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Abstract 
 

This thesis will analyse the influence of the Presocratic philosophers on the tragedies of 

Euripides. My concern will not be so much with the Sophistic Movement immediately 

contemporary to Euripides (on which much work has been done since the 19th century), but 

rather the earlier schools of philosophers concerned with physical phenomena and their 

relationship to the divine. In this regard, my primary interest is in those philosophers who 

manifested ideas of Material Monism, particularly the Milesians, Xenophanes, Heraclitus, and 

later in the fifth century Diogenes of Apollonia and the Derveni Papyrus. I take the position 

that this group of philosophers, although different in a number of ways, preserve a common 

notion that there is a unity underlying all things which may also be regarded as divine, and that 

the manifestation of this in the mortal sphere is though unity in opposites, or else a unity in a 

multiplicity of different instantiations. The hypothesis of my research is that Euripides’ 

portrayal of the gods embodies this intellectual current of monistic Presocratic thought. 

Euripides’ gods are in the old anthropomorphic form, but coherently display every 

characteristic of what this current of monistic Presocratic thought considers to be divine 

through a manifestation of unity in opposites or multiplicities. I also contend that a number of 

the apparent inconsistencies and contradictions in Euripides’ surviving work, for example 

questions of plot and morality, may be explained by reference to this intellectual principle.  

 

This thesis will make a contribution to the study of Euripides by taking a different approach to 

the only recent works on the field by Assaël and Egli. By looking for the manifestations of this 

Presocratic monism in Euripides, it will offer a new perspective on his approach to 

contemporary philosophy and ideas of the gods.  
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A note on the text 
 

Diggle’s OCT has been used as the standard text for quotations of Euripides in this thesis. I 

have used Collard and Cropp (2008) as the immediate source for the fragments of Euripides. 

Translations of Euripides in the text are generally my own, but some longer quotations, as 

indicated, use the translations of Kovacs or Collard and Cropp. I have used Waterfield (2009) 

for translations of the Presocratic philosophers, save for the Derveni Papyrus where I have 

drawn from the new EGP, which has had the benefit of the most recent scholarship; I have 

similarly used the EGP as the main source for the original texts of the Presocratics.  
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Chapter 1 : The Problem of Euripides’ Gods 
 

ὢ πόποι ἤδη μέν κε καὶ ὃς μάλα νήπιός ἐστι 

γνοίη ὅτι Τρώεσσι πατὴρ Ζεὺς αὐτὸς ἀρήγει.  (Homer, Iliad 17.629-30) 

 

ὦ θύγατερ, ὁ θεὸς ὡς ἔφυ τι ποικίλον  

καὶ δυστέκμαρτον.     (Euripides, Helen, 711-2) 

 

Introduction 

The question of how to understand the gods in the tragedies of Euripides has been one of the 

most intractable problems of Euripidean scholarship since the end of the nineteenth century.  

Put in its simplest form, the behaviour and presentation of the gods in the Euripidean corpus is 

often so confusing and unaccountable that many scholars have been unable to accept, in the 

words of Lefkowitz, that “the sophisticated ancient Greeks actually could have believed in or 

worshipped their own gods” as portrayed by Euripides.1 Scholars have been perplexed by what 

they have taken to be a wide variety of outrages in the conduct of Euripides’ gods. These 

outrages include: inexplicable cruelty and heedlessness; a frequent indulgence in actions which 

appear to be not only contrary to the standards of justice and morality often proclaimed by the 

gods themselves, but also entirely irrational; and depictions of their conduct or state which 

often appear to be self-contradictory or simply absurd.  

Such are these difficulties and peculiarities that scholars, for much of the twentieth century, 

have been disinclined to treat Euripides’ gods at face value. From the end of the nineteenth 

century, a trend, started by Verrall, held that Euripides’ treatment of the gods was to all intents 

and purposes a parody.2 Euripides, went the argument, was a rationalist who eschewed the 

traditional idea of the Greek deities. The gods, as superhuman and immortal beings, did not, in 

his view, exist. Their oracles were a falsehood and a deception. Their epiphanies were a 

delusion. Euripides’ portrayal of the gods throughout his tragedies, argued Verrall, was a 

sustained piece of irony. The educated members of the audience, ran the argument, would pick 

 
1 Lefkowitz (2016) 7. 
2 For example Verrall (1890), (1905). 
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up on this irony and appreciate it as a condemnation of the absurdity of the canon of myth and 

the traditional deities it represented.  

Despite the now hoary antiquity of Verrall’s own writing, his ideas set the parameters for the 

debate about Euripides’ gods which continue to be followed. In her recent book, Euripides and 

the Gods (2016), Lefkowitz sees Verrall as one of the foemen most worthy of her steel. She 

complains that his method – waving the “magic wand of irony,” she says, using the phrase of 

Eduard Fraenkel – had a wide and malign effect on Anglophone scholars for many years 

afterwards, allowing them “an interpretative freedom” with the text “that traditional philology 

is unable to provide.”3  

Lefkowitz herself represents the opposite pole of the argument. She decries the range of 

scholars who have felt, over many years, a “need to account for what they perceive to be cruelty 

or injustice on the part of the gods.”4 This need, she argues, comes from taking Euripides’ 

tragedies out of their temporal and religious context. Scholars and commentators on Euripides, 

even from antiquity, she argues, have been too conditioned by very early misinterpretations of 

Euripides as being impious, and then the later prevalence of Christian monotheism, to read 

Euripides correctly against the polytheistic background of fifth-century Athens. Their ideas of 

morality, derived in the main from Christian monotheism, make it difficult for them to 

understand that the gods in Euripides are acting as, she argues, the divine pantheon had always 

done in Greek literature since the days of Homer.  

From Homeric times, she contends, the gods had been seen as cruel to mortals, even if the 

mortals concerned were relatives of the gods, former spouses, or friends. The gods were 

indifferent to human suffering, existing only to please themselves. Mortals should not expect 

redemption, salvation, or even assistance from them, even if it was deserved or reciprocally 

expected.5 The gods did, on occasion, try to help mortals, but would not try to stop people from 

doing things that would harm themselves.6 Their justice was violent, unforgiving, and 

administered disproportionately.7 It also worked on a non-mortal timescale, which would make 

 
3 Lefkowitz (2016) 63. 
4 Lefkowitz (2016) 63. 
5 Lefkowitz (2016) 50. Despite asserting the continuity between Homer’s and Euripides’ treatment of the gods, 
Lefkowitz provides surprisingly little close analysis of the Homeric texts to support her contention about the 
nature of the Homeric gods. Her earlier article (1989, 76) offers a little more, with particular reference to 
Achilles’ statement to Priam when he comes to retrieve Hector's body, “this is what the gods have allotted to 
miserable mortals, to live in sorrow, while they themselves are without cares” (II. 24.525-6). 
6 Lefkowitz (2016) 15. 
7 Lefkowitz (2016) 5-11.  
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it difficult for mortals to understand or believe that justice would ever be done.8 Besides this, 

the gods would send accurate information to mortals, such as omens, dreams or prophecies, but 

in ways that mortals would find difficult to interpret and thus were prone to misunderstanding, 

with disastrous consequences. In these ways, she argues that Euripides was doing no more than 

representing the gods as they were in Homer, in the plenitude of their terrible power and 

capricious behaviour. Euripides’ intention was not to mock or to condemn them. Rather, his 

purpose was educative. He only wanted to present the gods as they were, bare and 

unaccommodated, and also to celebrate “the virtues conferred on humans by the fact of their 

mortality: human compassion, endurance, and courage.”9  

Yet, from the very beginning, she argues, Euripides’ purpose had been misunderstood. He was 

parodied as a new thinker by Aristophanes10, and later literary figures in antiquity saw him as 

being a byword for impiety.11 Monotheists and Christians in later antiquity saw Euripides’ 

unnerving and confusing treatment of the terrifying character of the gods, taken together with 

his reputation established by Aristophanes, as being a sign that his work was intended to 

undermine the traditional polytheistic pantheon in favour of Christianity and a moral scheme 

derived from it. A similar intention (albeit motivated by atheistic rationalism and morality 

rather than Christianity per se) motivated Verrall, and was also the unwitting impetus for many 

commentators throughout the twentieth century. To understand Euripides’ gods correctly, 

contends Lefkowitz, we have to scrape away these accretions of cultural misinterpretation, and 

cease from hankering to see them in the mould of the more comfortable Christian deity.12  

The purpose of this thesis is to advance the argument beyond these polarities. I shall contend 

that rather than seeing Euripides’ gods as Verrallian parodies, or else as the intensely-drawn 

Homeric-style deities of Lefkowitz, there is another and better explanation for Euripides’ 

treatment of the gods. The behaviour and presentation of Euripides’ gods, I shall argue, is best 

accounted for by seeing them in the context of a particular trend of Presocratic thought about 

the nature of the divine. The trend is the concept of Material Monism13, which unites 

 
8 Lefkowitz (2016) 6. 
9 Lefkowitz (2016) 23. 
10 Lefkowitz, amongst other instances, refers to the portrayal of Euripides’ prayer to the Aither and other 
private gods (Ra. 891-3), and his portrayal of the origin of living things from the Aither (Thes. 9); see Lefkowitz 
(2016) 28-9.  
11 Lefkowitz (2016, 30-2) cites a number of anecdotes from Diogenes Laertius, for example Socrates leaving the 
theatre because he considered a line of Euripides’ Electra would encourage immorality (2.33).  
12 See Lefkowitz (2016) 24-48. 
13 The term “Material Monism” is not my own coinage, and has been used by a number of previous scholars, 
e.g. Graham (2003), Finkelberg (1989).  
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speculation over the physical composition of the universe with emerging thoughts on the nature 

of divinity. The trend is visible in a number of Presocratic thinkers from the Milesians of the 

sixth century up to thinkers contemporary with Euripides such as Diogenes of Apollonia in the 

late fifth century. These ideas are also visible in other contemporary sources, including the 

Derveni Papyrus and early medical texts. They are also influential, as Seaford contends, on the 

development of mystery cult during the period.14 I shall argue that Euripides takes the new 

ideas of what divinity should be from this trend of thought, and attempts to manifest them in 

dramatic and poetic form in the guise of the traditional deities in his tragedies.  

In this chapter, I shall begin with a critique of Lefkowitz’s assertion that the Euripidean gods 

are nothing more than the Homeric gods drawn more boldly. This critique, generated by a 

comparison between the representation of the gods in Euripides and Homer, will offer an 

outline of the problem of the gods in Euripides as a starting point for a wider discussion, and 

can later be drawn upon for a broad discussion of what a resort to an analysis of Material 

Monism in Presocratic thought could offer to a resolution of the whole question.  

I shall then proceed to review in greater depth the approaches of the broad schools of Verrall 

and Lefkowitz, as well as some others, to the problem of the gods in Euripides. I shall discuss 

in what respects they are unsatisfactory, and in what respects they would benefit from further 

development. As a part of this discussion, I shall also review the attempts of scholars to 

elucidate Euripides’ presentation of the gods in terms of contemporary intellectual trends. I 

shall also look at the surprisingly limited attempts of commentators to interpret Euripides in 

the light of Presocratic thought and Material Monism (as most of the attention has gone into 

discussions of Euripides in the light of the Sophistic Movement), and argue that a number of 

these attempts have been hampered by methodological problems, such that a new look at the 

whole question is necessary.  

Homeric Gods and Euripidean Gods  

The main plank of Lefkowitz’s argument that Euripides’ gods should be seen as traditional 

representations of the traditional gods, uninfected by more recent scientific and theological 

speculation, rests on her claim that there is no significant difference between the representation 

of the gods in Homer, and their representation in Euripides.15 I shall argue here that this is not 

 
14 Seaford (1986). 
15 Lefkowitz (2016) 20. 
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the case. There is a wide gulf between the behaviour and representation of the Homeric and 

Euripidean gods, such that some account must be made of the difference.  

The gods in Homer 

Lefkowitz argues that a primary element of the traditional Homeric treatment of deity is the 

general sense amongst mortals that the gods are in action, and control the outcomes of events. 

She observes that there are, however, complicating factors. For one thing, the immortals live 

by a different timetable to mortals, and various gods below Zeus with differing motivations 

may complicate the effects of divine interventions on the mortal plane.16 Whilst these 

observations are uncontroversial as regards Homer, I would argue that they do not by any 

means find exact parallels in the Euripidean corpus. The main contrast is in how the gods 

appear to mortals in each author, and how mortals are aware of the actions and influences of 

the gods.  

A notable aspect of the character of the gods in Homer is that their actions are usually perceived 

with clarity by mortals. It is not just that mortals believe that gods generally are at work in the 

world around them, but that mortals frequently know from clear indications which gods are 

responsible for particular actions; such clear and specific indications also come directly from 

the gods themselves. Many examples are available of these points, and the first belongs to the 

very beginning of the Iliad. In Iliad 1, Achilles (and presumably the other Greeks) know that 

it is specifically Apollo who is responsible for the plague affecting them (Il. 1. 64). He is in no 

doubt that the reason for Apollo’s anger can be discovered by appeal to a holy man (Il. 1. 62-

7). As Achilles expects, Calchas is able to explain clearly the reasons for Apollo’s anger, and 

the exact way in which Apollo can be propitiated (Il. 1. 68-100). The actions and will of a 

specific god are made known with absolute clarity. There is no doubt amongst the mortals 

concerned about what had happened, which god was responsible, and that the god would act 

reciprocally according to his word given to Calchas.  

Other examples of these points may be found throughout the Iliad. Thetis communicates her 

thoughts, actions and intents clearly to Achilles throughout the work: she states that she will 

supplicate Zeus on behalf of Achilles (Il 1. 419-27); later, she promises to obtain the new 

armour for him from Hephaistos (Il. 18. 136-7). The gods may give clear knowledge of their 

actions to specific people, as with Thetis and Achilles, or else to people in general. Of the first 

 
16 Lefkowitz (2016) 5-7. 



 

6 
 

instance, giving clear knowledge of their actions to specific people, there are many examples. 

A non-exhaustive list would also include: Athene appearing to Achilles, not only giving him 

clear instructions not to attack Agamemnon, but even tugging at his hair as she gives her orders 

(Il. 1. 197-222); Athene instructing Odysseus as to how to prevent the Greeks from abandoning 

the siege (Il. 2. 165-82), ὃ δὲ ξυνέηκε θεᾶς ὄπα φωνησάσης (“he marked the voice of the 

goddess speaking”, 182); Athene telling Diomedes that she had enhanced his strength and 

allowed him the capacity to distinguish gods and mortals on the battlefield (Il. 5. 127-8), and 

renewed at Il. 5. 815-6), a capacity which he uses throughout book 5 (311, 348, 437); Helenus 

having direct knowledge from the gods that Hector was not to die at that moment of the 

fighting, as he says ὣς γὰρ ἐγὼ ὄπ᾽ ἄκουσα θεῶν αἰειγενετάων (“for thus I have heard the 

eternal gods”, Il. 7. 53); Zeus assenting by a clear portent to Agamemnon that his men would 

escape from the Trojan onslaught (Il. 8. 245-41); Zeus sending clear and unambiguous 

messages to Hector about the conduct of the battle (Il. 11. 195-209); Poseidon addressing 

Aeneas in his own persona with a warning not to attack Achilles and further information about 

his fate (Il. 20. 330-9); Apollo, again, in propria persona, addressing Hector with a similar 

admonition (Il. 20. 375-8); Achilles’ argument with the river god Scamander (Il. 21. 211-226); 

Zeus sending clear instructions via Iris to Priam for the ransom of the body of Hector (Il. 24. 

169-187) and then confirming these with an omen in the exact form for which Priam himself 

had prayed (Il. 24. 302-321).  

Of the second instance, of gods making themselves known to mortals more generally, or 

mortals correctly perceiving the presence and actions of gods, there are also a number of 

examples. Again, a non-exhaustive list would include Athene’s descent to the battlefield in the 

likeness of a star (Il. 4. 73-84); Apollo attempting to rally the Trojans by shouting from the 

citadel (Il. 5. 501); Ares bellowing after being stabbed by Diomedes and others on the 

battlefield hearing it (Il. 5. 860). Such examples might also include examples where although 

a god has not revealed themselves in their persona, mortals have correctly perceived that an 

action was clearly the result of a god’s intervention. Amongst these examples would be: 

Nestor’s warning to Diomedes that the power of Zeus had left him (Il. 8. 140); Teucros’ 

understanding that it was Zeus who knocked the bow out of his hand when he was attempting 

to shoot Hector (Il. 15. 462-9) and at the same moment Hector also clearly understanding that 

he was under the protection of Zeus, δὴ γὰρ ἴδον ὀφθαλμοῖσιν / ἀνδρὸς ἀριστῆος Διόθεν 

βλαφθέντα βέλεμνα (he saw Zeus’ action “with his own eyes”, Il. 15. 488-9); Menelaus 

likewise being aware that the gods are favouring the Trojans in the fight for Patroclus’ armour 
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(Il. 17. 101); Ajax proclaiming that it was absolutely obvious to everyone of any condition that 

Zeus was assisting the Trojans ὢ πόποι ἤδη μέν κε καὶ ὃς μάλα νήπιός ἐστι / γνοίη ὅτι Τρώεσσι 

πατὴρ Ζεὺς αὐτὸς ἀρήγει (even a person who was “childish” would know Zeus himself was 

acting, Il. 17. 628-9); Achilles’ realisation that Apollo has protected Hector with a mist (Il. 20. 

450).  

In all of these examples, the gods, or their actions and agency appear with remarkable clarity 

to mortals. This is not to say, however, that the gods do not attempt to deceive mortals by 

concealing their identities, presence, or agency in actions. However, there is a strong caveat to 

this. Although the gods will often resort to covert means rather than appearing clearly in their 

own persona, they will either allow themselves to be identified as divine after initially using 

those covert means, or else mortals perceive them to be divine in spite of their attempts to 

dissemble their divinity. Of the first of these points, instances include Aeneas’ recognition of 

Apollo in the guise of Periphas, son of Epytos (Il. 17. 319-34); other instances, where it was 

likely that it was the god’s intention to allow themselves to be recognised, include Telemachus’ 

recognition of Athene after her visit to Ithaca disguised as Mentes (Od. 1. 319-24, also Od. 2. 

262); Athene’s appearance to Nestor and the court at Pylos in the form of a vulture, which 

Nestor immediately recognises as the goddess (Od. 3. 371-84); and Odysseus meeting Hermes 

in the guise of a young man, but still recognising him as Hermes (Od. 10. 275-301). Hermes 

also features in an extended example of this at the end of the Iliad, disguising himself as the 

guide Argeiphontes to lead Priam to Achilles’ camp, and identifying himself as the god upon 

their arrival (Il. 24. 334-467). Perhaps also belonging in this category are the appearance of 

Poseidon and Athene in the guise of mortals when Achilles is struggling with the Scamander, 

but who then immediate identify themselves as gods and reveal themselves as Poseidon and 

Athene, revealing that Achilles is not destined to perish at that point and giving him orders as 

to the forthcoming part of the battle (Il. 21. 284-297). 

Of the second, where the god is recognised apparently in spite of their dissembling, examples 

are more common. These include: Apollo coming to Hector in the likeness of a hawk, but after 

Hector identifies him as a divinity, he clearly reveals his identity (Il. 15. 236-61); Helen’s 

recognition of Aphrodite, despite her dissembling, after she had brought Paris back to her 

bedchamber, δαιμονίη, τί με ταῦτα λιλαίεαι ἠπεροπεύειν; (“goddess, why do you want to 

beguile me?” Il. 3. 395-9); and Ajax the Lesser’s recognition that Calchas, at that moment, was 

a god, Poseidon, in disguise, and that he could recognise by the form of his feet and legs that 

he was divine, for “gods are easy to recognise” – ἀρίγνωτοι δὲ θεοί περ (Il. 13. 68-72).  
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With this evidence in mind, one may say that there is a notable quality of clarity and 

intelligibility in the way that the gods in Homer appear to mortals, and interact with them. They 

regularly appear in their own identities, or if they appear under an assumed identity it is often 

quickly put aside, or else seen through. This is not, I hasten to add, to suggest or argue that the 

gods do not ever intend to delude mortals, or are always clearly and unambiguously visible. 

Indeed, the gods in Homer do delude mortals, frequently and with success. However, it is worth 

considering the manner in which the gods in Homer do delude and deceive mortals, as it will 

be an important point of comparison with the gods in Euripides.  

In the first instance, gods do deceive mortals by the simple means of disguising themselves 

without ever revealing their identity. This is usually done with a specific objective in mind; the 

disguise is often assumed because it would be inconvenient for the gods to reveal their true 

identity in the circumstances. The disguise is usually a normal mortal form. For example, in 

Iliad book 2, Athene disguises herself as a herald to help Odysseus address the assembly of the 

Greeks (Il. 2. 278-82). In the same book, Iris disguises herself as the Trojan prince Polites to 

address Hector in front of a crowd and to persuade them to marshal their forces (Il. 2. 790-4). 

In book 3, she disguises herself as the princess Laodice to persuade Helen to leave her chamber 

to watch the contest between Paris and Menelaus (Il. 3. 121-4).  

