! From what parents was I born, miserable one! To them
I go, to live with them, accursed, unmarried! Ah, brother who
made a disastrous marriage, in your death you have destroyed
my life!

[Byovoog dhyel—

votdrtag éuol pepiuvog,

notpdOg TpImoAiotov oitov

10 18 mpdmOvVTOg

GUETEPOL TTOTUOV

KAewvoig Aopdakidaioiy.

i potpdon AMéktpwv G

Tl KOWAUOTd T odToYEV—

vt &ud mortpl dvoudpov uortpdc:
olwv &yd 108’ & todedippov EQuv-
npoOg ovg dpotog Gyopog 66

gyd pétorkog Epyouor:

i SvomdTuwv Kooi—

wnte Yduov kupfioag,

dovav €t odooav kothvopég pe.] (857-71)

Providing the fullest reference in the play to her father’s crime, Antigone
specifically describes Oedipus’s transgressions of established law: not only
did he marry his own mother, but he had children from this incestuous
coupling. By leaving out the other aspect of Oedipus’s 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’s
crime as one of pollution: by committing incest and bearing children who
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are also his siblings, Oedipus has prevented, in a sense, the passage of time,
the movement forward of generations. Thus Oedipus’s offense 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 impossible.” These are the transgressions for which the gods will
make Antigone suffer, as both the chorus and Antigone suggest, providing a
demonstration 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 in the previous passage to
refer to the debt of suffering that Antigone owes: coupled with the idea
of paying a penalty,®® 80A0¢ acquires the sense of not only a struggle or
contest, but even a torment 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 punish-
ment of Antigone will provide a meaning or value for Oedipus’s past life,
a painful labor that takes the place of meaning.

Punishment and Spectacle

Elaborating upon the idea of suffering punishments, the fifth song of the
chorus (944-87) describes a series of punishments: the tomblike imprison-
ment 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, concluding 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, blasphe-
mously 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
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in this, but you have inflicted it upon them! On account of this
there lie in wait for you the doers of outrage who in the end
destroy, the Erinyes of Hades and the gods, so that you will be
caught up in these same evils.

[GAL €D € ol K&TioOL ur moAlobg £t
Tpdyovg dpuAintiipog Nilov teddv,

v olol TV 6OV avTOg £k omAdy vy évol
véxkuv vekp@v Gpotov dvtidode on,
Gve’ GV Exerg Hev TV dve Poldv KT,
Yoy ¥ dtiuwg év tdoo xootkicog,
Eyeic 8¢ 1OV KaTmlev évOdd’ od Bsdv
duotpov, Gxtépiotov, Avoclov vEKLV.
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Teiresias’s warning raises the future curse of Creon in terms of antidote
(from the verb dvtididwpt [1067] derives the noun dvtidotog, 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
mismanagement 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
suffers. Referring to this plague on the city again on lines 1081-83, Teire-
sias 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
spectacle 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 [0:0TO¢ TpOg ardTOD, TOrTPl UNnvicog eévov-]” (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 issued
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from his son Haemon. At their master’s orders, the messenger describes, he
and his peers looked in on a tragic scene of loss: Antigone hanging by the
neck and Haemon clinging to her waist, lamenting her death caused by his
father. When Creon finally approached, the messenger continues, 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.

[éc & Dypov
Qykdv’ T Euppwv mopBéve mpoortthooeTol:
Kol euol®v OEelov EkBAAlel ponv
Aevkfi Topeld eoviov oToAdyuoToC:
kelton 88 vekpOg mepl VEKP®, TO VOULPLKY
AN Aogyov deflonog Ev ¥ “Atdov dbuotg,
del€ac v dvBpdnotot v dBoviiov
Som péyiotov Gvdpl mpdoketton Kokdv-] (1236—43)

In death, Haemon and Antigone rejoin society through their achievement
of the marriage rites (td vopeueo An Aoy ®v), resolving the passion-
induced mistakes described by the chorus in lines 791-94 (and, even in
dying, realigning their desire within socially and divinely approved param-
eters, as does the bride described by the chorus in lines 795-99, quoted in
the previous section). In addition, though, the scene of Haemon’s dying
provides a lesson, as well: it “shows” or displays (de{kvup) to the witness-
ing phalanx of guards (and, via the witness’s report, the chorus of Theban
citizens and the audience, too) the extent to which “bad council” 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, bearing
in his arms a conspicuous memorial; if we may say so, his ruin came not
from others, but from his own failing [kod unv 88 dvag odtdg Eeriket /
uvAw énfonuov it xepdg Exmv, / €l Béuig éunely, odk dAhotpiov / &y,
OALN a0TOG GpopTdv]” (1257-60).° Thus, the chorus provides a narrative
description of Creon’s appearance on stage, explaining the deictic signifi-
cance of Haemon’s corpse: it functions as a distinguishing mark (¢n{onpog),
a mimetic sign or reminder (UvAuUN) of being guilty (dpoptdvm). Not
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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 skene®), speaks to the city
as well, as Segal explains, “The term ‘conspicuous memorial’ [...] refers
specifically to the commemorative ceremonies of the public funeral and
the entombment of warriors who have fallen in behalf of the city.”* 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 prohlblted 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 announcement of the
suicide of the queen, Eurydice.”® Enhancing the exhibition of Haemon’s body
in Creon’s arms, the corpse of Eurydice also appears displayed prominently
on the stage, as the chorus indicates in their exclamation, “You can see it!
It is no longer hidden indoors [0pv mdpeotiv- 00 Yop &v pvyolg &n]”
(1293). Most commentators agree that this scene would have been staged
with Eurydice’s body then appearing onstage on the ekkuklema, a mecha-
nized wheeled platform that would have been pushed onto the center 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
Eurydice’s death: hurling curses upon her husband, the killer of her son,
Eurydice copied the method of Haemon’s death, “so that she experienced
the suffering of her son [8nwg / Touddg 168 fiober’ dELKDKLTOV TEOOG]”
(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
transferred to any other mortal, acquitting me! For it was I that killed you,
unhappy one, I, I speak the truth! [@uot pot, 168 odk &n’ EAkov Bpotdv
/ &uag apudoel Tot &€ aitioc. / &yd ydp o, &yd 6 Exovov, & uéheog, /
&y, ed’ Etopov-]” (1317-20). Creon’s formulation of this lament in terms
of an accusation or charge (oitia) that he can never escape echoes the accu-
sation that the messenger utters upon announcing the death of Eurydice:
“You were reproached by the dead as guilty of those deaths and these [dx
oitiov ye t@Vee kdxeivov Exov / npdg tfig Bavodong Ttod” éneckATTon
uépwv-]” (1312-13). Thus, the description that follows of Eurydice’s death,
coupled with the display of her corpse alongside Haemon’s on stage, calls
an accusation upon Creon. It is this guilt that Creon then assumes when he
recognizes his actions as the 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 off of himself and onto fate. While his speech marks the presence
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of the corpses next to him, his lament also indicates that there is something
more that is unrecognizable to him:

Lead me out of the way, useless man that T am, who killed you,
my son, not by my own will, and you here too, ah, miserable
one; I 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.

[Gyort’ Gv udtonov Evep’ ékmoddv

8¢, ® mod, 6 T o0y EkMV KOTEKOVOV

cé T ad 1avd’, duot uéieog, 008 Exw

npo¢ woHTePOV 18w, TG KMO®- TdvTo Yo

Mypia Tdv xepolv, 10 & énl kporti pot

ndTUog Svokduletog eiofAato.] (1339-46)

As Griffith points out, Creon’s speech suggests a contrast between what
is visible (the dead bodies of Haemon and Eurydice) and what is invis-
ible (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 results 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 [o0 poptupfoel o0’ 6 kortBaviv véxvg]” [515]). How, then, can
a corpse deliver an accusation of guilt against another? For the corpse of
Antigone, as well as that of Haemon, Eurydice, and Polynices, it is the
narrative surrounding the corpse that communicates the meaning of it. In
other words, the corpse alone doesn’t convey the meaning, but something
more embodied in it. While the sight of the dead body makes present a
past life, the fate of that life remains unknown while life remains. Ruing
the fate of Creon, the messenger refers to this temporal distinction just
before announcing Haemon’s death: “there is no state of human life that I
would praise or blame as though it had come to a stop; for fortune makes
straight and fortune brings down the fortunate or the unfortunate man at
all times [00x £66° 6molov otdvt Gv Gvepdrov Blov / obT acivécony’
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av obte pepyoiunv moté. / thym yop 6pOol kol TOXN Kotoppénel / TOV
evTVYX0DVTOL TOV Te duotuxodvT 0él]” (1156-59). 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, likewise, in the narrative
accounts of the messenger.

The messenger’s speech 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 narrative
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 impose 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 angrily threatens his son
with witnessing the death of his fiancée: “Bring the hatetul creature, so that
she may die at once close at hand, in the sight of her bridegroom! [&yete
10 picog, ig kot uuot’ advtike / Topdvtt Bvickn tincio 1@ voueio-]”
(760-61). 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 ability to take life away,
Creon will suggest the necessity of supporting the authority of the king,
“paying back” Haemon for his hint of insubordination.

Thus, Creon’s threat to Haemon involves more than the simple
presentation of Antigone’s dead corpse for him to witness: it also includes
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 the previously
quoted lines 853-56) becomes the meaning of her death.

Torture, Punishment, and Control
This threat of torture echoes a more sweeping warning that Creon deliv-
ers before the guard and the chorus of elderly Theban citizens only a few

lines before this exchange. Convinced that the criminal bural of Polynices
manifests a money-driven conspiracy against him, Creon asserts his authority
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by issuing a general threat of punishment to all present. Since, in this case,
Creon expresses the terms of 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 [Ecot 8¢ wicbopvodvteg fivooay 1dde, / xpéve ToT
g&énpatav mdg dodvon dlknv]” (302-03). 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 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 [. . .] [el u tov
odtdyetpor 100de 100 TdPov / ebpbvTEC Ekavelt’ ¢ OPOOALOLE Euoig,
/ oy bulv ATdng podvog dpxéoet, mplv Qv / {dvieg kpepactol THvde
MAdon®” BPpwv (...)” (306-09). 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 manifest
or exhibit (nAbw) the extent of their hubris (i.e., the folly of usurping
Creon’s authority) by means of their public torture (being hung out alive
[Cdvteg kpepaotol] and, presumably, suffering the corresponding punish-
ments). 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 Hades). 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 techné: “only from Hades
shall he apply no means of flight ["Atdo uévov / eed&v odk Endéeton]”
(361-62). This limitation of mortals occurs in the midst of a song glorifying
man’s great potential 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. Creon’s 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—raises him beyond the bounds of mortals, toward
the immortals.

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