The gods will also deceive mortals in other ways, using other powers or instruments at their 

disposal, rather than just concealing their identities. Although they might rely on varying means 

of deception, these all tend to have a number of features in common. At the simplest level, the 

gods will throw a mist or cloud over a mortal favourite in order to protect them and spirit them 

out of battle, or else into a more propitious situation. Anyone hostile to the favourite is thus 

cheated or deceived by the god. Aphrodite saves Paris from his combat with Menelaus in this 

fashion (Il. 3. 380-2) baffling Greeks and Trojans alike (Il. 3. 448-454). Aeneas is saved from 

battle twice by being surrounded with a mist, on the first occasion by Apollo (Il. 3. 344-6), and 

on the second by Poseidon, who put a mist in front of Achilles’ eyes to spirit Aeneas away (Il. 

20. 318-329). One should note that on the first occasion, the combat between Aeneas and 

Diomedes, there was little deceit involved as Diomedes had been granted special sight for the 

time being to see all of the actions of the gods on the battlefield, and he understood that Aeneas 

was being thus spirited away by Apollo. Similarly, when Hector is saved by Apollo using a 

mist, Achilles is fully aware that the mist, which very much appears to be a physical covering, 

was the result of divine intervention by Apollo (Il. 20. 441-451). Athene also uses a mist to 

protect Odysseus on his return to Ithaca (Od. 13. 189-93). 
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Another type of deceit is the gods putting a false idea into the minds of mortals, or prompting 

them down a line of erroneous thinking or judgement, such that the gods may obtain a particular 

end. At the beginning of Iliad 2, Zeus, pondering how to support Achilles’ desire to see 

Agamemnon and the Greeks humiliated, sends a false dream to Agamemnon with the erroneous 

information that Hera had forced all of the other Olympians to forsake Troy, and that Zeus was 

therefore expecting him to mount an attack on the city (Il. 2. 1-34). Similarly, at the bidding of 

Hera and with the consent of Zeus, Athene takes the form of the Trojan warrior Laodocus, and 

in this guise puts a false and foolish idea – to shoot an arrow at Menelaus – into the mind of 

Pandarus, her intention being to rekindle the conflict between Greeks and Trojans (Il. 4. 86-

103). She does so by persuading his φρένας in its folly (ἄφρονι πεῖθεν, Il. 4. 104), rather than 

by altering his perception in any way. 

A variation on this is the gods momentarily removing the capacity of mortals to reason 

properly. In Iliad 6, Zeus briefly takes away the φρένας (which here one might best understand 

as being “good reasoning”17) of Glaucos so that he exchanges his more valuable gold armour 

for that of his guest-friend Diomedes (Il. 6. 234-6), perhaps so that Diomedes, having been 

denied the chance to kill Glaucos because of the guest friendship, can be recognised as a better 

fighter than Glaucos and thus gain suitable honour in the circumstances.18 The intention is that 

Glaucos should reason wrongly, thus mistakenly equating the value of two pieces of armour 

that are in fact very different in value. Athene does likewise to the assembly of Trojan warriors 

in Iliad 18 deliberating what to do when the return of Achilles to the battle is in prospect. She 

takes away their φρένας, so that they become νήπιοι – childish, or foolish – so that they 

disastrously approve Hector’s refusal to retreat within the city walls (Il. 18. 310-11).  

The gods may visit the φρένας of mortals with ἄτη to cause them to make incorrect judgements, 

as Agamemnon attests in Iliad 19 of his erroneous decision to take Briseis from Achilles (Il. 

19. 87-8). Ἄτη may be translated as “blindness” or “delusion”19, but the practical effect of it in 

most circumstances appears to be quite limited, in that it generally does not cause a breakdown 

 
17 The meaning of φρήν or φρένας in Homer is complex; it can have a number of intellectual and emotional 
functions, and it may also have a physical seat. The most substantial analysis of the term by Sullivan (1988) 
would support the interpretation of “good reasoning” given above; the loss of φρήν, she writes, shows “that a 
person has lost the ability to show good sense or to make intelligent decisions. They do not describe an actual 
physical loss or destruction of phrenes but an absence of their admirable function. This is true as well in the 
passages where phrenes are said ‘not to be present at all’” (181). 
18 This is Traill’s eminently sensible interpretation of a passage which has often vexed commentators. See Traill 
(1989).  
19 Sommerstein (2013) 3. 
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or scrambling of the faculty of perception, but rather it allows a wrong idea to enter the mind, 

or a wrong judgement to be formed. This is certainly the case for Agamemnon and his decision 

to take Briseis. It has a different purport in Iliad 16 when it is used of Patroclus – the god 

Apollo τὸν δ᾽ ἄτη φρένας εἷλε – leading to his capacity to perceive going haywire, but the idea 

being expressed here is the effects of concussion following a physical attack by Apollo, rather 

than the muddling of perception or reasoning by divine and supernatural means (Il. 16. 805). 

Indeed, in the further discussion of the nature of ἄτη by Agamemnon, with his account of the 

personified goddess Ἄτη and Zeus’ deception by Hera over the births of Heracles and 

Eurystheus (Il. 19. 85-139), the effect of ἄτη on Zeus is simply that he is tricked by Hera, rather 

than him suffering any failure of his capacity to perceive correctly.  

A mythical instance is related by Glaucos, in his discussion with Diomedes, of a mortal actually 

being struck blind by the gods (Il. 6. 128-43). Glaucos relates how Lycurgus, son of Dryas, 

attacked the followers of Dionysus on Mount Nysa, as a result of which Zeus struck him blind. 

The word ἄτη is not used in this instance, but rather μιν τυφλὸν ἔθηκε Κρόνου πάϊς (Il. 6. 139). 

Here, the gods attack the actual capacity of a mortal to perceive in response to a slight against 

their power, but two points should be noted. First, the capacity to perceive is taken away in its 

entirety, rather than confused or muddled. Secondly, although the god attacked is Dionysus, in 

this instance he runs away and declines to retaliate against Lycurgus; the work is left to Zeus. 

In both of these aspects, there is a striking difference with the Euripidean treatment in the 

Bacchae, which will be explored later.  

One further aspect of this subject that should be discussed is the nature of the qualities of the 

gods with respect to the qualities of mortals. One may begin with the trite observation that the 

gods are far more powerful than mortals, and that the gods are indeed immortal. This being so, 

there is a considerable difference between the nature of mortals and of the gods. However, this 

observation can be strongly qualified on the evidence of the Homeric text. Diomedes, although 

mortal, is able, having been given not divine strength by Athene but the strength of his father 

(Il. 6. 124-7), to wound Aphrodite, a goddess (Il. 6. 334-342), and she suffers bad pain as a 

result (Il. 6. 352-4). Diomedes also attacks Ares, and stabs him, albeit with the assistance of 

Athena, leaning on his spear (Il. 6. 856-7), and he also appears to unnerve Apollo by attacking 

him four times – even though Diomedes is aware that he is a god – and Apollo acknowledges 

to Ares that Diomedes in this action appears δαίμονι ἶσος (Il. 6. 459). Certainly in the matter 

of him attacking Aphrodite, it appears that Diomedes, a mortal, is qualitatively similar to 

Aphrodite as a goddess, as he can wound her, and that she consequently suffers pain like a 
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mortal. The matter of his attacks on Ares and Apollo point towards this idea, even if they are 

less conclusive. Dione also relates to Aphrodite the story that Heracles was able to wound Hera 

in the breast with an arrow (Il. 5. 393) and that he had managed to wound Hades in the shoulder, 

also with an arrow (Il. 5. 396-402). In the latter case, his healing came through medicine applied 

by another god, Paean.  

The differences between the gods and mortals rely on capacity and quantity of power and 

abilities, rather than absolute quality. The gods express fear that mortals can achieve better 

things than themselves on occasion, for example Poseidon’s complaint at the Greek wall and 

ditch which was not only completed without any grand sacrifice, but also threatens to exceed 

in fame the fortifications he and Apollo had built for Troy (Il. 7. 446-453). The transgression 

has to be met with a response of active violence. Likewise, in Iliad 3 Helen is not unwilling, 

although she later acquiesces, to insult Aphrodite to her face, and to defy her, at least at the 

beginning of their encounter, even though she knows she is dealing with a goddess (Il. 3. 395-

420). Moreover, a few mortals are able to bind or compel gods, usually with the counsel if not 

the actual help of other gods. Menelaus holds down Proteus and compels him to divulge the 

information needed for his homecoming (Od. 4. 351), and Odysseus is able to compel Circe 

and bind her with an oath (Od. 10. 321). The case of Ares being bound by the giants Otus and 

Ephialtes is another example of this (Il. 5. 385-91); indeed, their actions, as Dione relates, came 

close to causing Ares to perish, although a god. These instances, however, are relatively rare.  

Nevertheless, these examples suggest that whilst the gods are distinguished by being immortal, 

they stand on a spectrum or continuum with mortals, being placed at the higher end because of 

their superior strength and immortality, but nevertheless not being otherwise different in terms 

of the quality of their fundamental being, as for example one would contrast the different 

fundamental qualities of physical and metaphysical. Mortals can approach the divine state by 

the acquisition of greater power, and the promise of immortality can be even made to a very 

select number of mortals, including Menelaus (Od. 4. 561-70) and Odysseus by Calypso (Od. 

5. 209), thus allowing them to move further along the continuum into the divine category.  

To conclude this brief survey, the perception of the gods by mortals in the Homeric epics, and 

indeed the general nature of the gods, is, I would argue, surprisingly uncomplicated. The gods 

perform many of their acts openly and with clarity, either making it directly clear that they are 

the authors of their own particular acts by direct speech or else by omens which mortals are 

able to interpret without difficulty. Even if the gods are initially deceptive about their actions 
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by means of using disguises, these are often discarded after a short time so that the agency and 

presence of the god concerned may be known by mortals, or else mortals are able to see through 

the disguises. The range of the deceptions that the gods tend to use is also remarkably 

constricted. Their deceptions tend to be simple disguises, during which a direct untruth may be 

told, or else the use of a mist to conceal a person or a situation. The gods may visit ἄτη on 

someone’s φρήν or else take away their φρήν for a moment, the result of which is that they get 

the wrong idea or reason incorrectly or foolishly. An instance may be found, in the 

mythological tale of Dionysus, where a person is physically blinded. However, their attempts 

to manipulate the manner in which mortals perceive do not tend to go any further than this. If 

a god is performing an action, at least a certain number of mortals tend to perceive it with 

clarity. The gods are presented in a manner which does not tend to engender doubt about their 

nature of being amongst mortals. Mortals on occasion may or may not know whether a god is 

minded to act after an intercession or sacrifice, but the general nature and also frequency of the 

gods’ intervention in the business of mortals does not generally lead them to express doubts in 

the nature and agency of the gods.20 Indeed, the gods may possess superior attributes to mortals, 

such as greater strength and immortality, but aside from these different attributes gods and 

mortals stand on a continuum in terms of their nature and how they relate.  

One might also add to this conclusion the argument that Lefkowitz’s characterisation of the 

gods in Homer as being cruel to mortals, even if their former spouses, relatives or friends, and 

often prone to divine indifference is put too strongly.21 It is frequently the case that gods attempt 

to oblige those with whom they have connections where mortals would have some hope for 

reciprocality, and that if they should fail to do so, this is most often because the god happens 

to be constrained in their action by μοῖρα or some other limitation: Apollo immediately obliges 

Chryses; Thetis and Zeus oblige Achilles; Zeus and Apollo oblige Hector as far as they can 

within the constraints of Hector’s μοῖρα; Athene assists Odysseus on his journey home as far 

as she is able within the constraints of Poseidon’s curse, and Poseidon does as much as he can 

to fulfil the curse of Polyphemus within Odysseus’ μοῖρα. Zeus does not honour the sacrifice 

 
20 A moderate exception to this is Il. 21. 276, where Achilles exclaims that his mother Thetis had deceived him 
in saying that he would perish beneath the walls of Troy, and not in any other manner; however, this provokes 
the immediate intervention of Athene and Poseidon to save him. Moreover, although he expressed doubt in 
his mother’s promise, he does not express doubt in the existence or divinity of his mother. Another example 
may be Patroclus’ rebuke of Achilles νηλεές, οὐκ ἄρα σοί γε πατὴρ ἦν ἱππότα Πηλεύς, / οὐδὲ Θέτις μήτηρ 
(“pitiless one, horseman Peleus wasn’t your father, nor Thetis your mother”, Il. 16. 33-4) but this should be 
interpreted not as expressing doubt at the existence or agency of Thetis, but rather a goad to spur Achilles into 
action to protect the Greeks.  
21 Lefkowitz (2016) 5, 11. 
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of Agamemnon in Iliad 2, not out of caprice or to please himself, but rather to ensure that 

Achilles is honoured through his promise to Thetis, who herself seeks this to happen out of a 

sense of maternal closeness, and also through an obligation to Achilles that he must receive the 

greatest honour in return for the shortness of his life (Il. 1. 352-6). Zeus acquiesces in the death 

of his son Sarpedon, not because of divine indifference – indeed, Zeus calls him φίλτατον 

ἀνδρῶν (Il. 16. 433) – but because he recognises Hera’s argument that it would be dangerous 

to transgress what had long been decreed by fate (Il. 16. 433-461). Indeed, rather than divine 

indifference, there is a frequent note, especially in the Iliad, of the gods having to suffer, and 

also being willing to suffer, for the sake of their mortal associates or favourites. Zeus weeps 

tears of blood over Sarpedon. Thetis experiences deep anguish for the condition of Achilles. 

The Nereids lament over the death of Patroclus. Aphrodite is wounded whilst helping her son 

Aeneas. Apollo apparently puts himself in difficulty to protect Aeneas. Ares sums up the divine 

position by complaining, albeit in a self-pitying way, αἰεί τοι ῥίγιστα θεοὶ τετληότες εἰμὲν / 

ἀλλήλων ἰότητι, χάριν ἄνδρεσσι φέροντες (“Always we gods suffer most terribly with each 

other’s desires, as we do good to mortals”, Il. 5. 873-4).  

The gods in Euripides 

It has been argued above that the gods in the Homeric epics behave with relative clarity. The 

ways in which they manifest themselves to mortals are for the most part regular and 

uncomplicated, and that even if the gods should practise any form of deception, the manner of 

the deception is generally circumscribed. Mortals may not know whether the gods intend to 

respond to their sacrifices and prayers, but they do not tend to be in doubt over the existence, 

nature or capabilities of the gods.  

In Euripides, I would argue that it is a different story. Mortals in Euripides perceive the gods 

in a different way. Moreover, the gods are not only perceived in a different way by mortals, 

but their actual behaviour also tends to be different from that of the Homeric gods in a number 

of important respects.  

It is true that in Euripides, as in Homer, the gods may appear in their own persona. This is 

frequently at the beginning and/or the end of the dramas (e.g. Ion, Orestes), and that gods might 

also appear, though less frequently, in the middle of the dramas (e.g. Heracles), or as part of 

their continuing action (e.g. Bacchae). One might argue that this demonstrates a clarity, as with 

Homer, over their manifestation and nature. However, this is not the case. To take the Bacchae 

as a leading example, Dionysus, although he proclaims in the prologue that he has come to 
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make himself a “visible deity for mortals” (Ba. 22), his manifestations are surrounded by 

confusion, prolonged rather than temporary or slight deceptions, and, most importantly of all, 

the coincidence of opposites or else the coincidence of multiplicities. A few examples will 

illustrate these ideas at this stage (a more detailed analysis of the evidence for particular plays 

will be offered in the later chapters). Dionysus presents his background and geographical origin 

as being ambiguous – both barbarian, but also indigenously Greek (Ba. 13-26). He appears to 

straddle various orders of being, both presenting himself as having aspects which are 

conventionally godlike, then human, animal, and even of the material earth, or at least 

consonant with the material earth, and able to animate the inanimate earth (see, inter alia, Ba. 

113, 143, 589, 618, 723, 791, 918, 1018). He frequently appears to be absent when he is present 

(Ba. 501), or present when he is absent (Ba. 578). His nature seems to transcend the categories 

of male and female (Ba. 453-9). He even seems to be a superposition of two orders, divine and 

mortal (Ba. 466-515). In his action, he tends to confuse polarities such as up and down (Ba. 

602) or old and young (Ba. 206). He seems incapable of appearing except in a “doubled” 

fashion, where the god is both himself, but also someone else, a bearer of two identities or two 

beings (e.g. Ba. 498-502, 620). Similarly, he also combines the appearance of order with chaos, 

and tenderness with extreme cruelty (Ba. 685-735, 860).  

Dionysus tends to visit these breakdowns of polarities on those around him. The chorus in the 

Bacchae proclaim their πόνον ἡδύν / κάματόν τ᾽ εὐκάματον (“a sweet toil, and unwearying 

labour” Ba. 66-7) and proclaim Semele’s death at the moment of her giving birth to Dionysus 

(Ba. 88-92). His discussions about himself, particularly with Pentheus, are ambiguous, 

paradoxical, self-contradictory or otherwise lacking sense. The god causes ordinary language 

and discourse to break down, but this is the only way in which the god, says Dionysus may be 

discussed: δόξει τις ἀμαθεῖ σοφὰ λέγων οὐκ εὖ φρονεῖν (“one will seem foolish speaking 

wisely to one who is unwise”, Ba. 480). Indeed, a considerable part of his capacity to visit the 

idea of the meeting of contraries or multiplicities appears to be connected with the way in which 

he affects the perception of mortals. His assumption of disguise extends far beyond anything 

done by the gods in Homer, and contrary to the disguises of Homeric gods, which are often 

seen through by mortals or quickly put aside, the disguises of Dionysus in the Bacchae seem 

to be infallible. The phenomenon of doubling which he applies to himself also seems to affect 

others under his influence: Pentheus, when being prepared for his introduction to the Bacchic 

rite by Dionysus, says that he sees “two suns [and] a double Thebes” (Ba. 918-9). Dionysus 

also causes the complete breakdown of Pentheus’ ability to distinguish contrarieties or 
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multiplicities. Whilst attempting to perceive Dionysus, Pentheus sees him as both human and 

animal (Ba. 920-22), and says that he would have to become “a slave to [his] slaves” to follow 

the god’s plan to perceive him δουλεύοντα δουλείαις ἐμαῖς (Ba. 803). In his earlier attempts to 

capture the god, Pentheus at first mistook a bull for Dionysus, thought his palace was burning 

down, and then ended up attacking what seems to have been a phantom made from φαεννὸν 

αἰθέρα (Ba. 631). This level of the apparent manipulation of the perception of mortals is far 

beyond anything to be found in Homer, even though limited elements of such manipulation, or 

deception, as discussed earlier, may indeed be detected.  

It is also notable that even though Dionysus may present himself as transgressing the categories 

of divine, human, animal, and even inanimate material, his nature appears to be fundamentally 

incommensurate with the mortal world. He may submit himself to be bound by the mortal 

world, either by assuming mortal form (Ba. 4), or offering himself to be physically bound by 

Pentheus and his entourage (Ba. 439) but in every instance, whether in terms of circumscription 

by language, mortal perception, physical bondage, or mortal categories, Dionysus and the 

divine nature seem to be entirely incommensurate with the mortal realm. Mortals are constantly 

baffled in their attempts to perceive, bind, or indeed have any effect on the god at all. Compare, 

for instance, Diomedes’ successful attacks on Aphrodite, Ares and the pressure under which 

he put Apollo in the heat of battle, with the attempts of mortals to attack or bind Dionysus, or 

else attack the Maenads under his protection (Ba. 760) – they are able to harm the attackers, 

but are impervious to harm themselves. This is different to the nature of the gods in Homer, 

where the gods and the humans appear to be on a spectrum or continuum, as discussed above. 

One should also note, as mentioned above, the considerable difference between the reaction 

and capacity of the Homeric Dionysus (Il. 6. 128-43) and the Dionysus of the Bacchae. The 

nature of the Homeric Dionysus seems entirely different and straightforward in comparison to 

the Euripidean Dionysus. The Homeric Dionysus runs away out of fear after Lycurgus scatters 

his attendants. He is more after the model of the weak Homeric Aphrodite, vulnerable to human 

attack and having to rely on Zeus to respond. Zeus does not cause the confusions, ambiguities 

and contraries of perception which entrap and destroy Pentheus, but his response is a much less 

complicated one: the blinding of Lycurgus.  

Thus, although a god might appear in the course of a Euripidean drama, as in Homeric epic, 

this does not mean that in terms of their nature, manifestation and effect on mortals, the two 

types of god are at all similar. This is not just the case for a god such as Dionysus, who might 

be expected to be manifest in this confusing fashion and to have these sorts of effects on 
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mortals. The whole tenor of the nature of the gods, their manifestation, and the way that they 

are perceived by mortals, is broadly similar throughout the surviving canon of Euripides, from 

the late plays such as the Bacchae, back to the earliest surviving plays from Euripides’ middle 

period, such as the Medea and the Alcestis. 

We could take other instances to make this prima facie case from other Euripidean dramas in 

which gods do appear in person. In the Heracles, the goddesses Iris and Lyssa appear in the 

middle of the play sent on a mission by Hera to fasten on him the guilt of shedding kindred 

blood by causing him to kill his children (HF 831-2), so that “Heracles may know of what sort 

is Hera’s anger” (HF 840). This commission is achieved by the employment of Lyssa, a 

goddess of madness or rage. Although Lyssa here claims that she is of a pre-Olympian 

generation of the gods, being born from Night (HF 822), she is not attested as such in Hesiod 

or before the fifth century, and appears only once outside Euripides during this period, in a 

fragment of Aeschylus (TrGF 169, attributed to the Xantriai), where she urges maenads to tear 

apart an enemy of Dionysus. Euripides, therefore, may have been responsible for the 

development of her literary representation as a goddess, and also for moving her from a 

Dionysiac context to a different context, in support of Hera. Hera’s attack on Heracles, 

therefore, takes on a character that is redolent of Dionysus and similar to the attacks that he 

makes in the Bacchae, which encourage confusion and muddle the perception of mortals, 

corrode distinctions, and confound opposites. Heracles’ perception of the world around him is 

utterly confused, with him mistaking his own children for those of his enemy. This confusion 

of opposites is a keynote throughout the Heracles. It is seen in the language which describes 

the effects of the gods’ visitation – he waged a “no-war war” against his children ἀπόλεμον… 

πόλεμον ἔσπευσας τέκνοις (HF 1133).22 It is also seen in how the onset of the goddess’ 

visitation was perceived by other mortals – the attendants, seeing Heracles succumb to Lyssa, 

felt double feelings (laughter and fear) at once, and could not perceive which of two things 

were happening – Heracles jesting, or going mad: διπλοῦς δ᾽ ὀπαδοῖς ἦν γέλως φόβος θ᾽ 

ὁμοῦ… Παίζει πρὸς ἡμᾶς δεσπότης ἢ μαίνεται; (HF 950, 952). The visitation of madness and 

the action which leads to Heracles’ defilement by shedding kindred blood begins, thanks to 

divine intervention, at the most sacred moment of a purificatory sacrifice (HF 928ff), and 

Heracles himself, the offspring of a god but also associated with a human father, Amphitryon, 

 
22 Seaford, following Norden (1915), describes this trait of style as satzparallelismus. This important concept 
will be discussed more extensively below, p. 103-4. 
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suffers a confusion over his parentage – another instance of the phenomenon of “doubling” 

which will be explored later.  

As for Lyssa and Iris – and by extension, Hera, with whom Iris closely allies herself (HF 829, 

841) – these confusions and paradoxes are visible not just in how the mortals perceive them, 

but also in how the goddesses themselves are presented as behaving, and also how the 

goddesses even perceive each other. The question of whether the gods should behave in a 

fashion which was morally good or which showed moderation, reason, or regard for piety is 

not a question which has caused much trouble to Lefkowitz, but it did cause considerable 

difficulty for Lyssa, who counsels Iris and Hera not to visit great evils on a man respected both 

on earth and by the gods: οὐκ ἄσημος οὔτ᾽ ἐπὶ χθονὶ / οὔτ᾽ ἐν θεοῖσιν (HF 849-50), and who 

alone – μόνος – had restored the worship of the gods after it had been cast aside by unholy men 

(HF 851-2). Thus, there is the peculiar sight of Lyssa, a goddess of rage or madness, advocating 

that her colleagues keep self-control, σωφρονεῖν (HF 857), and behave sensibly and 

reciprocally to someone who has done a signal honour amongst all mankind towards the gods. 

Iris (and Hera) spurn this advice. The only justification that Iris offers for the attack on Heracles 

(aside from Hera’s native anger towards Heracles’ parentage, which an audience would have 

understood implicitly) is ἢ θεοὶ μὲν οὐδαμοῦ, / τὰ θνητὰ δ᾽ ἔσται μεγάλα, μὴ δόντος δίκην 

(“the gods will be as nothing, and mortals will be great if he is not punished”, HF 842-3). This 

elliptical justification is offered before Lyssa begs Iris and Hera to spare Heracles on account 

of his unique piety. Iris offers no substantive reply to Lyssa’s entreaties, and thus the 

justification, particularly in the dramatic presentation, seems hollow: how is Heracles 

threatening the position of the gods, if indeed he is unique in piety and restoring the veneration 

of the gods?23 Hera is thus made to appear to shrug off impiety and be heedless of piety, happy 

to put a pious man into a state of extreme defilement, whereas a goddess of madness cares for 

piety and self-restraint. In terms of the dramatic and rhetorical presentation, this paradox about 

the behaviour of the gods is put into the foreground, whereas Heracles’ parentage as a source 

of Hera’s anger is passed over. Moreover, Lefkowitz argues that the crux of Euripidean tragedy 

is the failure of mortals to understand and accept the cruelty, indifference and disproportionate 

behaviour of the gods; however, in the Heracles, a very goddess, Lyssa, seems to struggle to 

understand this idea. If a goddess, rather than a mortal, seems surprised by this behaviour, it 

 
23 A similar situation is seen in the Andromache, where Neoptolemus is killed despite coming to Delphi to make 
amends for his previous rebuke to Apollo. Also as with Heracles, there is the motif of the sacrilegious killing of 
a mortal, apparently divinely sanctioned, in a sacred place by the altar of the god whilst offering expiation 
(And. 1156-7). 
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suggests that the behaviour is not to be taken for granted, as Lefkowitz suggests: the paradox 

and the meeting of contrary ideas is put into the foreground, and there is indeed substance in 

the similar complaints of mortal characters. 

This propensity to paradox and the confusion of contraries in the presentation of gods 

themselves, not just in how gods are perceived by mortals, can be seen in other plays also. I 

shall more briefly adduce further examples. Many attach to Apollo, thus showing that these 

paradoxes and contraries are visible not only within the Dionysiac sphere. In the Electra, where 

Castor appears after the death of Clytemnestra, he struggles to articulate a defence of Apollo’s 

order that Clytemnestra should have been killed; indeed, he seems exasperated by the prospect 

of having to make such a defence: Φοῖβος δέ, Φοῖβος—ἀλλ᾿ ἄναξ γάρ ἐστ᾿ ἐμός, / σιγῶ (El. 

1245-6). Again, his language is heavy with paradoxes. Apollo, he says, was wise but did not 

give him wise oracles σοφὸς δ᾿ ὢν οὐκ ἔχρησέ σοι σοφά (El. 1246). Similarly, as for what 

Apollo required Orestes to do, Castor says: δίκαια μέν νυν ἥδ᾿ ἔχει, σὺ δ᾿ οὐχὶ δρᾷς 

(Clytemnestra had her just reward, but Orestes did not act justly, El. 1244).24 If Castor himself, 

as a god, seems unnerved by the paradoxical nature of Apollo, then the similar apprehensions 

and concerns of mortal characters cannot be wished away as a mortal ignorance of the 

capricious nature of the gods, or misplaced questions from the perspective of contemporary 

fifth-century speculation on the divine. Again, these questions and apprehensions of paradox 

are very much present in the minds of mortal characters in the Electra. In a dialogue between 

Electra and Orestes where they discuss Apollo’s order for Clytemnestra to be killed, Orestes, 

more forthrightly than Castor, declares that Apollo prophesised a great folly, ὦ Φοῖβε, πολλήν 

γ᾿ ἀμαθίαν ἐθέσπισας… to which Electra asks in reply “when Apollo is a fool, who are the 

wise?” ὅπου δ᾿ Ἀπόλλων σκαιὸς ᾖ, τίνες σοφοί; (El. 971-2). 

This difficulty in justifying Apollo also appears in the Ion, when Athene appears ex machina. 

She says that she represents Apollo who has chosen not to appear to avoid rebuke for what had 

happened (Ion 1558), and then admits, but rather more brazenly and confidently than Castor in 

the Helen, that things had not turned out precisely how Apollo had intended. He had not meant 

his oracle, which had declared Ion to have been Xuthus’ son, to have come to light, with the 

result that he had to reconfigure his plans and intervention (Ion 1553-68). Not only does Athene 

recognise that Apollo is vulnerable to rebuke, and that his capacity to plot events was less than 

perfect, but she also admits that his contrivances were based on a number of deceptions: first, 

 
24 The idea is echoed in the dialogue between Electra and the Chorus in Or. 194. 
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that an oracle of his should be hidden; secondly, that Xuthus, despite having been told 

unambiguously that Ion was his son – παῖδ᾽ ἐμὸν πεφυκέναι (Ion 536) – would have to labour, 

at the god’s contrivance, under a permanent delusion as to Ion’s real parentage. For a god that 

is meant to reveal truth, even if ambiguously, at his oracle, this seems at the very least 

unnerving, and the nature and temporal extent of this delusion is far beyond anything that one 

might find perpetrated by the gods of Homer. It is very different to Lefkowitz’s argument that 

“The gods send accurate information to mortals, such as omens, dreams, or prophecies, but in 

ways that mortals find difficult to interpret and almost always get wrong”.25 

Many of these ideas relating to the behaviour and manifestation of the gods – the confusion of 

opposites and multiplicities, ambiguities, difficulties over the gods and morality – appear early 

in the Euripidean corpus. In the Medea (dated to 431), Medea herself, although not a goddess, 

is the granddaughter of the sun-god Helios, and her closeness to the god is stressed both in 

terms of her lineage (Med. 406, 1251-4), as a source of her powers (for example Med. 1321-2, 

Helios giving her his chariot to protect her from any attack of her enemies; Med. 954-5, the 

source of the finery which Medea poisoned and used to kill Glauce and Creon), and as one of 

the gods she most reveres (for example Med. 746, one of the only two named gods by whom 

Medea requires Aegeus to swear his oath to give her sanctuary in Athens). Indeed, Medea 

undergoes a virtual apotheosis at the end of the drama, appearing in Helios’ chariot on the 

mechane, under the god’s protection, and dispensing information about the future, including 

the establishment of a cult and a prophecy about the future life and death of Jason (Med. 1378-

89).26 

Medea’s presentation of herself, particularly when she is acting under the protection of her 

forebear Helios, is marked with the coincidence of opposites and paradoxes. The presentation 

of her, in the chariot, as Luschnig observes, makes it difficult to distinguish her from a god, 

whilst at the same time she is also accused of animalistic behaviour (she is called a Scylla and 

a lioness by Jason, Med. 1342-3), in the same fashion as Dionysus in the Bacchae.27 From 

Helios’ chariot, she describes her own act of killing her children as ungodly or impious – 

δυσσεβοῦς φόνου (Med. 1383) – though she also says that she will establish a σεμνὴν ἑορτὴν 

 
25 Lefkowitz (2016) 15. 
26 Boedeker (1997, 140-2) argues that Medea is “assimilated in several ways to the Olympian goddess 
Aphrodite,” since she shared with the goddess a mutual role in Jason’s earlier salvation, and also a concern 
with the marriage bed. She also takes a similar vengeance against Jason as Aphrodite took in the Hippolytus.  
27 Luschnig (2007) 63-84. 
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in recompense for this (Med. 1382).28 She remarks that it is most fitting that if they should die, 

then she should kill them, since she gave them birth: ἡμεῖς κτενοῦμεν οἵπερ ἐξεφύσαμεν (Med. 

1241). She remarks on how Glauce’s bridal bed will be with the dead (Med. 985). Her action 

in killing Glauce and Creon, using the poisons and the finery from Helios, is marked with many 

of the coincidences of opposites in terms of the imagery with which it is reported in the 

messenger speech. Excessive joy is juxtaposed to great pain (Med. 1138-43, 1184-5), Glauce’s 

measured movements quickly turn to a chaotic loss of control (Med. 1166-70), and her beauty 

εὐφυὲς πρόσωπον (Med. 1198) is swiftly turned into a terrible sight δεινὸν θέαμα (Med. 1202). 

As with the action of Lyssa upon Heracles (HF 950-2), stress is laid on the difficulty of 

discerning what is happening at the moment of the divine action, and the confusion of opposites 

when divine action is taking place: when Glauce began to be affected by the poison on the 

finery, a servant, thinking that Glauce was being visited by a presumably benign frenzy ἢ 

Πανὸς ὀργὰς ἤ τινος θεῶν, raised a ritual and festive cry ἀνωλόλυξε (Med. 1172-73), until she 

saw the attacks on Glauce’s flesh and changed this to a cry of lament, a μέγαν κωκυτόν (Med. 

1176-77).29 These coincidences of opposites are also echoed in how the chorus reflect on the 

actions of Medea. They contrast the holiness of Athens with the deed Medea proposes, and ask 

how Athens could give her sanctuary (Med. 846-50). They also juxtapose the sanctity of the 

light from Helios, which they remark is also sprung from Zeus – φάος διογενές (Med. 1258) – 

with his accursed granddaughter ὀλομέναν γυναῖκα (Med. 1253) and her blood-stained 

murderous hands (Med. 1253-4). All of these juxtapositions and mixings of opposites are in 

addition to Medea’s propensity to affect male and heroic behaviour, although a woman, and 

also to affect Greek modes of thought and behaviour, although a barbarian, which have been 

often discussed by commentators.30  

If the gods themselves, or mortals who have very close relationships with gods, such as Medea 

and Helios, or mortals acting under the instruction of gods, such as Orestes under Apollo, all 

own the behaviour and nature of the gods to be full of contrarieties and multiplicities, then it 

 
28 This, as Luschnig remarks, is an expiation for her impious deed which others have to carry out. It does not 
imply an atonement on her own part, as, for example, undergone by Orestes. See Luschnig (2007) 79. 
29 A further similarity is seen in the Orestes, where the Phrygian slave expresses confusion at what actually 
happened at the moment of the apotheosis of Helen, and chaotically speculates on various things that might 
have happened to her (Or. 1494-9).  
30 For example Hatzichronoglou, (1993, 186, quoted in Luschnig, 2007, 17. n. 22) “She is a woman, and yet acts 
like a man. She is a barbarian, but she behaves like a Greek. She is slighted and weak and yet she is able to 
destroy everything. She says she loves, but the power of her hatred comes through with equal intensity. She is 
human but she possesses powers that go beyond human limits.” Boedeker (1997, 146) also comments “the 
most obvious categories of definition show how inadequate they are for classifying Medea.” 
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would be no surprise that mortals in the plays generally also tend to voice similar observations 

about the nature and behaviour of the gods. If they voice these observations, it is not because, 

as Lefkowitz suggests, they have misapprehended the behaviour or nature of the gods.31 Rather, 

the mortals are reflecting in their comments the nature and behaviour of the gods as they 

actually are, full of contraries and paradoxes. The frequency of these observations made by 

mortals throughout the corpus of Euripidean drama does not suggest that the plays are 

meditations on mortal misapprehension of the gods, but are rather invitations to the audience 

to consider, with the mortal characters, the nature of the gods which manifests itself in 

paradoxical ways – not like the gods in Homer – and what the root of that paradoxical behaviour 

might be. Unanswered questions abound from mortals. After the death of Neoptolemus at the 

altar of Apollo in the Andromache, the messenger asks:  

τοιαῦθ᾽ ὁ τοῖς ἄλλοισι θεσπίζων ἄναξ, 

ὁ τῶν δικαίων πᾶσιν ἀνθρώποις κριτής, 

δίκας διδόντα παῖδ᾽ ἔδρασ᾽ Ἀχιλλέως. 

ἐμνημόνευσε δ᾽, ὥσπερ ἄνθρωπος κακός, 

παλαιὰ νείκη: πῶς ἂν οὖν εἴη σοφός; (Andr. 1161-5)32 

Similarly in the Helen, the chorus asks:  

ὅ τι θεὸς ἢ μὴ θεὸς ἢ τὸ μέσον,  

τίς φησ᾽ ἐρευνήσας βροτῶν  

μακρότατον πέρας εὑρεῖν  

ὃς τὰ θεῶν ἐσορᾷ  

δεῦρο καὶ αὖθις ἐκεῖσε  

καὶ πάλιν ἀντιλόγοις  

πηδῶντ᾽ ἀνελπίστοις τύχαις. (Hel. 1137-43)33 

Similar questionings, expressions of doubt, and attempts to make sense of and break through 

the apparently paradoxical nature of the gods are seen elsewhere. Iphigenia considers how it 

 
31 Other scholars, aside from Lefkowitz, argue to varying degrees that Euripides’ characters misapprehend the 
divine and endure suffering as a result of this misapprehension; these include, in varying fashions, Foley (1985) 
197, and Padilla (1992) 9-10. 
32 “This was the way the god who prophesies to others, who judges justice for all mankind, has treated 
Achilles' son when he offered amends. Like a base mortal, he remembered old quarrels. How then can he 
wise?” (Tr. Kovacs). 
33 "What mortal can search out and tell what is god, what is not god, and what lies between? The farthest 
bourne is reached by him who sees that what the gods sends veers first this way, then that, and once more 
this way, with outcomes wavering and unexpected." (Tr. Kovacs). 
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could be the case that Artemis demands that those ritually unclean from blood are kept from 

her altar, and yet she takes pleasure in human sacrifices (IT. 380-4). The long debate between 

Heracles and Theseus in the Heracles is of the same nature, inviting a meditation on the 

apparently paradoxical behaviour of the gods, and seeking a way forwards, in particular 

Heracles’ assertion that “the god, if he is truly god, needs nothing”, δεῖται γὰρ ὁ θεός, εἴπερ 

ἔστ᾽ ὀρθῶς θεός, / οὐδενός (HF 1345-6). Throughout the Ion, the keynote of many of the mortal 

characters, not to mention Ion himself as the unwitting offspring of Apollo, is puzzlement, and 

often deeply aggrieved puzzlement at the way that the gods behave. Ion rebukes Apollo for 

raping and abandoning unmarried girls, and wants to know how the gods can prescribe laws 

for mortals which they themselves break; the gods, he says, would empty their treasuries if they 

had to pay for their ἀδικίας (Ion 434-451). Creusa also laments the injustice of what she 

experienced, and that she did not have the pleasure of rearing her child or the comfort of 

knowing what had happened to it; she says of Apollo that it was wrong for him to keep for 

himself what should have been shared joys (Ion 358) if it were indeed the case that he took the 

child to rear in secret. Although after Athena reveals the truth of Ion’s parentage to Creusa (Ion 

1609-13), Creusa’s attitude towards Apollo changes, none of the questions raised in the course 

of the play about the behaviour and nature of Apollo have been answered or gone away. One 

might also comment on the absence of Apollo from the time of his rape of Creusa onwards, not 

to mention the other gods. Although Hermes did save the baby, and Apollo induced the Delphic 

priestess to take the child in, it is notable that such a length of time had passed without a clear 

manifestation of the god, as one might have expected from gods in the style of Homeric epic 

(e.g. the frequent appearances of Athene to Telemachus during the absence of his father).  

To conclude, the representation of the gods in Euripides is strikingly different to that in Homer. 

Although they are similar in form and in some facets of behaviour – e.g. enjoying the praise of 

mortals, ready to seek vengeance, periodically appearing to mortals – the treatment of the gods 

in the two authors is divergent in many ways. In Homer, there is little ambiguity about the 

nature of the gods. They frequently appear in their own persona. If they use deception to 

achieve an end, the deception is often limited and short-lived. Their disguises are often seen 

through or quickly discarded, assumed only for reasons of immediate practicality. They may 

manipulate the way that mortals perceive things, but this is usually by means of a veil of mist, 

or by putting a right or wrong idea into their heads. Aside from not knowing for sure whether 

their prayers are to be answered, mortals in Homer do not seem to harbour any existential 

doubts about the gods or any sense that the nature of the gods is paradoxical or confusing.  
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In Euripides, by contrast, the appearance of the gods is marked by frequent paradox and the 

motif of the coincidence of opposites or multiplicities, such as to defy ordinary logic or sense. 

Ambiguities abound. The gods appear to be moral and immoral, present and also absent. 

Frequently, this breakdown of sense is accompanied by persistent deception, and attacks on the 

way that mortals perceive the world as a whole. These ambiguities and meetings of contraries 

tend to spread from the behaviour of the gods and the way that they are manifest, to other 

aspects of the plays. These ambiguities are not only acknowledged by the gods themselves, but 

are also often a matter for discussion amongst the mortal characters, and these observations 

both by gods and mortals invite the audience to consider what to make of these divine 

contrarieties and ambiguities. 

Euripides’ gods: earlier critical approaches 

In this overview of earlier critical responses, I shall limit myself to dealing with treatments of 

Euripides and the gods overall, rather than those studies which are devoted to individual plays. 

Such studies will be covered in greater depth in later chapters of this thesis, which will be 

devoted to closer analyses of a selection of individual plays.  

The approach of Verrall and his immediate successors34, seeing Euripides as an atheist and a 

rationalist whose plays were written as ironic parodies to undermine and discredit the whole 

concept of religion and the traditional Athenian pantheon, has been under withering fire from 

a number of scholars in recent years, and it would be otiose of me to add to this.35 It is sufficient 

for me to agree here with Lefkowitz and other critics such as Lloyd-Jones and Michelini36 that 

Verrall, under the aegis of irony, took interpretative liberties which were not justifiable in terms 

of the actual text, and which also paid scant regard to their social and intellectual context. As 

Lloyd-Jones comments, Verrall was too prone to impose Victorian notions of rationality and 

seemliness on the ancient texts.37 Whilst Lefkowitz sees his abiding malign influence in having 

bequeathed to Anglophone scholars the tendency also to take too great a liberty in the 

 
34 Those who were strongly influenced by Verrall included Norwood, who followed Verrall’s line that Euripides 
was rejecting traditional religion wholesale, and went further to argue that many of the experiences of the 
divine, and indeed of mythical events in the plays were delusions arising from psychological causes (Norwood, 
1920); Nestle, whilst not considering Euripides an atheist, argued that Euripides was rejecting traditional 
religion and was part of a fifth-century movement towards rationalism, as Verrall had argued, (Nestle, 1901). 
35 However, even today the Verrallian approach still has its strong partisans. For example, Pucci, 2016, argues 
that Euripides was using an “under cover strategy” of using anthropomorphic gods on stage – the portrayal of 
gods doing criminal or unwise things – to suggest that Euripides actually saw the gods as impersonal forces.  
36 Michelini, for example, writes “Typical of Verrall’s critical work on Euripides is an insouciance that tolerates 
large amounts of absurdity and that has made his work a scandal to many”. See Michelini (1987) 14-15. 
37 For example Lloyd-Jones (1971) 42. 
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interpretation of the text, I would argue that there is a worse legacy. His contention that a 

rejection on Euripides’ part of traditional ideas about the gods should be seen as atheistic and 

impious has put an incorrect frame on the debate, from which it has been difficult to escape. 

For many years, this framing led to critics apparently working on the assumption that a person 

in Euripides’ position could either accept the traditional notions of the gods wholesale, or else 

they should be seen as impious for moving beyond these notions or questioning them in any 

regard.38 Whilst some critics more recently have moved beyond this false dichotomy, as will 

be discussed below, it seems to be an assumption within which Lefkowitz herself is working, 

with an apparent line of her argument being that if the contemporary fifth-century evidence of 

Euripides’ reputation for impiety is unreliable, then he should be seen as pious and therefore 

one cannot interpret his plays as having had any “impious” motives, i.e. that he could have 

possibly been attempting to challenge or refine received ideas of divinity in the light of new 

ideas.39 The idea that Euripides may have believed in the divine, but may have been trying to 

offer a refined or developed and more philosophical idea of it, seems to be excluded from 

consideration on account of this lingering influence of Verrall, to which Lefkowitz is 

unwillingly in thrall.  

An early attempt to counteract Verrall’s influence, and his claim that Euripides’ plays should 

be read as ironic and an attempt to undermine traditional religion, came from Spira.40 Spira 

paid particular attention to the epiphanies of gods in Euripides, and in particular their ex 

machina appearances. Spira argued that the ex machina appearances should not be seen as 

ironic or otherwise undermining the concept of the gods in any way. Rather, these epiphanies 

brought about the “comprehensive and harmonising unity” which earlier critics had accused 

Euripides’ plays of lacking, with all characters submitted to the judgements and commands of 

the god, and being grateful for the settlement imposed by the divine intervention. Although the 

initial critical reaction to this approach was not warm41 (and I would certainly maintain that the 

epiphanies generally leave many questions posed in the course of the drama unanswered), 

 
38 Whitmarsh (2014, 106-117) seems to take this approach in his more popular treatment of atheism in the 
ancient world. Whilst he writes that “no scholar in the twenty-first century should be saying anything as 
simplistic as ‘Euripides was an atheist’” he goes on to do his best to draw Euripides into that camp: “What 
matters is that of all the dramatists, Euripides has his characters deliver the most sophisticated attacks on 
traditional religion, using arguments that he has mined from the rich seam of contemporary sophistic thought. 
Whether or not he was personally an atheist, he was certainly captivated by atheistic ideas and rarely missed 
an opportunity to articulate them” (106).  
39 See particularly Lefkowitz (2016) 60-66. 
40 Spira (1960). 
41 Michelini (1987) 38-9. 
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further moves were made in this direction by Rohdich42 and Burnett.43 Although a considerable 

part of their work was on the form and unity of Euripidean drama, they both attempted to 

reassert a “traditional” view of tragedy which was dependent on a traditional approach to the 

gods. Characterising a number of characters as sophists, for example Jason and Pentheus, on 

the grounds that they gave preference to visible and physical evidence, they argued that 

Euripides was critiquing a sophistic world-view which optimistically held that freedom from 

suffering could be obtained through rational behaviour. However, such human endeavour in 

the face of the gods was, as Burnett argued “blind and ineffective at best, sordid sometimes, 

and occasionally contemptible and cruel”, whilst the gods possessed “a divine pity and purpose 

that can, when it is ready, turn disaster into bliss.”44  

There are a number of drawbacks with this generation of criticism. For one thing, it relies on a 

mischaracterisation of the ideas of the Sophistic Movement. If anything, as Michelini 

observes45, Burnett’s and Rohdich’s concept of the Sophistic Movement is an anachronistic 

misunderstanding; what they are really critiquing is a modern rationalism, instead of the Greek 

Sophistic Movement which, in some cases – for example Gorgias – was loath to accept any 

evidence of sense perceptions as persuasive. Moreover, this approach also tends to ignore 

elements drawn from ideas of the Sophistic Movement in characters who are allied to the gods, 

or even in the gods themselves. More importantly, it seems not to deal with the contrarieties 

and paradoxes in the presentation of the gods. It places too much weight on the final resolutions, 

giving them more substance than they deserve in the whole context of the plays, while many 

pressing questions, raised as much by the gods themselves as the characters, persist 

unresolved.46 As a part of this, the severity of the theodicy which Burnett identifies in the play 

is unsatisfactory and open to question. Knox identifies the Heracles as the play where Burnett’s 

approach is the least convincing. Megara’s condemnation, she claims, comes from her vain 

appeal to the altars and her husband rather than Zeus Soter. This argument is hardly convincing 

in the full context of the drama. In the words of Knox, Burnett is “building with straws” and 

 
42 Rohdich (1968). 
43 Particularly Burnett (1971). 
44 Burnett (1971) 14. 
45 Michelini (1987) 44. 
46 As Knox points out, even Burnett was at some points unconvinced by the conclusions of her own analysis. 
For example he points to her concession in the analysis of the Ion that ‘"the plot does seem, by its very 
structure, to question [Apollo’s] absolute foresight and control." Her attempt to palliate this awkward aspect 
of Euripides' presentation of the god of prophecy par excellence - "he can foresee the massive shapes that 
loom in the future" (the coming history of the Aegean) but not "mortal actions" - is self-defeating.’ Knox (1972) 
276. 
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elevating the “barely sketched figure of Megara… to the status of Sophocles' Jocasta…”47 

Megara’s children are similarly blamed for leaving the altar prematurely, but if it were the 

intention of Hera to make this purported slight the reason for a disproportionate punishment, it 

seems peculiar, as Knox observes, that the treatment of their deaths is so completely incidental 

in the divine account given of the gods’ intention to attack Heracles himself; it suggests that 

Euripides was not at all thinking in these terms, and that the children “offended not so much 

against the gods as against Burnett’s Rules of the Drama…”48 It should be said that Burnett did 

attempt to take some of the Presocratic context into account in earlier articles focusing on 

individual plays such at the Ion, but I would argue that her approach in this regard was 

undermined by a failure to consider that the Presocratic material with which she was dealing 

was monistic rather than dualistic in character, and that this had a fundamental impact on the 

way that she used it to develop the religious background of the plays for her interpretation. 

These misinterpretations were followed by Segal, and were strongly influential on his own 

work. Both Burnett’s and Segal’s work in these fields will be discussed more fully in the 

chapters below.  

The line developed by Rohdich and Burnett finds its apotheosis in the more recent work of 

Kovacs49 and Lefkowitz. The criticisms voiced of Spiro, Rohdich and Burnett can be carried 

forwards to these in their general approach. However, there are further criticisms to be made, 

in particular of Lefkowitz’s approach.  

Lefkowitz’s claim that Euripides was propounding a traditional view of the gods is strongly 

dependent on two related arguments from the wider context of the plays. The first argument is 

that Euripides was misrepresented in his own time as an atheist or a free-thinker who 

challenged the traditional notions of the gods. Aristophanes was principally responsible for this 

misrepresentation of Euripides. This misrepresentation was achieved in some cases by quoting 

in the comedies a few lines of Euripides’ plays, which seemed to refer to contemporary fifth-

century thought about the gods, out of context. The misrepresentation of Euripides in 

Aristophanes’ works as spurning the traditional deities was analogous to the treatment meted 

out to Socrates. Aristophanes’ distortion of the ideas represented in Euripides’ plays was at the 

fountain-head of a tradition of misrepresentation of Euripides which persisted and grew more 

strident, apparently without a contrary voice, throughout antiquity. This tradition was of 

 
47 Knox (1972) 277. 
48 Knox (1972) 277. 
49 See especially Kovacs (1993).  
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material assistance to Verrall and his school in their claim that Euripides was a rationalist and 

that his plays were parodying traditional notions of the gods.  

The second argument also relies on the idea that the critical reception has been blinkered by 

another context hostile to taking the text on its own merits. In this case, the context was formed 

not by Aristophanes, but the rise of Judaism and Christianity in the Hellenistic world. 

Lefkowitz argues in the first place that Jewish Scholars, looking to claim that “Greek poets had 

stolen their ideas from Jewish writings” quoted passages from Euripides out of context which 

referred to “theos or theoi” in general, thus suggesting a monotheistic viewpoint.50 Following 

this, she argues that Jewish writers and later Christian writers both quoted ancient texts, 

including Euripides, out of context to support their monotheistic viewpoint. This went as far as 

the outright fabrication of ancient texts for inclusion in polemics or anthologies in favour of 

monotheism.51 These authors also found it easy to see in Euripides a critique (again, she says, 

these authors were also taking lines out of context) of traditional polytheism, and they were 

more than happy to adopt what they saw as his early critique of polytheism in support of their 

polemics in favour of monotheism. This anachronistic reading, maintains Lefkowitz, added to 

Euripides’ reputation as a critic of traditional religion, strongly influencing his later reception. 

Verrall himself, she argues, although a rationalist and critic of religion, was so moulded by the 

Judaeo-Christian intellectual and moral inheritance that he attempted to seek in Euripides the 

same critique of the excrescences of traditional religion as the early Christians sought in him 

against what they saw as the monstrosities of polytheism.52  

The sum of Lefkowitz’s arguments on these two points of context is that they are both grievous 

misinterpretations of Euripides’ plays. If they had not arisen, and if Euripides’ texts had been 

considered in their entirety, then Euripides would have been seen by the tradition as an author 

propounding a traditional view of the gods. However, there are a number of problems with 

these arguments. Lefkowitz seems to suggest the vast tradition of critical response going back 

to Aristophanes is responsible for these misinterpretations, rather than the Euripidean text 

itself, and in the absence of such a tradition, the default must be to see Euripides as a 

traditionalist. However, this does not stand to reason. If the early tradition of critical response 

 
50 Lefkowitz (2016) 58. Unfortunately Lefkowitz does not cite any examples of these Jewish scholars, only 
referring to Pseudo-Justin, which is a Christian text. See Lefkowitz (2016) 217 n. 21.  
51 Again, although Lefkowitz says that both Jewish and Christian writers are engaged in this, she only quotes 
Clement of Alexandria, and then Christian authors from late antiquity such as Orion of Thebes. One quotation 
which speaks of a refusal to name the one god, she asserts could only have been fabricated by a Jewish writer, 
but this is open to question. Lefkowitz (2016) 59.   
52 Lefkowitz (2016) 58-63. 
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is discounted as a misinterpretation, that cannot be used to argue that Euripides is the opposite 

of the misinterpretation, i.e. a traditionalist. His reputation must stand on his own texts, and, as 

has been adduced above, the representation of the gods in the text appears to be anything but 

traditional; indeed, a ‘traditional’ reading of the text seems to be papering over the problems 

raised in the text, rather than solving them.53  

Moreover, I would argue that Lefkowitz cannot dismiss the ancient critical tradition going back 

to Aristophanes in the way that she does, saying that “we have no reason to believe that they 

meant their jokes and exaggerations to be taken literally or seriously”. Sourvinou-Inwood, I 

would argue, has a much more credible approach to how Aristophanes’ humorous treatment of 

Euripides should be understood. In a discussion of the joke in the Thesmophoriazusae about 

the garland-seller’s accusation that Euripides had persuaded people that there were no gods 

(Ar. Th. 450-1), Sourvinou-Inwood argued that there would have been nothing funny in the 

circumstances if the audience had actually assumed that Euripides “really did teach people not 

to believe in gods”. The joke must lie, she argues, in an exaggeration or distortion of what the 

audience assumed about Euripides’ plays. Rather, the joke would work if “Euripides had 

contributed to the polis religious discourse, but in his own idiom, which included asking 

difficult questions” which could be humorously exaggerated into “Euripides through his 

tragedies persuaded people that there are no gods.” Similarly, in the Frogs, the prayer of 

Euripides to the aether, tongue, intelligence, and nostrils (Ar. Ra. 888-94) would have to 

suggest the perception of Euripides’ intellectualism rather than outright atheism for a joke 

through exaggeration to have to work. Later in the same play, Aeschylus’ attacks on Euripides 

(Ar. Ra. 1052-6, 1078-88) for damaging the city for showing things that ought not to be shown 

could only work as a joke through exaggeration not if Euripides were actually persuading 

people that there were no gods, but that “Euripides showed the darker side of the gods more 

explicitly than others, and asked more disturbing questions, and included elements derived 

from sophistic and Anaxagorean thought.”54 In conclusion, I would broadly endorse this 

approach of Sourvinou-Inwood, and argue that we should not discount the testimony of 

Aristophanes as Lefkowitz is inclined to do, but rather that we should understand it as 

suggesting at the very least that Euripides was understood as being a questioner and a 

 
53 As this is the case, and there is no need to rely on this later tradition in my thesis it would be otiose to take 
issue in detail with Lefkowitz’s arguments about the unreliability of the later tradition, from Aristotle to late 
antiquity, which sees Euripides as impious. However, it is notable, although not a strong argument, that no 
counter-tradition emerges which sees Euripides as having been a pious and conventional author in the matter 
of religion, just as Plato came forward to defend the reputation and piety of Socrates after his execution.  
54 Sourvinou-Inwood (2003) 294-7. 
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challenger of received ideas, and working in an “intellectual” mode to do so. This would 

certainly be credible in the intellectual context of the late fifth century, as I shall argue.  

As to Lefkowitz’s second argument that it would be anachronistic to even attempt to see 

monotheistic ideas or anything in the way of a critique or reassessment of polytheistic traditions 

in Euripides’ plays, I would respond that the evidence of the intellectual context of the fifth 

century suggests otherwise. It is perfectly legitimate in the intellectual context of the fifth 

century to argue that one may look for ideas tending towards monotheism in Euripides’ texts, 

and that the evidence for this context can be seen at the very least in the Presocratic fragments 

and texts such as the Derveni Papyrus. This evidence for this tendency, in the peculiar form of 

Material Monism, will be laid out fully in later chapters. 

One further trend, which has also emerged in recent years (which, for convenience, I shall call 

the School of Sourvinou-Inwood), is broadly speaking the argument that Euripides was a 

believer in the traditional gods, or at least in the idea of gods and religion, but that his plays 

were designed to challenge convention and cause the audience to ask questions. Sourvinou-

Inwood’s contention that this was the case, as seen in her interpretation of Aristophanes’ 

portrayal of Euripides, has already been laid out above. Other scholars who have come to this 

broad view include Mikalson, whose approach, like Sourvinou-Inwood, was based on an 

analysis of the relationship between the tragedies and civic religion more broadly. Mikalson, 

adopting a very reserved form of this approach, attacked the idea that the plays were ironic, but 

based on his contention that critics should not confuse the literary life of Greece for popular 

piety, conceded that although Euripides does introduce “contemporary philosophical theories,” 

this should not be seen as an attack on received traditional religion. Speculation, he comments, 

is “a regular feature of Greek literature” and there is no evidence that such speculation 

“penetrated worship or religious beliefs in classical Athens”. There was a disconnect between 

myth as expressed in tragedy, and the regular practice of religion in everyday life which meant 

that any speculations on the tragic stage were not to be taken as ideologically threatening. 

Besides, he pointed to Euripides’ notable interest in aetiologies and portrayal of religious ritual 

as a sign of his continuing devotion to traditional public faith.55  

Sourvinou-Inwood attacked Mikalson’s idea that in the audience’s response there would have 

been a division between the literary and mythical ideas represented on the tragic stage, and 

 
55 Mikalson (1991) 224-235. 
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public religion.56 I would add that, in view of the evidence of the Derveni Papyrus at the very 

least, contemporary philosophical though did penetrate worship and religious beliefs during 

the fifth century. However, Sourvinou-Inwood and Mikalson both seem to concur that 

Euripides might well be trying to explore rigorously the inherited notions of religion without 

trying to undermine them. In Sourvinou-Inwood’s words, “exploring should not be confused 

with criticising”.57 However, she argues that “Anaxagorean and generally the natural 

philosophers’ […] reflections were perceived as a challenge to polis religion”, and “that the 

‘Anaxagorean’ and sophistic elements in Euripidean tragedies articulate that challenge and 

defeat it”. The tragedies of Euripides “face the challenge and explore further, but eventually 

reaffirm, the religious system of the polis, through articulations that acknowledge the darkness 

and unknowability of the cosmos and the divine, but set it in a wider, and ultimately reassuring, 

perspective.”58 For Sourvinou-Inwood, Euripides’ tragedies have “order and meaning” and 

they work on a plan ultimately ordained by Zeus, which is difficult for mortals to gauge.59 In 

this, she admits, unlike Lefkowitz, that Euripides’ tragedies at least have a certain spirit of 

enquiry rather than just being blank declarations of a harsh status quo – an important concession 

– but like Lefkowitz she argues that the ideas from natural philosophy do not enter into the 

essence of Euripides’ world view. 

Other commentators in this school, whilst arguing that Euripides does use his tragedies to raise 

difficult questions, generally hold that even if he does portray divinities which follow a 

Homeric model in appearance, he offers no answers to the questions raised or any general 

synthesis of ideas. There is no attempt on the part of Euripides, in their view, to offer a wider 

explanation for the behaviour of the gods or the human situation. These treatments often see 

Euripides as being gloomy in outlook about the position of humanity vis-à-vis the gods. 

Michelini sees Euripides representing “divine evil and divine beauty” together, with such a 

dual picture of the gods making them seem “at the same time both awesome and despicable”. 

The gods are “problematic” and have overtones of the absurd, even when they are acting as 

saviours rather than just avengers; their attempts to help and comfort humans often go awry 

because of the difference between the human and divine nature.60  

 
56 See Sourvinou-Inwood (1997). 
57 Sourvinou-Inwood (1997) 185. 
58 Sourvinou-Inwood (2003) 408. 
59 Sourvinou-Inwood (2003) 410. 
60 Michelini (1987) 317. 
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For Mastronarde, Euripides was using the mythological mode to “entertain and move his 

audience while stimulating them to think about important cultural and ethical issues”. 

However, whilst prompting the audience to ask questions, he does not offer answers. When 

looking at Euripides, argues Mastronarde, rather than looking for a single authorial stance 

regarding the nature of divinity, or even a self-consistent construction deductible from each 

single play, one should focus attention on the human characters who are engaged in a dynamic 

process, struggling to make sense of their world and experiences, propounding shifting views 

about the gods. Even for the privileged audience, he argues, many of Euripides’ tragedies defer 

or defeat a final synthesis.61 This defeat is, in his view, part of the very essence of Euripides’ 

work: the tragic gap between the uncertainty, inscrutability and amorality of the strongest 

powers in the universe and the human aspiration for certainty, clarity, and the comfort of 

comprehensible justice.62 Despite this struggle for understanding, which entails on occasion a 

recognition that the anthropomorphic appearance and analogy of the gods in the dramas are 

futile and a cause of misplaced expectations63, and also the difficulty that the plays pose to the 

view that the gods “uphold justice in a fully comprehensible way” and act consistently for the 

human good, Mastronarde still holds that these points do not entail that the “portrayal of the 

gods is not in most respects traditional or that it in any way espouses a denial of supernatural 

forces in universe.”64 Mastronarde does not consider that any references or apparent 

appropriations of contemporary philosophical ideas should be seen as subversive. He argues 

that they simply show the sophia of Euripides – his intellectual status and skills – not to mention 

(the same argument as Lefkowitz) that these ideas also are used simply to reflect the ambitions 

and aspirations of the characters he is representing.65 

Meagher, writing before Mastronarde, goes somewhat further in arguing that Euripides did 

intend to develop ideas about the gods in his own day, but he still stays within the same bounds 

as Mastronarde in arguing that Euripides did not mean to offer any coherent account of the 

divine world. Meagher argues the idea that if gods do anything shameful they are not gods is 

expressed with such frequency and passion in Euripides’ drama that there should be seen in it 

a heuristic movement beyond the capricious and corrupt gods of the poets towards a more pure 

conception of divinity, less likely to offend human intelligence and integrity. Meagher 

 
61 Mastronarde (2010) 156. 
62 Mastronarde (2010) 174. 
63 Mastronarde (2010) 178. 
64 Mastronarde (2010) 205. 
65 Mastronarde (2010) 169. 
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concedes that Euripides introduced the philosophical “speculations of his day” including the 

Anaxagorean mind, with the concepts of the Aither as Zeus. However, there is no coherence in 

Euripides’ approach to this, he says, beyond a conclusion that Euripides must have been keenly 

aware of and interested in the most advanced metaphysical thinking of his day. He therefore 

argues that it would be futile to look closely at or analyse precisely the presence of early and 

Presocratic thought in the plays. Like Mastronarde, he argues that Euripides did not seek to 

promulgate any doctrine of the divine, given the variety of the plays, though the question of 

god was a central and agonizing one for him.66 

Most recently, Torrance has argued that the plays are designed to provoke questioning about 

the nature of the gods, but she is more open to the idea that Euripides was combining more 

contemporary philosophical theories with traditional ideas of the divine. She argues that the 

“arbitrary actions of the gods, forced upon a dramatic plot, do not provide satisfactory 

conclusions to the questions raised in the plays and must therefore be designed to prompt 

further audience reflection on philosophical and theological issues.”67 In contrast to Lefkowitz, 

she argues that new philosophical and theological notions are argued in the plays not to be 

knocked down by the apparent resolutions offered by divine revelations, but are advanced for 

serious consideration in their own right. The deus ex machina conclusions in Euripides, she 

argues, are at odds with theological concerns raised by the characters; rational claims are 

consistently contradicted; theological propositions can be “novel and controversial,” including 

the appearance of Aether as a divinity.68 Looking at Euripides’ later reception in the ancient 

world, she passes by the question of his impiety to observe that “Euripidean drama was popular 

with intellectuals precisely because it was so thought-provoking on metaphysical issues.”69 

Although she observes that throughout Euripides’ work there is a “remarkably consistent 

presentation of aether as a divine entity or as a force coterminous with Zeus,”70 like 

 
66 Meagher (1989) 77-8. 
67 Torrance (2019) 60. This finds a parallel in the comment of Parker (1999, 19) in his analysis of the ways in 
which the gods are portrayed in Sophocles. Although he finds that the clearest insight into the will of the gods 
comes from the seers and prophets, the audience is prompted to learn more about the divine by what he calls 
the “mechanism of triggered responses” which are “necessary reactions by the audience, sometimes involving 
its prior knowledge of myth, to structural features of the plays, or to words spoken, or to both. By eliciting 
such responses the text irresistibly suggests certain ideas about the divine, even if these are never made 
explicit in words.”  
68 Torrance (2019) 60, 68. 
69 Torrance (2019) 60. 
70 Torrance (2019) 68. 



 

33 
 

Mastronarde and Meagher she decides to go further in seeing whether a broader synthesis could 

be made of Euripides’ thought about the gods throughout the surviving tragedies.  

For my own part, the School of Sourvinou-Inwood offers a sensible advance on the polarised 

positions of Verrall and Lefkowitz. At the least, it concedes that Euripides, through the various 

contradictions and other devices in the plays, is challenging established notions of the gods and 

seeking to provoke questions. However, it does not go so far as to suggest, like Verrall, that 

Euripides is attempting to deny the whole notion of the divine. Nonetheless, I would argue that 

this approach still remains relatively underdeveloped. It has not done enough to take into 

account the philosophical context, or to consider in greater depth other ways in which these 

philosophical ideas may be manifest in the plays. It also has been too timid in attempting to 

explore whether there could be, contrary to the argument of Mastronarde, an overarching idea 

or synthesis which could explain Euripides’ treatment of the gods throughout the surviving 

corpus of his work. As Torrance observes, there is a remarkably consistent treatment of aether 

as a “divine entity or as a force coterminous with Zeus;”71 if this is so, surely one could go 

further to investigate whether there is a greater intellectual consistency throughout the 

surviving corpus in Euripides’ treatment of the gods and its relationship with the contemporary 

philosophical currents, to which Torrance alludes, but does not investigate in depth.  

Nevertheless, it is certainly not the case that there have been no attempts to investigate in depth 

the connections between Euripides and contemporary trends in philosophical thought. 

However, the majority of this work has been focused on Euripides in the context of the 

Sophistic Movement72, and it has not tended to give sufficient weight to the equally important 

corpus of materialist and theological thought from the Presocratic thinkers, which, in Diogenes 

of Apollonia as well as the Derveni Papyrus, were manifestly current during Euripides’ time.73 

Studies which have looked specifically at the question of the connection between Euripides 

and the materialist and theological thought of the Presocratics are few, and those which do exist 

suffer from several common methodological and other problems. An early flurry of work in 

this field was conducted around the time of Verrall. Parmentier, one of the early pioneers in 

the field, illustrates many of these problems in his work. He was fixated on the influence of 

Anaxagoras on Euripides, failing to give adequate consideration to the wider body of 

 
71 Torrance (2019) 68 
72 See, for example, Segal (1971) Conacher (1998) and recently Wright (2005). 
73 Janko (1997), Dillon (2005), and Allen, (2005) have all briefly touched on this field in recent times, and 
argued that the area needs much further investigation.  
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Presocratic thought. Moreover, Parmentier believed that Euripides’ tragedies did not present 

or indicate a coherent set of philosophical ideas in their own right. Parmentier’s approach was 

that rather than presenting, or indeed even espousing any philosophical ideas or doctrine, 

Euripides was simply “a sort of mirror” in whose work various contemporary ideas were 

reflected.74  

Parmentier’s contemporary, Nestle, produced a considerable study which took as a premise the 

idea that statements by characters could be construed as being the view of the playwright 

himself.75 It also forensically attempts to connect specific statements made by characters in 

Euripides’ tragedies to particular Presocratic fragments, with a view to discerning the direct 

influence of particular philosophers on Euripides. Again, no overall conclusion was drawn, and 

there the matter rested, in terms of overarching studies, for the rest of the twentieth century. 

No dedicated work of this sort appeared for a hundred years, until the publication of Egli’s 

monograph in 2003. Egli stated her intention to avoid some of the obvious methodological 

problems of Nestle’s approach.76 Egli takes the approach that in the fifth-century context the 

intellectual culture is primarily oral, and that in the circumstances one must devote one’s energy 

not to looking for exact textual echoes or allusions, but rather broad intellectual and cultural 

currents. This notwithstanding, she does still attempt to argue in a number of places for the 

clear dependence of particular Euripidean passages on specific Presocratic fragments. Egli’s 

primary concern is to identify the relationship between Euripides and the period’s various 

philosophical and scientific currents, and in this, despite the difference in methodological 

approach with Nestle, her conclusions are broadly similar. Egli argues that a number of named 

Presocratic thinkers did have an influence on Euripides, including Anaxagoras, Xenophanes, 

Diogenes, Protagoras and others. However, she argues that “Euripides is not a philosopher but 

a poet,” and thus, in a fashion similar to Parmentier, she does not attempt to come to a broad 

synthesis of the ideas about gods, religion, and cosmology as expressed in Euripides’ plays. In 

declining to do so, she also for the most part neglects to go beyond the identification of the 

Presocratic sources to discuss the effect that such philosophical ideas have on the drama. 

Besides this, she also appears to follow earlier scholars such as Burnett who, when touching 

on the Presocratic in treatments of individual plays, interpreted the broader currents of 

Presocratic philosophy as being dualist in essence. 

 
74 Parmentier (1892) 13. 
75 Nestle (1901). 
76 Egli (2003). 
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Whilst I would warmly agree with Egli’s arguments that it is methodologically necessary to 

look for broad intellectual trends and currents rather than focusing closely just on exact textual 

echoes or allusions77, I would also argue, as with the School of Sourvinou-Inwood, that there 

needs to be a greater investigation into whether a broad synthesis of ideas about the divine can 

be detected throughout the Euripidean corpus. I would also argue that Egli’s reading of many 

of the Presocratic texts as being dualist rather than monistic is a misreading of those texts, and 

that premising the approach to the analysis on the idea that the texts are generally monistic 

rather than dualistic – as I intend to do – will produce a very different result, and make a 

synthesis of ideas across the Euripidean corpus easier to find.  

The other recent study devoted to the question, by Assaël, shares many of the problems of that 

of Egli, and indeed even those of Nestle and Parmentier before her.78 Assaël insists on seeing 

Anaxagoras as the primary and most weighty influence on the work of Euripides. She spends 

much effort on attempting to link particular quotations or passages of Euripides’ work to 

specific fragments, or indeed to argue that Euripides at certain times is under the particular 

influence of one or other Presocratic thinker. Like Egli, she insists that Euripides’ ideas are 

based on a dualist cosmology. Thus, whilst she argues – a point with which I would agree – 

that Euripides’ work suggests the divine plane is not to be comprehended within the rational 

and finite trammels of the human perspective or expression, the reasons offered for this 

incommensurability are not fully or firmly grounded in the ideas about cosmology which are 

to be found in the plays. Assaël also argues that some of the cosmological ideas and approaches 

apparently espoused by Euripides vary from tragedy to tragedy. I would argue, to the contrary 

(as Torrance suggests), that there is a surprising consistency in this regard throughout the 

surviving corpus of his work. 

I would conclude this overview of previous critical approaches by noting that whilst the 

approach I shall take in this thesis has not been used for Euripides, it has been profitably applied 

to Aeschylus. Seaford took the approach that the Presocratic philosophical background was 

monistic in character, and analysed the Aeschylean corpus in the light of this precept.79 Seaford 

used this approach to account for numerous instances of the unity of opposites in Aeschylus, 

and argued that the monistic cosmological view widely held by the Presocratics was also 

reflected in Aeschylus’ approach, inter alia, to ideas of the divine. Seaford was careful to avoid 

 
77 Egli (2003) 18-35. 
78 Assaël (2001). 
79 Seaford (2012).  
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the methodological pitfalls of Assaël, in particular looking to the broad current of ideas in 

Presocratic thought rather than insisting on an attempt to connect ideas in Aeschylus too closely 

to any particular thinker or fragment. The success of the application of this approach to 

analysing Aeschylus suggests that the general approach may also be applied to Euripides. I 

would not attempt to follow Seaford in arguing that the monism of the Presocratic thinkers 

resulted from the monetisation of the Hellenic world during the seventh century BC, and it was 

this monetisation which led to a new paradigm for tragedy as well as religion and philosophical 

thought. In contrast to Seaford, I am content to limit my discussions to the idea that there were 

monistic developments in Presocratic thought, and to argue that these were in themselves 

responsible for the portrayal of the divine world in Euripidean tragedy. I shall argue that the 

my own monistic approach solves the problems of interpretation discussed in this chapter, by 

providing an account of how Euripides’ paradoxical treatment of the gods is grounded in 

contemporary natural philosophy, and its own thought about the connection between the 

material world and ideas of the divine.
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Chapter 2 : The Monistic Current: The Unity of Opposites in the 

Presocratic Background 

 

The “Monistic Current” in the Presocratics 

In the first chapter, I attempted to establish that Euripides’ treatment of the gods is distinct to 

that of Homer. In Euripides’ plays, the gods are frequently manifest in paradoxical ways, where 

their presentation and conduct is often marked by self-contradiction, absurdities, or 

contrarieties. In this chapter, I intend to argue that in the remains of Presocratic thought, there 

is a particular current which also sees the divine as necessarily being manifest in contrarieties. 

This current of thought has as its foundation a belief in Material Monism – the idea that all 

extant things are composed from a single substance. Such thought also tends to show a concern 

for seeking unities in opposites, or unities in multiplicities.  

My purpose here is to outline a body of ideas based on these monistic principles which were 

propounded by a number – though certainly not all – of the Presocratic thinkers from the time 

of the Milesians into the late fifth century contemporary with Euripides. For the sake of 

convenience, I shall call this body of ideas the “Monistic Current”.1 I shall attempt to argue 

that even though across this period of time – from the Milesians to Euripides’ own era – the 

ideas might have been expressed in various ways and with significant differences in their 

details, they were the same in their fundamentals. I shall make this argument with reference to 

the fragments below, after engaging in a full discussion of the methodological challenges that 

must be met in making such an argument. Having established the concept of the Monistic 

Current as a foundation, I shall proceed in later chapters to suggest that this mode of thought 

and these ideas also are manifest in Euripides’ treatment of the divine.  

I shall focus on a body of ideas around the fields of cosmogony and cosmology. A number of 

thinkers from the Milesians onwards appear to have been concerned with the problem of the 

physical composition of the universe. Their concern did not stop with this question in itself, 

but also its ramifications. These included the discussion of whether the universe was composed 

of a single substance or a multiplicity of substances; the relationship between physical 

 
1 Finkelberg offers a similar body of ideas derived from the Presocratic thinkers and calls it “Thaletean.” See 
Finkelberg (2017) 246. 
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substances and the world of the divine; and the reliability of human perceptions with regard to 

the essence and appearance of physical substances.  

There are five broad ideas which I posit as forming the Monistic Current:  

1. That the underlying substance of the universe was a single unity; 

2. That all manifest things are derived from the underlying unified substance;  

3. That the underlying substance is a bearer of opposites;  

4. Therefore, that the underlying substance may remain a singularity, but its 

manifestations may change and include opposites, such that unity may be perceived in 

opposites;  

5. The underlying substance is immortal and everlasting, such that it is divine. 

For the avoidance of any doubt, I am not arguing that these ideas are common to all Presocratic 

thinkers. I am also not denying that there were a number of other approaches to fundamental 

ideas about the physical world and the gods expressed by the Presocratic thinkers. My argument 

is only that the ideas expressed in the Monistic Current were common at least to a number of 

Presocratic thinkers up to the time of Euripides, such that they would have been available to 

him and able to influence him in his treatment of the gods.  

My particular interest is in those Presocratic thinkers for whom one can make a strong case that 

they subscribe to the concept of Material Monism, and who appear to seek unities in opposites 

or unities in multiplicities. As this is the case, I shall not be treating in this chapter those thinkers 

who belong to pluralistic traditions, such as Democritus. I shall also not be covering 

Parmenides, as it is not generally accepted that he is a Material Monist, even if he is generally 

acknowledged to be a monist of some sort.2 I shall also not be relying on Empedocles, as he is 

 
2 The meaning of Parmenides’ monism has been a long vexed question. Modern scholarship has offered four 
different principal approaches to it. Numerical Monism is what might be called the classical view, in which 
Parmenides is held strictly to affirm the existence of only one being, and that anything else in the way of 
plurality is an absolute illusion. Patricia Curd is the proponent of “Predicational Monism,” which sees 
Parmenides’ work as a logical analysis of what characteristics are necessary for fundamental objects: all 
fundamental objects (which may exist in any number), must have the well-known Parmenidean characteristics 
of deathlessness, homogeneity, unchangingness and being unregenerated; see Curd (2004). “Generous 
Monism”, developed by Palmer, is a variation on Numerical Monism, which accepts that there is a single 
necessary being with monistic characteristics, but that other contingent beings susceptible to human 
perception can co-exist with this entity; see Palmer (2009). Most recently, Sisko has argued that Parmenides 
should be seen as a material monist; see Sisko (2015). For my own part, I would follow Sisko in seeing 
Parmenides as a material monist, and such a reading would support my thesis. However, since the question is 
strongly contentious, and my case can still be made without reliance on Parmenides, I do not propose to rely 
on Parmenides in this thesis.  
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generally treated as having a pluralist rather than a monistic approach.3 My thesis will also be 

distinct to others in the field, as I shall not be arguing that the ideas of Anaxagoras had any 

significant effect on the plays of Euripides. Although the concept of an overarching νοῦς is 

seen both in the fragments of Anaxagoras and also is referred to in Euripides’ plays, as a 

number of commentators have observed, my argument will be that the pluralism of 

Anaxagoras’ thought is not reflected in Euripides’ work in the way that monism and 

concomitant ideas of the divine both are. My contention that Euripides is influenced by ideas 

of Material Monism in the Presocratics means that the work of the Sophistic Movement is not 

included in this chapter. A discussion of my contention that ideas of Material Monism are a 

more significant influence on Euripides than the ideas of the Sophistic Movement in his 

treatment of the gods and the divine will be found in later chapters below, particularly in my 

treatment of the Helen.  

The Presocratics: Fragments and Methodology 

There are a number of methodological challenges that must be dealt with before it will be 

possible to engage in an analysis of the Presocratic fragments. A full discussion of these 

problems is required, not in the least because there have been a number of advances in the study 

of the Presocratics over the last 20 years or so which must be taken into account. Although 

these advances have by no means allowed scholars to reach a consensus over how to understand 

the doctrines of the Presocratics, or indeed how to approach them in methodological terms, 

these advances have allowed old and generally-received views to be challenged, and given new 

approaches the room for fresh consideration.  

Anyone hoping to investigate the Presocratics, and in particular those of the earliest generations 

including the Milesians, are faced with the immediate problem of the fragmentary nature of the 

sources. The texts of these thinkers do not exist in their original and complete state. Testimonies 

to the thought of the Presocratics are offered through a number of different channels.  

 
3 It is important in this context to note that not all modern scholars see Empedocles as a pluralist. Osborne’s 
reassessment of Empedocles, supported by Palmer, holds that the four elements (or roots) of Empedocles’ 
cosmology were not, in his scheme, eternal. Her analysis contends that the four elements lost their individual 
identities and became melded and indistinct under the rule of Love, and that the four elements were only 
named under the context of the plural world (see Empedocles fr. 27, 28 and Osborne (1987) 42-6, and Palmer 
(2009) 297-8. Again, although I would follow Osborne’s reading of the Empedoclean fragments, I do not intend 
to rely on it here as the question is highly contentious and my case can be made without reliance on 
Empedocles.  
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First, there are direct quotations made from the original texts of the Presocratics (the so-called 

“B-texts” in DK). These occur in a number of contexts throughout antiquity. Some appear 

relatively early, in particular quotations in Plato and Aristotle, which belong to the mid-fourth 

century (although with Plato, the fourth century, but in a fifth-century setting). With Aristotle 

in particular, who is writing not as a historian as such but who is rather developing a critical 

history of philosophy, his particular concern is to suggest that philosophy was a discipline 

which had been in development since the rise of the Milesians, and that he himself had his own 

prominent place in the course of that development. The thought of the Milesians, he contends, 

to a certain extent foreshadowed his own concept of the Four Causes, in that they had at least 

developed the concept of the material cause, even if they had not been able properly to elucidate 

the other three causes in his system.  

Aristotle’s immediate fourth-century followers and contemporaries, in particular Theophrastus, 

wrote extensively on the Presocratics, using their access to immediate texts as well as making 

reference to Aristotle’s own interpretations. This line of transmission, in particular the 

fragments preserved in it, not to mention the surrounding commentaries generated by this 

tradition, were treated by earlier modern scholars, such as Guthrie, as being especially 

authoritative in reconstructing the thought of the Presocratics. Other original fragments were 

reproduced by later writers in a variety of contexts, for example in polemics relating to early 

Christianity. Such fragments may have been quoted directly from surviving texts, and the 

understanding which such later authors (for example Hippolytus) may have had of them may 

not have been conditioned by Aristotle, Theophrastus and the Peripatetic School.  

Second, there are testimonies and discussions of the thought of Presocratic thinkers which may 

not quote them directly, but still purport to give an account of their ideas, or at least make 

reference to them, or else offer other information about them including biographical details 

(DK’s “A-texts”). Such material may be found in all periods throughout the Greek (not to 

mention the Latin) canon, from fifth-century sources, for example Herodotus and Aristophanes, 

to later texts such as Diogenes Laertius, Christian polemicists, or later Neoplatonists. At one 

end of the spectrum, these may include close-argued discussions of thought in Plato or Aristotle 

which seem to allude to Presocratic doctrines without directly quoting them or attributing them 

to a particular thinker. At the other, these may also include highly anecdotal descriptions of 

particular thinkers – for example, Thales falling in a cesspit, or Empedocles jumping into 

Mount Etna. Scholars earlier in the 20th century tended to give less weight to these testimonies, 

but would nevertheless assess them on their apparent merits and make use of them accordingly. 
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As such, taking both A-texts and B-texts together, scholars such as Guthrie and Cornford were 

sanguine about the possibility of knowing and discussing the thought of the Presocratics.  

This approach came under sustained attack by a number of scholars from as early as the 1930s 

onwards. The critique was led by Cherniss, who argued that Aristotle was consistent in 

misrepresenting and distorting the ideas of the Presocratics, as he viewed them through the lens 

of his own philosophy, and wished to use them in support of his own notions, particularly the 

Four Causes. Others in his train, such as Theophrastus and the Peripatetics, were imitators of 

Aristotle as regards their intention to use the Presocratics solely to approve of the doctrines of 

their own school.  

Other scholars followed the lead of Cherniss, highly critical both of the reports of the 

Presocratics as presented by the fourth-century authorities, not to mention their commentaries 

on them. The approaches of such scholars lacked deference to the ancient authorities. They 

frequently were unwilling to accept the accounts of fourth-century commentators, particularly 

when they were opposed to their own modern conceptions. In this regard, Palmer4 points to the 

examples of McDiarmid5 and Taran, who both dismissed out of hand Aristotle’s and 

Theophrastus’ treatment of Parmenides. Taran, for example, confidently asserted that 

“Aristotle’s interpretation of the Doxa as Parmenides’ own system is impossible.” 6  

Cherniss’ approach engendered a high level of scepticism and pessimism about what it was 

possible to say about the doctrines of the Presocratics. Cherniss, for example, said that so little 

was known about Thales that the only honest course when describing the Milesians was to start 

with Anaximander.7 This approach also seemed to encourage a decontextualization of the 

Presocratics, or else a selective use of context to support readings which presented the 

Presocratics as modern philosophers concerned with contemporary problems of logic. One 

example of this is Owen’s work in the 1950s and 1960s on Parmenides. Owen argued forcefully 

against the generally received idea that “Parmenides wrote his poem in the broad tradition of 

Ionian and Italian cosmology”; his motivation was purely logical, and he did not write in 

response to earlier thinkers.8 A similar treatment is to be found in Stokes.9 Generally, such an 

approach denies ancient accounts that the Milesians were Material Monists, and claims that 

 
4 Palmer (2009) 42-43. 
5 McDiarmid (1953) 211, quoted by Palmer (2009) 42-43. 
6 Taran (1965) 289, quoted by Palmer (2009) 43. 
7 Cherniss (1971) 375. 
8 Owen (1960) 67, quoted in Palmer (2009) 19-20. 
9 Stokes (1971).  
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they only believed that the world in its multiplicity arose out of a single substance, but not that 

the substance persisted as something which underlay the created multiplicity. Such approaches 

like to draw on arguments, put forward most famously by West10, that the Milesians were 

influenced by ancient near-eastern cosmogonies, but they tend to neglect the Greek contexts 

which were closer to home, for example the trends in the development of mystery cults, 

Orphism, Greek religion, not to mention the commentaries of Aristotle and others who had 

access to many of the primary texts.   

The rediscovery of the Derveni Papyrus in 1962, and the increasing number of publications on 

the subject from the 1990s onwards, were perhaps some of the ingredients which gave an 

impetus for a reaction against Cherniss, and a more generous treatment (though not uncritical) 

of Aristotle, the Peripatetics and the wider doxography. These more recent approaches deserve 

to be discussed at some length, as I propose to draw from them in my own approach to the 

Presocratic fragments and their interpretation.  

First, and at a broad level, these new approaches demand that any interpretation of the 

Presocratics places them within their religious and literary context. Kingsley was important in 

developing this approach in his work on Empedocles in the 1990s.11 Finkelberg, in his most 

recent work focused on Heraclitus and Thales, emphasises this notion, and takes it to the extent 

of arguing that scholars of the present day should try better to conceive of the early Presocratics 

in their own social, religious and intellectual contexts. As a part of this, modern scepticism 

towards Aristotle should not be manifest in an unwillingness to accept the pure information 

which he reports of the Presocratics, but rather in his characterisation of them as “philosophoi”, 

being the beginning of a trend which culminated with Aristotle. This notion, which develops 

only towards the end of the fifth century, should not be applied to the Milesians or the Eleatics, 

who would in their own time have been described as “sophoi” or “sophistes”. Characterising 

them as “philosophoi” imposes on them a number of anachronistic expectations regarding not 

only their own interests, but also how they ought to be interpreted. It assumes that their general 

concerns, manner of argumentation, use of logic and standards of proof, belong to a later age 

of philosophical argumentation, and hence imposes on them a filter of expectations which tends 

to distort their ideas.  

 
10 West (1971). 
11 Kingsley (1995); see also Van Der Eijk (2008) 392-3.  
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Regarding the possibility of using of Aristotle, Theophrastus and the Peripatetics for 

understanding Presocratic thought, the recent trend of scholarship has become much more 

positive. Amongst many more recent scholars, a movement for reasonable deference to the 

ancient sources has returned. Scholars are now predisposed to give much more weight to the 

testimony of Aristotle on account of his proximity to the period, and this, they contend, 

considerably outweighs any colouring he might have put on his account of their thought. 

Indeed, a number contend that he was able to distinguish between critique of the Presocratics 

and his reporting of their thought, and as such he is to be treated as a credible witness of them.  

Runia comments that Aristotle was undoubtedly the most important witness to the Presocratics. 

“Aristotle,” he observes” was well positioned to make this contribution. The lists of his writings 

indicate that he (possibly aided by collaborators)” prepared himself by compiling works on the 

writings and thought of predecessors such as “Alcmaeon, Xenophanes, Zeno, Melissus, 

Archytas, and other Pythagoreans”. Aristotle, he says, certainly does see the doctrines of his 

predecessors as leading up to his own views to a greater or lesser extent, but within the limits 

of his own method he is quite conscientious in making clear what the views were which he is 

responding to with his superior position.12 

O’Grady, discussing Thales in particular, likewise emphasises the likelihood that Aristotle had 

access either to primary material or else reliable second-hand source material for Thales. One 

may be conscious of the danger that he wishes to fit Thales into his own scheme, she argues, 

but one should pay regard to the categorical nature of the statements which he makes about 

Thales. He was clear about spelling out why he considered the thought of the earlier 

philosophers to be in error, and hence he distinguished his own thought from that of his 

predecessors. His endeavour to discover similarities between his own conceptions and the ideas 

he reported the Presocratics to hold was not in itself dishonest, and it was reasonable for him 

to enquire into how much earlier philosophers had anticipated him. Regarding the question of 

whether Aristotle was distorting the thought of the earlier philosophers by the use of potentially 

anachronistic language (e.g. στοιχεῖον), he was writing in terms of his own time, but the fact 

that he used such contemporary terms was not in itself proof that he was misrepresenting the 

Presocratics, or that such terms were not apposite ways of representing their thought. His 

 
12 Runia (2008) 33. 
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report, she concludes, was clear, precise, devoid of any words which could be seen to 

misrepresent the theory of Thales.13  

Rapp also observes that given many of the texts and ideas of the early thinkers were still in 

circulation through independent sources at his time, Aristotle’s approach should be understood 

as being allusive. His main intent was not to report the doctrines of others as a pure historian, 

but to draw out and critique the implications of the ideas, particularly if they had not been, in 

his view, fully articulated. Aristotle presupposed that his readers were generally already 

acquainted with the substance of the doctrines, and hence he was at liberty to draw them out 

and comment on them. In the context, such an approach was not unfair or unreasonable towards 

the original thinkers, and there was no intention to misrepresent them, but this might seem 

different to contemporary commentators who do not have access to the original Presocratic 

texts, and might therefore consider Aristotle to have been acting in a manipulative manner.14  

Finkelberg, in his recent study, places especial weight on the proximity of Aristotle and his 

followers to the Presocratics. “We cannot know more than the ancients about books that are 

lost to us, and the idea that the ancients did not understand their books is preposterous. The 

stance of intellectual superiority to our authorities, who include such persons as Aristotle, 

Theophrastus, or Cleanthes, is both improper and counterproductive; a keen attempt at 

sympathetic understanding of what they tell us while making allowances for their ways of 

thinking and their habits of reading and quotation, is of course more hermeneutically promising 

and more ethical.”15 

Finkelberg’s approach depends on a reasoned critique of the approach of Cherniss and his 

followers. Aristotle’s “teleological perspective,” observes Finkelberg, “involves selectiveness 

in the exposition of the earlier theories and disregard for their intended meaning, but it need 

not entail factual distortion”. One should draw a distinction between Aristotle’s interpretations 

and criticisms on the one hand, and factual information on the other. The inaccuracy of the 

latter, he stresses, requires independent demonstration. It should not be assumed to be 

inaccurate simply because it has the potential to be inaccurate.16  

 
13 O’Grady (2004) 31-41. 
14 Rapp (2017) 1-2. 
15 Finkelberg (2017) 17. 
16 Finkelberg (2017) 2-5. 
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Enlarging on this important point, he contends that scepticism is not necessarily a credible 

approach to the secondary evidence.17 He observes that the prevalent conviction that fragments 

provide a yardstick for the assessment of the secondary evidence is hardly tenable, since words 

torn out of context are inherently ambiguous. The authorities, such as Aristotle, quoted 

authentic texts in support of their reports; if modern scholars can find a way to construe a 

quotation differently, what they prove is not that the ancients’ reading was wrong but only that 

a different reading is technically possible. Therefore, unless the ancient reading is conclusively 

demonstrated to be impossible (and incongruous prooftexts, he observes, are of course rare), 

the contention that the quotation does not support the report remains circular. He goes on to 

note in this connection that the correctness of the modern construal is a theoretical possibility, 

whereas the ancient construal is the reading of the native speakers of the language, familiar 

with the context of the texts they were quoting.18 

Palmer, in his 2009 study of Parmenides, lends his voice to this newer trend of interpretation, 

stating that “While it would be too far to say that Plato, Aristotle, and Theophrastus and later 

philosophers got Parmenides right on all counts… [the] impulse to correct ancient evidence 

has gone too far.” Palmer makes a distinct contribution to this argument by observing that “Too 

many” modern interpreters, particularly in the school of Cherniss, “intent upon avoiding 

anachronism, have gone too far in distancing themselves from the most valuable strains of the 

ancient reception while simultaneously failing to recognise the connections their own 

interpretations have to the sophistic or other equally reductive and distortive strain of the 

tradition.” He cites particular examples such as Owen’s “logical-dialectical” reading of 

Parmenides being ultimately indebted to “the highly selective appropriation of Parmenides 

underlying the sophistic paradoxes in the Sophist but even more clearly in the Eleaticizing 

arguments of the Sophists Euthydemus and Dionysodorus at Euthydemus 283 E7- 286 B6.” 

Another example is the “meta-principle” reading, which finds its most recent prominent 

advocate in Curd’s “predicational monist” approach to Parmenides19, which “finds its analogue 

in the appropriation of Parmenides reflected in the Sophist’s first critique of Eleaticism (244 

B6-D13), which shows the absurdities that result from maintaining that what is can have only 

one name or predicate.” As such, one should approach the early sources with a “synoptic 

 
17 Finkelberg (2017) 5. 
18 Finkelberg (2017) 6. 
19 Fully outlined in Curd (2004).  
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understanding” that would allow one to correct anachronisms and to recognise influence of 

Plato and Aristotle” whilst retaining the credible evidence they offer.20 

Some of the recent scholarship has gone towards reassessing the credibility of Theophrastus 

and the successors to Aristotle. In this regard, Finkelberg argues that Theophrastus was not a 

“slavish follower of Aristotle” as some earlier scholars had asserted. An analysis of his work, 

in Finkelberg’s view, shows that he must be regarded as having an independent approach to 

Aristotle. As such, when he is in agreement with Aristotle in his commentary of the 

Presocratics, it should be treated as a reinforcement of Aristotle’s judgement, and when 

Theophrastus disagrees with Aristotle, it should be regarded an improvement on his 

judgement.21 White, citing Zhmud, similarly stresses the value of Theophrastus, in particular 

for his account of the Milesians.22 Much information, he observes, including that in late writers, 

can be traced not only to Aristotle but also his junior colleagues, Dicaearchus, Eudemus, and 

Theophrastus. These authorities had access to most earlier texts known to modern scholarship, 

not to mention many more which were later lost and forgotten. Theophrastus himself had read 

texts by Anaximander and Anaximenes, and given the collaborative organisation of the 

Lyceum, it is safe to assume that his colleagues had access to the original texts as well.23 As an 

example, White discusses the accounts of how the first element changes in Anaximenes. Some 

argue, he observes, that the account of change of the first element, as recorded in Simplicius, 

Hippolytus and Plutarch, is largely a fabrication by Theophrastus in line with Aristotelian 

schemes.24 However, citing Graham25, he shows that such accounts are in accordance with 

earlier sources including that of Plato in Timaeus 49b-c, and that traces of the account can be 

found in early thinkers all the way back to Heraclitus and Xenophanes. This being so, with 

respect to the account of the change of the first element, “there are good grounds for trusting 

the accuracy of Theophrastus’s report.”26  

On a broader note, Palmer offers a useful warning about the interpretation of the thought of the 

Presocratics as a whole. He cautions against trying to distinguish between individual thinkers 

and trying always to look for a development throughout the period in terms of “Popperian 

problem-solving or Kuhnian paradigm shifts”. In looking to such models, he warns, “one risks 

 
20 Palmer (2009) 42-3. 
21 Finkelberg (2017) 5. 
22 Zhmud (2003) 109-26. 
23 White (2008) 89-91. 
24 Especially McDiarmid (1953). 
25 Graham (2003) 1-20. 
26 White (2008) 112-3. 
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losing sight of the fundamental commonalities and continuities, not only among the systems of 

the early Greek philosophers, but among theirs and the systems of the philosophers who 

succeeded them.”27 Such is a note that I shall bear in mind in my consideration of the wider 

trends of the Presocratics.  

In conclusion, following particularly the lead of Runia, O’Grady, Palmer, White and 

Finkelberg amongst others, I will be inclined in my interpretation of the Presocratic fragments 

to credit the interpretations offered by Aristotle, Theophrastus and the early commentators, 

unless there is a compelling reason not to do so. I shall endeavour, when offering my 

interpretation of the fragments, to see them in the wider religious and intellectual context of 

the period. I will be primarily guided in my interpretations by such commentators who adhere 

to this trend of scholarship, and my emphasis, as stated, will be on the cosmogonical and 

cosmological aspects of the Presocratics, since these are essentially connected with notions of 

divinity which, in my view, can offer new approaches to understanding the work of Euripides. 

The Monistic Current: Discussion of the five postulates and evidence from the earlier 

fragments  

Having concluded this discussion about my methodological approach to the Presocratic 

fragments, I now turn to the five postulates I made above regarding the Monistic Current. I 

shall proceed with an attempt to demonstrate that such postulates are a valid interpretation of 

the fragments. As discussed, I shall make reference to the wider religious and intellectual 

context of the period, as well as the credibility of the fragments and ancient commentators 

where necessary.  

I should observe that the five postulates are closely interlinked, and as such discussions which 

belong to one section may also be pertinent to others. As such, discussions under the later 

headings may refer back to those under the earlier headings to avoid duplication.  

1. That the underlying substance of the universe was a single unity 

I shall begin here with a discussion of the Milesians. Some of this discussion will be applicable 

for discussion of some of the later postulates, and hence need not be repeated under subsequent 

headings.  

 
27 Palmer (2009) 346. 
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Thales (c. 624-586 BC) is the earliest philosopher whose work could be interpreted as 

propounding the idea that the underlying substance of the universe was a single unity. Aristotle, 

at the beginning of the Metaphysics, makes the statement that Thales believed the world to be 

made of water, and develops some of the ideas of the statement as Aristotle understands them:  

Most of the original seekers after knowledge recognised only first principles of the 

material kind as the first principles of all things (τὰς ἐν ὕλης εἴδει μόνας ᾠήθησαν ἀρχὰς 

εἶναι πάντων)… Thales, who was the founder of this kind of philosophy, says that water 

is the first principle…28 

Anaximander (c. 610-546 BC), the second of the Milesian school and also reputedly the pupil 

of Thales, also held, according to Aristotle and the fourth-century doxographers, that the 

underlying substance of the universe was a single unity. Simplicius, relying closely on the 

fourth-century work of Theophrastus, now lost, states that:  

Anaximander said that the first principle and element of existing things (ἀρχήν τε καὶ 

στοιχεῖον… τῶν ὄντων) was the boundless (τὸ ἄπειρον); it was he who originally 

introduced this name for the first principle. He says that it is not water or any of the 

other so-called elements, but something different from them, something boundless by 

nature, which is the source of all the heavens and the worlds in them.29 

Thus, although Anaximander differs from his putative master Thales in relying on the idea of 

τὸ ἄπειρον rather than water as its substance, they both can be taken as apparently agreeing in 

the idea of an underlying unity as a fundamental.30  

Anaximenes (d. 525 BC?) is viewed by Aristotle and Theophrastus as sharing the notion of the 

single unity, although he makes it air rather than τὸ ἄπειρον. Aristotle remarks that:  

Anaximenes… make[s] air (ἀέρα), rather than water, the material principle above the 

other simple bodies.31  

Simplicius, again relying on the work of Theophrastus, writes more elaborately:  

 
28 DK 11A12; KRS 85; Arist., Metaphys. 983b6-32. 
29 DK 12A9, B1; KRS 101/110; Simplicius, Comm. Arist. Phys. 24, 17.  
30 Gregory, in the most recent full treatment of Anaximander, takes the ἄπειρον to be a part of nature, and 
understands Anaximander to be a “material pantheist”, see Gregory (2016) 91-100. 
31 KRS 139; Arist., Metaphys. A3 984a5. 
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Anaximenes of Miletus, the son of Eurystratus, was a companion of Anaximander, and 

shares his view that the underlying nature of things is single and infinite (μίαν... τὴν 

ὑποκειμένην φύσιν καὶ ἄπειρον); however, unlike Anaximander, Anaximenes’ 

underlying nature is not boundless, but specific (οὐκ ἀόριστον… ἀλλὰ ὡρισμένην), 

since he says that it is air…32 

Having made these statements of understanding, I should proceed to offer further and more 

specific justification of my reliance on Aristotle and Theophrastus, and also of my monistic 

understanding of the Milesian ideas.  

Of the three Milesians, Thales appears to have been the most distant. As mentioned above, 

Cherniss regarded the evidence for Thales as being so exiguous that he considered discussion 

of the Milesians could only begin with Anaximander. There are no direct quotations (“B-texts”) 

available, and many doubt whether he left any texts at all. The evidence presented by Aristotle 

appears to be hearsay, brief, and presented with some doubt, and as such it has the capacity to 

have been mostly imagined or highly distorted.  

However, O’Grady’s analysis of the sources which would have been available or potentially 

available to Aristotle suggests that it is credible there was a text of Thales available to 

Aristotle.33 In the alternative, even if a text was not extant, there were still a number of lines of 

transmission available to Aristotle which would have given him access to a reliable account of 

Thales’ ideas. She observes that Aristotle’s categorical statement “Thales says” (Met. 983 b20) 

suggests that Aristotle had direct sight of Thales’ work in some form. This is in contrast to a 

further reference to Thales on a different point (Met. 984 a1-a2) where Aristotle writes he “is 

said to have said”, the difference suggesting that Aristotle, on account of his sources, indicated 

that he was not so certain about the authority or transmission of the latter statement.34 As to the 

sources which would very likely have been available to Aristotle and made mention of Thales, 

O’Grady lists Heraclitus, Anaxagoras, Alcmaeon, Hippo of Samos (whose own cosmogonical 

theory will be discussed in due course) and also the Synagoge of Hippias. She also quotes a 

suggestion of West that Thales is likely to have been discussed by Anaximander in his own 

text.35 She adds to this a suggestion that the text of Anaximenes is likely also to have made 

 
32 DK 13A5; KRS 140; Theophrastus in Simplicius, Comm. Arist. Phys. 24.26. 
33 O’Grady (2004) 15-16. 
34 Mansfeld also considers Aristotle’s handling of Thales to have been conservative and cautious. See Mansfeld 
(1985) 111. 
35 West (1963) 175-6. 
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reference to Thales. White similarly alludes to the early availability of texts to Aristotle and his 

immediate successors, and also discusses the possibility of reliable oral transmission of his 

ideas, pointing to the Milesian Hecataeus (fl. 500 BC), who would have been of an age to 

overlap with Anaximenes.36 One should also add that Thales was not an obscure figure and 

was well-known in the popular sphere as a culture hero, or even the butt of jokes.37 Although 

none of these points is conclusive, the balance of probability suggests that Aristotle had access 

to Thales’ ideas both in written and oral form.  

With Anaximander, we are on more secure ground. His text is known to have been available 

to Aristotle and his colleagues including Theophrastus.38 His text was in circulation until at 

least the second-century BC, and was hence available for reference and comparison against the 

treatment of Aristotle and Theophrastus. In the second century BC, the text was referred to by 

Apollodorus of Athens, and was also available in at least one other version in the library of 

Tauromenum in Sicily as late as 130 BC.39 Similarly, the text of Anaximenes was available to 

Aristotle and Theophrastus, and finds an independent witness in Plato40, and was likely an 

important influence on Diogenes and the Derveni author, not to mention less prominent 

thinkers such as Idaeus of Himera and Archelaus, who posited air as a material principle.41  

To conclude on this point, I have stated in the methodology section that I do not consider that 

Aristotle misrepresented the fundamental ideas of the Milesians. In addition to this, the 

evidence I have produced here suggests that the availability of the original Milesian texts 

during the period would also have militated against the possibility of any fundamental 

misrepresentation of them by Aristotle and his colleagues.  

I therefore turn to making some justification of my understanding of the Milesians as material 

monists. Based on my methodological assumptions, I start by giving considerable weight to 

the testimony of Aristotle, Theophrastus and their colleagues. However, it is still necessary to 

survey other evidence and the wider context in support of this understanding.  

 
36 White (2008) 89-91. 
37 See, inter alia, the reference to him in Ar. Av. 1009 and Pl. Tht. 174 A, and also his appearance as an 
astronomer in Herodotus 1.74. 
38 White (2008) 90; 126 n. 6. 
39 Finkelberg (2017) 29. The evidence for the library of Tauromenum was only published in 1997 (see Blanck 
1997), and hence was not covered in Kahn’s earlier leading commentary, see Kahn (1995, 11). The 
Tauromenum evidence has not been taken into account by some more recent scholars, who therefore persist 
with Kahn’s erroneous statement that no-one, aside from Apollodorus, had access to the text after Aristotle 
and Theophrastus, e.g. Pritzl (2013) 21. 
40 Graham (2003b). 
41 See Betegh (2004) 183. 
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One approach to understanding the Milesians’ account of water, air, or some other substance 

as being a first principle is to understand it not in a monistic way, but purely as a substance 

from which all created material arose, but which did not persist following such a development. 

Graham, who propounds such an approach, has termed it the “Generating Substance Theory”.42 

There are two principal reasons for such an interpretation. First there is the apparent logical 

incoherence between the notion of selecting a particular definite substance, such as water or 

air, to be the underlying substance, which then is also a specific manifestation or mode amongst 

others in the range of elements. Second, those who support the Generating Substance Theory, 

following the lead of West, have placed the Milesians in the context of the ancient near-eastern 

cosmogonies, which portray the created world as arising from primal waters.43 Thales, and 

hence his Milesian colleagues, these scholars argue, are likely to have been influenced by such 

mythologies given the presence of water in Thales’ cosmogonical scheme, and hence their 

Milesian cosmogonies should be understood in the same way.  

Regarding the first point on the logical incoherence, the leading response against Graham’s 

account is by White.44 In a detailed discussion focused on Anaximenes, he first analyses the 

various accounts given of Anaximenes by Theophrastus via Simplicius, and argues that the 

textual accounts (which include fragments of “B-text”) give far greater support to the notion 

that air remained as an underlying substance although it should give rise to different 

manifestations based on its degree of rarefaction or condensation. Second, he argues that in the 

terms of Anaximenes’ scheme, there is no logical inconsistency between air existing as a 

persisting substrate, as well as being one of the modes of the manifestation of that substrate. 

He concludes that “Anaximenes is to be treated as a material monist.”45 Hankinson likewise 

argues that “The imputation that air really is a material principle is inescapable”.46 One also 

notes the observation of Mansfeld that “the essential unity of things is not much different, in 

principle, from the idea that all things have one, and only one, origin.” Relying on fragments 

of Xenophanes, he observes that “according to an early thinker what all things come to be from 

is what they still consist of.”47 Hahn, writing in response to Graham, focusing on the 

implication of Anaximenes’ use of the idea of “felting” the air as the mechanism whereby the 

different instantiations of air are brought about, argues that Anaximenes’ use of “felting” points 

 
42 Graham (2006). 
43 West (1971). 
44 White (2008) 115-120. 
45 White (2008) 115. 
46 Hankinson (2008) 439. 
47 Mansfeld (1985) 100; see in particular n.3 and n.4. 
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to material monism, as in the context of the period the felt generated from wool was considered 

to be the same substance as the wool, merely transformed by the physical process of 

compression.48 He argues, by extension, that Thales and Anaximander should be understood in 

the same context as Anaximenes’ thought, and that there is not any contextual evidence to 

understand the Milesians as having different approaches to each other on this question.  

In response to the second point over the ancient near-eastern context, it is problematic that such 

arguments appear to place a much greater emphasis on the more distant religious context, whilst 

not giving sufficient weight to matters closer to home. These include the Greek religious and 

intellectual contexts, which should be considered as having a greater connection to the 

Milesians. Here, one must consider the relationship between the Orphic movement and 

Milesian thought. This has been recently treated both by Betegh and Finkelberg, who have both 

given qualified approval to the approach of Guthrie that there was a common approach towards 

“the nature of the Universe, living creatures and divinity” by a “surprising number of Greek 

philosophical and religious thinkers of the 6th and early 5th centuries”.49 Finkelberg and 

Betegh both point to the Orphic poem (dating to c. 500 BC) in the Derveni Papyrus in which 

Zeus, swallowing all things, provides the “one viewpoint from which the totality and diversity 

of the world can be seen as a unity.”50 In the Orphic poem, proceeds Betegh, there is one entity 

which can comprehend and represent the whole,  and this one entity happens to be the supreme 

god. It is difficult not to interpret this mythem, he says, as a mythical expression of the One-

Many dialectic. These views, he concludes, are amply testified to in Presocratic philosophy.51 

The Orphic context strongly reflects the Milesian position, and suggests an understanding of 

the Presocratic ideas which include the persistence of an underlying single substance.  

Seaford has also argued that the Milesians (as well as later philosophers including Heraclitus) 

held that the underlying substance persisted, but using a different basis for his argument. Based 

on the notion that cosmologies and cosmogonies are frequently projections onto the cosmos 

from developing and extant social conditions, he argues that the development of monetisation 

over the sixth century BC – which affected the mercantile city of Miletus early and profoundly 

– led to the rise of a new cosmology. The new phenomenon of money, for which everything 

could be traded and valued and which could be accumulated without restraint, was projected 

 
48 Hahn (2017). 
49 Guthrie (1955) 87, Quoted in Finkelberg (1986) 334. 
50 Betegh (2004) 178-9. 
51 See also Betegh (2004) 219-23, and Finkelberg (2017) 242-9. 
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into the cosmos as the underlying substance – the ἄπειρον of Anaximander or the fire of 

Heraclitus. The concept and effect of money, he observes, bears a striking similarity to the 

capacity and power of the underlying substance. The intellectual shock of the development of 

money, with the profound changes it wrought in society, necessarily led to a new cosmology 

in response.52 

Xenophanes (c. 570-475 BC), in Aristotle’s view, did not express himself as clearly or precisely 

as his Milesian predecessors, and again, according to Aristotle, perhaps did not understand 

fully the ideas of an underlying unity as was to be better articulated later on by Parmenides and 

Melissus of Samos.53 Nevertheless, at first sight his remaining fragments can be interpreted as 

propounding a single underlying unity. An early witness, in Plato’s Sophist, states that:   

…our Eleatic tribe, beginning with Xenophanes or even earlier, tell us tales in their 

stories on the assumption that what people call “all things” are really one.54 

A fragment of his verse is preserved in the writings of the first or second-century AD writer 

Aetius:  

Earth is the source of all things, and all things end in earth, (ἐκ γαίης γὰρ πάντα καὶ εἰς 

γῆν πάντα τελευτᾷ.)55  

Which may be interpreted as a purely physical statement, but may also be interpreted as a belief 

in a cosmology where earth is the underlying substrate; it is possible that Aristotle favoured 

this interpretation. Other fragments of verse preserved by late witnesses can be interpreted in a 

similar fashion, with earth and water both being substrates:  

 All that is created and grows is no more than earth and water;56 

 For we are all created from earth and water.57  

Recent commentators have offered refinements to this view which reinterpret Xenophanes’ 

monism. Mourelatos, who argues that Xenophanes’ physical doctrine is “no less of a proto-

 
52 Seaford (2004) and (2012). To critique Seaford’s theory in any detail is outside the scope of this thesis, save 
to say that whilst I find it attractive as an idea, I am not fully persuaded that monetisation is the only 
explanation for these developments in philosophical and theological thought, and believe that such 
developments could well have occurred independently of economic developments.  
53 KRS 174; Arist., Metaphys. 986b21-5. 
54 DK 21A29; KRS 163; Plato, Sophist 242d4-7. 
55 DK 21B27; Aetius, Opinions 1.3.12. 
56 DK 21B29; KRS 181; Philoponus, Comm. Arist. Phys. 189.1. 
57 DK 21B33; KRS 182; Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 10.314.8. 
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scientific theory than are the corresponding accounts by his predecessors Anaximenes and 

Anaximander,” contends (not dissimilar to Betegh’s treatment of the Derveni Commentator, 

see below) that Xenophanes used the condensation-rarefaction scheme of Anaximenes, but 

kept earth as a separate substance outside this scheme. His monism, thus, belonged to all 

substances except earth.58 Finkelberg argues that Xenophanes was troubled with the idea that 

a particular single element could both be the underlying substance and one of those which were 

manifest alongside others in the created world. Therefore, he contends, Xenophanes moved to 

two material principles, water and earth, but preserved the “Thaletean” idea propounded by the 

Milesians that there was a cosmic God which was the soul and mind of the created world. 

Xenophanes, however, did not conceive of a cosmic God as being immaterial, and hence it 

resided in or pervaded the world and material as a whole, as such giving it a characteristic of 

“Thaletean” unity even if not absolute formal monism. As such, this allowed Xenophanes to 

state that the All was “one” and “unchangeable”.59 

For Heraclitus, fire appears to be the first principle. Similar to Aristotle’s description of the 

role of water in Thales’ cosmology, Heraclitus remarks in a verbatim fragment that:  

All things are an interchange for Fire, and Fire for all things, just like goods for gold 

and gold for goods (πυρός τε ἀνταμοιβὴ τὰ πάντα καὶ πῦρ ἁπαντων ὁκωσπερ χρυσοῦ 

χρήματα καὶ χρημάτων χρυσός).60 

Another fragment is capable of a similar interpretation:  

But it [the world (κόσμον)] always was, is, and will be: an ever-living Fire, with 

measures of it kindling, and measures going out.61 

Heraclitus insists on the concept of unity:  

It is wise for those who listen not to me but to the principle (τοῦ λόγου) to agree that 

all things are one (ἕν πάντα εἶναι).62 

 
58 Mourelatos (2008) 157. 
59 Finkelberg (2017) 276-7. 
60 DK B90; KRS 219; Plutarch, on the E at Delphi 388e1-4. 
61 DK B30; KRS 217; Clement, Strom. 5.104.1. 
62 DK 22B50; KRS 196; Hipploytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.9.1.3-4. 
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There seems to be wider assent on the part of contemporary commentators that Heraclitus was 

a Material Monist, even if it is not universal.63 Wright64 and Robinson65 have both recently 

argued for Heraclitus’ monism. Even scholars such as Nehamas, who argue that the Milesians 

should be seen as adhering to the Generating Substance Theory, hold that Heraclitus 

propounded a material monism in reaction to the ideas of a generating substance which he 

considers the Milesians to possess.66 Finkelberg similarly sees Heraclitus as a material monist, 

but states in contrast to Nehamas that Heraclitus should be seen as directly continuing Milesian 

thought. In this regard, he also calls to mind the considerable similarities between Heraclitus 

and Orphic thought.67 Hahn extends the arguments he made over Anaximenes’ felting to 

support the notion of Heraclitus as a material monist also.68 

2. That all manifest things are derived from the underlying unified substance 

This postulate, in contrast to the first, should not be contentious, and so requires rather less in 

the way of argument. Whether or not one holds to the notion of the Milesians as being Material 

Monists or else adherents to the Generating Substance Theory, there is nevertheless general 

agreement by commentators that all things are derived from the underlying, or original 

substance. The contentious question would be whether the original substance is persistent and 

underlying in manifest things, which has been discussed above.  

Aristotle in the Metaphysics, commenting on his statement that Thales held that the first 

principle was water, describes the implications of Thales’ s both as he himself saw them, and 

also as he believes Thales thought them to be:  

Most of the original seekers after knowledge recognised only first principles of the 

material kind as the first principles of all things. For that out of which all existing things 

are formed – from which they originally come into existence and into which they are 

finally destroyed – whose substance persists while changing its qualities (τῆς μὲν 

οὔσιας ὑπομενούσης τοῖς δὲ πάθεσι μεταβαλλούσης), this, they say, is the element and 

first principle of all things…69 

 
63 For opposition to the idea of Heraclitus’ material monism, see Graham (2003) 14-15. 
64 Wright (2008) 416. 
65 Robinson (2008) 490. 
66 Nehamas (2002) 52-8. 
67 Finkelberg (1986) 328. 
68 Hahn (2017). 
69 DK 11A12; KRS 85; Arist., Metaphys. 983b6-32.  
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This statement of Aristotle is as much a comment on the Milesians as a whole as much as 

Thales and could be applied to them equally. Nevertheless, the idea is also applied to 

Anaximander in person by Simplicius, relying on the commentary of Theophrastus. He states 

that the boundless (τὸ ἄπειρον) is  

… the source of all the heavens and the worlds in them. And he says that the original 

sources of existing things are also what existing things die back into according to 

necessity…70 

Theophrastus comments that the air of Anaximenes, as the underlying substance, is responsible 

for all things visible in the manifest world:  

…it is thanks to rarefaction and condensation [of air] that it manifests in different forms 

in different things. When dilated, he says, it becomes fire, and when condensed it 

becomes first wind, then cloud, and then, as it becomes even denser, water, then earth, 

then stones. Everything else comes from these things...71 

The three fragments of Xenophanes quoted above, if interpreted as being grand statements of 

cosmology, serve to support this second postulate that all manifest things are derived from the 

underlying substance, although it is not necessary to rely on Xenophanes on this point to 

suggest a wider overall trend. Moreover, if one has a modified understanding of Xenophanes’ 

notion of the unity of all things, as put forward by Finkelberg above, the quotations might not 

be pertinent in this regard.   

Aristotle reports, in a critical comment on Heraclitus, that Heraclitus “says at some time 

everything becomes fire”.72 The idea appears to be confirmed by a fragment of quotation:  

The turning points of fire (πυρὸς τροπαί): first sea, and of sea half is earth, half 

lightning. Sea drains off and is measured into the same principle as before it became 

earth.73  

If the idea of everything being one in the hands of Xenophanes is to be treated as a vague 

statement which is not necessarily the result of a carefully thought-out cosmology, then a 

similar statement in the mouth of Heraclitus should be taken as being quite the opposite:  

 
70 DK 12A9, B1; KRS 101/110; Simplicius, Comm. Arist. Phys. 24.17. 
71 DK 13A5; KRS 140; Theophrastus in Simplicius, Comm. Arist. Phys. 24.26. 
72 DK 22A10; Arist. Phys., 204b35-205a4. 
73 DK 22B31; KRS 218; Clement, Misc. 5.104.3. 
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It is wise for those who listen not to me but to the principle to agree in principle that 

everything is one.74 

3. That the underlying substance is a bearer of opposites 

This postulate is implicit in the testimonia of Thales, but becomes explicit in the one surviving 

fragment of Anaximander. With Thales, since “all existing things are formed” from the 

substrate of water, and water, as a “substance persists while changing its qualities”75, it 

necessarily follows that water could assume different visible instantiations – for example earth 

or air – which appear to be opposites, whilst the actual substance of which the visible 

instantiations – water – remains the same.  

The fragment of Anaximander is reported in Simplicius via the commentary of Theophrastus:  

And he says that [“]the original sources of existing things are also what existing things 

die back into [“]according to necessity; for they give justice and reparation to one 

another for their injustice in accordance with the ordinance of time” ([“]ἐξ ὧν δὲ ἡ 

γένεσίς ἐστι τοῖς οὖσι, καὶ τὴν φθορὰν εἰς ταῦτα γίνεσθαι [“]κατὰ τὸ χρεών. διδόναι 

γὰρ αὐτὰ δὶκην καὶ τίσιν ἀλλήλοις τῆς ἀδικίας κατὰ τὴν τοῦ χρόνου τάξιν”), as he puts 

it, in these somewhat poetic terms. It is clear that, having noticed how the four elements 

change into one another, he decided not to make any one of them the underlying things, 

but something else beside them; and so he has creation take place not as a result of any 

of the elements undergoing qualitative change, but as a result of the opposites being 

separated off by means of motion, which is eternal.76 

It should be noted that it is unclear at which point the quotation of Anaximander starts, and that 

editors give two conjectures, which are indicated above by the quotation marks in brackets.77 

However, given that it is clear that the commentators would have been working from a text of 

Anaximander, it is likely that the section between the two conjectural open-quotation marks is 

at the very least close to the original words of Anaximander. This small problem aside, there 

are two different ways of interpreting the quotation and its commentary, which both 

nevertheless support the proposition.  

 
74 DK 22B50; KRS 196; Hipploytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.9.1.3-4. 
75 O’Grady (2002) 15-16, 29-42. 
76 DK 12A9, B1; KRS 101/110; Simplicius, Comm. Arist. Phys. 24.17. 
77 EGP 2, 285 n. 2.  
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The “existing things” should be interpreted as those things which have been separated off from 

the ἄπειρον in the perceptible cosmos. The reparation they are giving to each other could be 

interpreted as the changing of form one to another, for example from earth into water; the 

commentary suggests that Anaximander considered that things could change form in this 

fashion. However, it is also possible to see the reparation as being between the separated-off 

“existing things” and the ἄπειρον: the destruction of the separated-off material, and its 

assumption back into the ἄπειρον.  

Whichever way this fragment is understood, and perhaps the two interpretations are equally 

valid given, as Simplicius states, its “rather poetic (ποιητικωτέροις) character”, the fragment 

and the supporting commentary support the postulate that the underlying substance is a bearer 

of opposites. Within the ἄπειρον lie opposites, which may be separated off and brought into 

material existence by means of motion.  

Asides from this particular mode of interpretation, the ἄπειρον can be understood as a source 

of opposites regardless of whether one considers Anaximander to have been a Material Monist 

or an adherent to Generating Substance Theory. Palmer, who follows Graham in considering 

the Milesians to have been Generating Substance thinkers, still describes the ἄπειρον as the 

source or origin of fundamental opposites.78 Similarly, Couprie, who argues that the ἄπειρον 

is not the source of all things, but it is rather ϕύσις, and that the ἄπειρον is a predicate of it, 

giving rise to a notion of a “boundless nature” or “natura creatrix”, still sees it as a source of 

opposites.79 Asmis, who suggests the idea that the ἄπειρον might be understood “not as an 

infinite reservoir of matter but as the very succession of generated things”, still sees the 

opposites as being “commingled in the whole and are separated out as distinct entities because 

they make up the totality of which each is a distinct part…”80 

Passing aside from these contemporary theories, Theophrastus, as reported by Simplicius, 

attributes the same notion concerning opposites as Anaximander to Anaximenes, although he 

relies on air as being the underlying substance rather than the ἄπειρον; in this, he is closer to 

Thales than Anaximander. Nevertheless, for all three of the early Milesians, the postulate is a 

consequence of their belief in an underlying substance:  

 
78 Palmer (2009) 22. 
79 Couprie (2013, 83) interprets ϕύσις ἄπειρος as “the boundless, inexhaustible power that generates all things 
and makes them move and grow”. 
80 Asmis (1981) 286. 
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[Anaximenes] claims that it is thanks to rarefaction and condensation [of air] that it 

manifests in different forms in different things. When dilated, he says, it becomes fire, 

and when condensed it becomes first wind, then cloud, and then, as it becomes even 

denser, water, then earth, then stones. Everything else comes from these things.81 

For Xenophanes, the concept of the underlying unity of all things, which may arguably have 

been drawn from a modified approach of the Milesians, has already been discussed with the 

assistance of Finkelberg, and the point made there is also relevant to this section.82 Palmer also 

places Xenophanes in the Orphic context, suggesting that Xenophanes had a “central concern” 

for a concept of the unity of the cosmos which was linked to the “Orphic cosmotheogonies”.83  

 

Beyond this, if the idea of opposites needs to be drawn out of the early Milesians with some 

reasoning, with Heraclitus it is clear to see. As Seaford says, “the idea of the unity of opposites, 

which is in Anaximander merely implicit (in their mutual absorption into the ἄπειρον), has 

become central to the cosmology of Herakleitos”.84 Several of the fragments can very clearly 

be construed as supporting the postulate that the underlying unity is a bearer of opposites. One 

example is:  

Things taken together are wholes and not wholes, something which is being brought 

together and being brought apart, which is in tune and out of tune; out of all things there 

comes a unity, and out of a unity all things.85  

DKB90, quoted above to demonstrate that Heraclitus could be seen as supporting the notion 

that the underlying substance of the cosmos was a unity, can also be used to support this 

postulate:  

All things are an interchange for Fire, and Fire for all things, just like goods for gold 

and gold for goods. 

Different things, even opposite things, are interchangeable through and from the underlying 

substrate, such that the underlying substrate may bear and generate opposites. Robinson’s 

understanding of the role of opposites in Heraclitus is similar: “What Heraclitus takes God to 

be is this world, characterised by apparent polar opposites that are in fact essentially connected, 

 
81 DK 13A5; KRS 140; Theophrastus in Simplicius, Comm. Arist. Phys. 24.26. 
82 Finkelberg (2017) 273. 
83 Palmer (2009) 60. 
84 Seaford (2012) 58. 
85 KRS 203; Hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.10.8.8.  
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and the ordered process (kosmos) of which is described… as ever living fire.”86 Nehamas 

comments that, for Heraclitus, what never changes is change itself. In the world of dreams, or 

the everyday world of seeming, opposites follow each other, but this is a result of the underlying 

unity.87 Sider brings in the connections between Heraclitus and Orphic thought, arguing that 

Orphic statements of contraries and unities through contraries influenced Heraclitus, and that 

Heraclitus adopted this approach in his own work.88  

Finkelberg comments, as a refinement to the concept of the unity of opposites, that since the 

“Thaletean” idea is of an underlying unity of all things, it is inapposite to look only for the 

unity of opposites in the Presocratics; one should in addition seek arguments for the unity of 

all things.89 However, there is arguably no conflict between this point of Finkelberg and earlier 

commentators who lay emphasis particularly on the unity of opposites. As Robinson 

comments, the best fashion rhetorically to argue for the unity of all things is to emphasise the 

unity of particular opposites. This does not exclude that a unity may also be perceived between 

varying qualities at any point on a spectrum, even if it might be more vividly seen at its most 

extreme points. As I have also put it above, one might also see a unity in multiplicity as much 

as a unity in pure opposites.  

4. The underlying unity may be perceived in opposites  

The concept that unity is to be found in opposites is something which, again, is not explicity 

elaborated upon in the reliable surviving testimonia of the early Milesians. It is instructive, 

however, to note the later story told of Thales by Diogenes Laertius:  

Thales held there was no difference between life and death. "Why then," said one, "do 

you not die?" "Because," said he, "there is no difference."90 

However, it is not necessary to rely on this late and less-reliable testimony. Regarding the 

Milesians, the concept of unity in opposites develops as a necessary consequence of the third 

postulate above. This may be expressed at two different levels. First, it is given that the 

substance of water may manifest itself in different ways which, at the level of physical 

perception, seem opposite or at least irreconcilably different to each other. For example, solid 

rock is, at the level of perception, different to fire, but in substance they are the same, both 

 
86 Robinson (2008) 490. 
87 Nehamas (2002) 53. 
88 Sider (1997). 
89 Finkelberg (2017) 212. 
90 Diog. Laert. 1.2.35. 



 

61 
 

being instantiations of water. The substance of water thus unifies in itself those things which 

appear to be opposites. Hence, things perceived as opposites are a unity, and more than this, 

the presence of opposites may indicate an underlying unity.  

Moreover, there is a further unity of the ideas of persistence and destruction. The physical 

instantiation of matter may change, for example fire solidifying to water, and this change would 

at the level of ordinary perception be characterised as a destruction. However, at the level of 

substance, this change from fire to water is no change at all: the water, which is the substance 

of the matter persists throughout. Persistence of matter and destruction are thus, in reality, no 

different. Furthermore, the change from fire to water, although an apparent destruction, is, if 

properly understood, an affirmation of the survival of the underlying substance. The destruction 

is a proof of the persistence of the underlying substance of water. 

Xenophanes’ statements about all things “being one”91 by the same token would also support 

this postulate. However, it is with Heraclitus that a concern with articulating and exploring the 

idea of unity in opposites is most fully developed. Indeed, it is difficult to find a fragment of 

Heraclitus where the idea is not somehow treated. It suffices at this point to refer to just a small 

number of them. The idea is put most cogently in the well-known fragment:  

The way up and the way down are one and the same (ὁδὸς ἄνω κάτω μία καὶ ὡυτή).92  

The incapacity of opposites to be distinguished from each other, at least to those who perceive 

correctly, is suggested by a further fragment:  

They are ignorant of how while tending away it agrees with itself (διαφερόμενον ἑωυτῷ 

ξυμφέρεται) – a back-turning harmony (παλίντονος ἁρμονίη), like a bow or a lyre.93  

If the story of Thales reported by Diogenes Laertius above is a late and unreliable testimony, 

then the same sentiment is expressed in a credible fragment of Heraclitus:  

It makes no difference which is present: living and dead, sleeping and waking, young 

and old. For these changed around are those and those changed around are again these.94 

Robinson comments that Heraclitus uses paradox as “shock language” to “emphasise the 

presence of the real”. In his view, Heraclitus uses such “shock treatment” to convey to a 

 
91 See above p. 53. 
92 DK 22B60; KRS 200; Hipploytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.10.4.6. 
93 DK 22B51; KRS 209; Hipploytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.9.4.4-7. 
94 DK 22B88; KRS 202; Ps.-Plut, Letter of Consolation to Apollonius, 106e3-6. 



 

62 
 

sceptical public the notion that the world's essential unity and changelessness are of greater 

moment than its real though inconsequential multiplicity and changeability. His paradoxes – 

statements of “the supposed ‘sameness’ of various ‘opposites’” (night/day, winter/summer, 

pure water/foul water, a road up/a road down) represent in an overstated way, “after the manner 

of extravagant advertising, features of the real that might lead the reader” to grasp “his more 

general claim concerning the basic unity of all things.”95  

The same ideas are developed extensively by Seaford, elaborating on the use of 

Satzparallelismus. This is to be frequently found, he argues, both in the Heraclitean fragments, 

as well as in texts of mystery ritual, and also in Aeschylus. In many cases it serves to 

demonstrate an underlying unity between opposites.96  

5. The underlying substance is immortal and everlasting, such that it is divine 

Again, as with the two previous postulates, the current postulate is implicit in the ideas of the 

early Milesians or is imputed to them in commentary by Aristotle. However, in later thinkers 

such as Heraclitus, the postulate is developed more fully and may be seen in the actual 

fragments.  

Thales, according to Aristotle:  

… apparently took the soul to be a principle of movement, if he said that the stone has 

soul because it moves iron…  

Some say that the universe is shot through with soul, which is perhaps why Thales too 

thought that all things were full of gods.97 

Thales, so Aristotle argues, believed Soul (ψυχή) to be a principle of movement: a capacity of 

matter that allows it to generate movement by means of the projection of some sort of force. 

Aristotle appears to hedge the statement with two caveats. First, the statement that Soul is a 

principle of movement does not appear to be one which Aristotle considered Thales to have 

made himself, but an idea which can be derived from a statement of Thales which appears to 

have been preserved by later authors: “…the stone has soul because it moves iron”. Aristotle, 

 
95 Robinson (2008) 485. 
96 Seaford (2012) 225-256. See full discussion on Satzparallelismus below, p. 103-4. 
97 DK 11A22; KRS 89, 91; Arist., On the Soul, 405a19-21, 411a7-9. 
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it should be noted, seems to sound a note of caution at this point regarding the reliability of the 

authors from which he derived this quotation.98  

Aristotle seems to be less hesitant in relating the next major idea in the second part of the 

quotation above. He states without qualification that Thales said “all things were full of gods”. 

It appears to be Aristotle making the connection on his own account between the more 

questionable statement about the possession of soul by matter, and the more certain statement 

about all things being full of gods; in this, he seems to be relying on a more credible source for 

the idea. 

There are several points to be derived from both quotations taken together. First, in the 

remaining testimonia of Thales there appears to be no separate or metaphysical realm which 

belongs to the divine. The only cosmic realm is the realm of the material. If there is to be 

anything with the designation of divine, it must have its basis and presence in the physical 

realm – that which is constituted in the single substance of water. Moreover, this single 

substance of water, from which all visible things are constituted, is in its substance a unity, not 

just because it is composed of the same substance throughout, but also because there is a single 

motive capacity, “Soul,” which seems to be dispersed throughout it. This capacity, Soul, has a 

divine characteristic, in that it can initiate movement.  

If all things are indeed “full of gods”, then the reasoning given by Aristotle begins to explain 

this statement of Thales, but the earlier quotation regarding the soul further justifies the claim. 

The physical world is constituted by a substance which is indestructible, omnipresent, unified, 

and which has the capacity to assume different forms. The substance of the physical world, 

water, therefore possesses many of the characteristics and capacities which could reasonably 

be expected to be attributed to the divine. The divine realm and the substance of water has 

every claim to the designation of divine, or being full of gods, in that in Thales’ scheme there 

is no metaphysical competitor for that title.  

This notion of the divine attributes and hence the general divinity of the underlying substance 

is somewhat more developed in a reference Aristotle makes to Anaximander:  

Moreover, they take the infinite not to be subject to generation or destruction, on the 

grounds that it is a kind of principle, because anything generated must have a last part 

that is generated, and there is also a point at which the destruction of anything ends. 

 
98 See O’Grady (2004) 15-16. 
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That is why, as I say, the infinite is taken not to have an origin, but to be the origin of 

everything else – to contain everything and steer everything, as has been said by those 

thinkers who do not recognise any other causes (such as love or intelligence) apart from 

the infinite. They also call it the divine (τὸ θεῖον), on the grounds that it is immortal 

and imperishable (ἀνώλεθρον); on this Anaximander and the majority of the natural 

scientists are in agreement.99  

A number of later and possibly apocryphal testimonia state that Anaximenes considered the air 

to be god. These include Aetius100 and Cicero, the latter of whom stated that Anaximenes said 

the air was a god which was born, but was “immense and unlimited and always in motion”.101 

Nevertheless, it is not necessary to put any considerable weight on these witnesses.  

The idea that the qualities of divinity attaches to the arche of the Milesians finds frequent 

acceptance amongst modern commentators. Robinson comments that the Milesians, at least in 

the eyes of Aristotle, assign to the arche all the “basic characteristics of divinity”: immortality 

and indestructability.102 Betegh, dilating on the intellectual and religious context of the period 

(and indeed, drawing on the Orphic sources which are not dependent on the Aristotelian 

tradition) lays emphasis on the connections between Orphic and Milesian thought, and suggests 

that the materialist approach of the Milesians includes Pantheism as a corollary.103 Finkelberg 

assents to this notion for the Milesians.104 Pinto, discussing Thales, although taking a slightly 

different approach to soul to the one I have suggested above, still argues that Thales considered 

water to be a god which never perishes, and of which all things can be said to be full.105 

Gregory, in his recent treatment of Anaximander, holds that Anaximander is also a pantheist, 

or indeed a “pankubernist” who thinks that “everything steers”.106 Even those who take 

different approaches to the ἄπειρον, such as Couprie (who considers ἄπειρον to be a predicate 

of φύσις), still consider that it can be regarded has having the quality of divinity.107 

 
99 DK 12A15; KRS 108; Arist., Phys. 203b7-15. 
100 KRS 145; Aetius 1,7,13. 
101 DK 13A10; KRS 144; Cicero, De Natura Deorum 1.10.32-4. 
102 Robinson (2008) 486. 
103 Betegh (2004) 178-9. 
104 Finkelberg (2017) 244. 
105 Pinto (2016). 
106 Gregory (2016) 99-100. These comments suggest that the idea of a νοῦς steering all things predates 
Anaxagoras, with the totality of matter being equivalent to the νοῦς in its capacity to steer all things. See also 
below p. 77 n. 183. 
107 Couprie (2013). 
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The fragments and testimonia of Xenophanes can be construed as attributing divinity to the 

created world as a whole, and divinity to it solely. His statements that all things are really one, 

and that “gazing up at heaven as a whole, he declared that the one is god” demonstrate this.108 

Xenophanes seems to suggest that divinity is immanent in the perceptible world in a fashion 

not dissimilar to Aristotle’s brief reference to Thales’ concept of soul being present in material:  

He remains for ever in the same place, entirely motionless,  

Nor is it proper for him to move from one place to another.  

But effortlessly he shakes all things by thinking with his mind.109  

 

The connection between the unity of the cosmos and its divinity has already been discussed 

above with reference to Finkelberg.110 The concept is again pronounced in Heraclitus. He states 

that the apparent world (κόσμος) is unmade and eternal:  

This world-order [the same of all] did none of gods and men make, but it always was 

and is and shall be: an ever-living fire, kindling in measures and going out in 

measures.111  

The opposites, which derive from fire, the “archetypal form of matter” as one of the modern 

commentaries puts it112, signify the divine nature of the essential matter of creation, as well as 

the motive force inherent in it which generates the oppositional and dynamic state of the 

cosmos:  

God: day/night, winter/summer, war/peace, fullness/hunger. He changes like fire 

which, when mixed with spices, is named according to the savour of each.113  

Heraclitus appears to reconcile the idea of changeability and multiplicity with the ultimate 

permanence of his first principle. As Robinson comments, “What Heraclitus takes God to be 

is this world, characterised by apparent polar opposites that are in fact essentially 

connected…”114  

 
108 KRS 174; Arist., Metaphys. 986b21-5. 
109 DK 21B26; KRS 171; Simplicius, Comm. Arist. Phys. 23, 11 + 23, 20.  
110 Finkelberg (2017) 277. 
111 Clement, Strom. 5, 104, 1. 
112 KRS p. 198. 
113 DK 22B67; KRS 204; Hipploytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.10.8.5-6. 
114 Robinson (2008) 490. 
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The Problem of Perceiving the Divine  

These postulates discussed above have a considerable impact on the relationship between the 

human and the divine worlds. It suggests a conception of the nature of the divine which is far 

at variance with the notion of the gods of the Homeric world who are not immanent in nature. 

Here, the divine becomes immanent. It is capable of being perceived in the body of the 

underlying substance behind apparent physical matter. However, this perception is not an easy 

matter. It demands, ultimately, a capacity to look beyond the apparent nature of physical things 

to the unified substance behind them. The capacity to perceive the divine world thus demands 

a certain strength of character, and even intelligence: to see that the visible world is, to an 

extent, illusory, and that one may be required to deny many of the boundaries and categories 

which delineate conventional existence in the face of the underlying unity. This may even 

include the opposites of “human” and “divine”. 

In addition to the five postulates above, I shall also attempt to demonstrate that there was an 

apparent concern amongst the Presocratics about the necessity of attempting to perceive the 

divine which underlay the visible material world.  

With Thales, Anaximander and Anaximenes, it is difficult to discuss this question given the 

scanty nature of the literary remains. Again, the concept is implicit in their ideas rather than 

made explicit in any remaining fragments. In the remaining fragments, the problem seems to 

come to the surface with Xenophanes. Xenophanes discusses, in a fragment of verse, the 

problems of perception and the necessity for mortals to search out answers to matters which 

are not apparent:  

The gods have not indicated all things to mortals from the beginning, but in time, by 

searching, they find something more that is better.115  

The difficulty of perceiving the divine or speaking about that which belongs to the level of the 

underlying reality is stated in a further fragment:  

And thus there has never been any man, nor will there ever be one, who knows what is 

clear about the gods and whatever I say about all things. For even if he happened to say 

something perfect, he himself nonetheless does not know: opinion is set upon all 

things.116  

 
115 Stob., 1.8.2; 3.29.41.  
116 Sext. Emp., Adv. Math. 7. 49., 7.110, 8.326. 
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It is a natural progression from this assertion over the difficulty in knowing clearly about the 

divine to Xenophanes’ well-known polemical attempts to challenge commonly-held notions on 

the gods. This includes his attack on Homer and Hesiod for attributing common 

misdemeanours to the gods such as theft, adultery and deception117, and also the tendency of 

humans to anthropomorphise the divine.118 His attempts to present an entirely different 

paradigm for the divine including its capacity to perceive all things119 and contain all things120, 

abstinence from movement but its capacity to initiate movement121, and in general its 

unlikeness to anything in the visible material sphere or world of mortals.122 

The need to rise above the limitations of wrong-headed mortal perception and perceive a higher 

plane of reality is a widespread theme in the fragments and testimonia of Heraclitus. “Unlike 

divine nature, human nature lacks sound judgement”123, states Heraclitus, and the tendency of 

human nature not to apprehend the higher reality of the underlying substance is pervasive and 

lamentable:  

In their ignorance after having listened they behave like the deaf. The saying “though 

present they are absent” testifies to their case.124  

To perceive the reality and the underlying substance is to enter into a single and common truth; 

not to perceive it is to be separated into an individual and private world of misunderstanding:  

And so one ought to follow what is common. Although the principle is common 

(ξυνοῦ), the majority of people live as though they had private understanding.125 

Heraclitus expresses a disdain for those who cannot rise above their common mode of 

perception to engage with the word of reality in fragments such as “Pigs prefer filth to clean 

water”126 and “Donkeys would prefer refuse to gold”.127 Nevertheless, he appears to admit that 

the business of pursuing such a perception is intrinsically a difficult affair:  

 
117 Sext. Emp., Adv. Math. 9.193.  
118 Clem. Alex., Strom. 7.22.1. 
119 Sext. Emp., Adv. Math. 9.144.  
120 KRS 174, Arist., Metaphys. 986b21-5. 
121 Simplicius, In Phys. P.23.20.  
122 Clem. Alex., Strom. 5.109.1.  
123 DK 22B78; KRS 205; Origen, Against Celsus 6.12.13-14. 
124 DK 22B34; Clement, Misc. 5.115.3. 
125 DK 22B2; KRS 195; Sext. Emp., Against the Professors 7.113.4-7. 
126 DK 22B13b; Clement, Misc. 1.2.2.3-4. 
127 DK 22B9; Arist., Nicomachean Ethics 1176a7. 
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 The true nature of a thing tends to hide itself.128 

Harmony: non-apparent is better than apparent (ἁρμονίη ἀφανὴς φανερῆς κρείττων).129  

Mortals, in this regard, are not in an easy position:  

 A man is thought as foolish by a supernatural being as a child is by a man.130  

Robinson’s view of Heraclitus’ paradoxes as being “shock” treatment to encourage a right 

perception of the underlying unity of all things, and hence its divinity, has already been referred 

to above.131 I mention Parmenides as being illuminating in this regard, although I am not 

covering him in the substantive discussion. Commentators have acknowledged that the 

question of reliable perception is of particular concern to Parmenides. Palmer discusses at 

length the emphasis placed by the goddess on the necessity for mortals to have a right 

perception of aletheia, the world of truth, otherwise one’s apprehension wanders or is 

impermanent.132 Both Palmer, Sisko and Finkelberg observe that the question of the way that 

mortals name things in Parmenides, particularly the elements of “light” and “night” betray the 

failure of mortals to have a right perception of the sphere of necessary being and the world of 

aletheia.133 The problem of naming is also prominent in the Orphic poem of the Derveni 

Papyrus. The slew of different names assigned to the divine unity suggests a concern to attempt 

to apprehend it rightly in all of its modes and manifestations.134  

Persistence of the Monistic Current in the fifth century BC  

Diogenes of Apollonia 

Diogenes of Apollonia is not regarded as the most prominent or original of Presocratic thinkers. 

Nevertheless, his importance for this study lies not only in the fact that his writings demonstrate 

that there was a continuing interest in the ideas of the earlier materialist philosophers such as 

the Milesians, but also in that they demonstrate with great clarity that the manner in which I 

have interpreted the remains of the earlier philosophers was one in which they could have, and 

indeed, were being interpreted towards the end of the fifth century BC.  

 
128 DK 22B123; KRS 208; Themistius, Speeches 5.69b3. 
129 DK22B54; KRS 207; Hipploytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.9.5.3. 
130 DK22B79; Origen, Against Celsus 6.12.14-15. 
131 Robinson (2008) 485. 
132 Palmer (2009) 117-8. 
133 Palmer (2009) 167-74; Sisko (2015) 50-2; Finkelberg (2017) 293. 
134 See Betegh (2004) 189, 203-4. 
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It is not possible to give Diogenes’ exact dates. KRS argue that his floruit should be fixed in 

440-430 BC on the basis of the statement by Diogenes Laertius135 that he was a contemporary 

of Anaxagoras, and also of Theophrastus that he was “almost the youngest” of the physical 

philosophers.136 Laks does not dispute this suggestion over his date.137 Both authors also note 

the apparent allusion to Diogenes’ doctrines in Aristophanes’ Clouds (423/417 BC).138 Taking 

this together with a reference in Diogenes Laertius139 that Diogenes of Apollonia “almost lost 

his life” in Athens, presumably because of his religious views, it is generally accepted that he 

was resident for at least a period in Athens, even if he was born elsewhere.    

Laks comments that Diogenes, for a long time, has been disparaged by modern commentators 

for being eclectic in his approach.140 Theophrastus himself mentions Anaxagoras and 

Leucippus as being possible influences, and KRS in addition note the influence of 

Anaximander, Anaximenes and Heraclitus.141  

Diogenes left at least one treatise, which came into the hands of Theophrastus and then into the 

work of Simplicius. Fortunately, portions were quoted at length by Theophrastus, such that 

large fragments survive.142 This aids considerably in their interpretation, as does Diogenes’ 

stated intention of writing with clarity.143 I shall go through the five propositions regarding the 

Monistic Current above to argue that each of the propositions are present in the work of 

Diogenes of Apollonia.  

1. That the underlying substance of the universe was a single unity 

At the beginning of his treatise, Diogenes writes as follows:  

It is my view, to say it as a whole, that all existing things are differentiated out of the 

same thing and are the same thing.144 

 
135 Diog. Laert. 9.57. 
136 KRS 434. 
137 EGP 6, 218. 
138 Ar. Nu. 227-234. 
139 Diog. Laert. 9.57. 
140 EGP 6, 218. 
141 KRS 437. 
142 Simplicius, In Phys. 151.20. 
143 Regarding clarity of expression, Diogenes of Apollonia writes that in any discourse, one should make a 
beginning that is “free of ambiguity” and have “a style that is simple and dignified” (Diog. Laert. 9. 57)  
144 Simplicius, In Phys. 151.31. 
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If there is any doubt over the interpretation of Diogenes’ clear statement, Theophrastus in his 

commentary affirms that Diogenes says that  

…the nature of the totality is infinite and eternal air (τὴν δὲ τοῦ παντὸς φύσιν ἀέρα καὶ 

οὗτός φησιν ἄπειρον εἶναι καὶ ἀίδιον)…145 

KRS also agree that the statement is “a reaffirmation of monism in face, presumably, of the 

pluralist systems of Empedocles and Anaxagoras”.146 This approach seems to be unchallenged. 

Graham, who as mentioned earlier, does not accept the Milesians as material monists, takes a 

very different view of Diogenes: “There is only one material monist in pre-Socratic philosophy. 

It is not Anaximenes or Thales, not Heraclitus or Xenophanes: it is Diogenes.”147 

2. That all manifest things are derived from the underlying unified substance 

Diogenes proceeds from the statement made above, affirming his belief in an underlying 

unified substance, to explaining how he comes to hold this view. As a vital part of this 

explanation, he shows that in his cosmology, all things extant in the universe are derived from 

the underlying substance:  

…And this is manifest: for if the things that exist at present in this world-order – earth 

and water and air and fire and all the other things apparent in this world-order – if any 

of these were different from the other (different, that is in its own proper nature), and 

did not retain an essential identity while undergoing many changes and differentiations, 

it would be in no way possible for them to mix with each other, or for one to help or 

harm the other, or for a growing plant to grow out of the earth or for a living creature 

or anything else to come into being, unless they were so composed as to be the same 

thing. But all these things, being differentiated from the same thing, become different 

kinds at different times and return into the same thing.148  

KRS remark on the Milesian character of this approach, but also that the justification of the 

belief appears to be in response to the theories of Anaxagoras and Empedocles.149  

 
145 Theoprastus Phys op. fr. 2 ap. Simplicium in Phys. 25.1 (DK 64A5). 
146 KRS p. 438. 
147 Graham (2003) 14-15; see also Finkelberg, (1989) 258, and Pinto (2018). One might say in passing that it is 
inherently unlikely that Diogenes would be the first out of this parade of Presocratic thinkers to be a material 
monist. Rather, contrary to Graham’s observation, Diogenes makes absolutely clear and explicit beyond doubt 
the material monism which is expressed somewhat less clearly in the remains of the earlier thinkers.   
148 Simplicius, In Phys. 151.31. 
149 KRS p. 439. 



 

71 
 

3. That the underlying substance is a bearer of opposites 

The justification given in the quotation above includes Diogenes’ contention that earth, air, 

water and fire – opposite concepts – are sprung from the underlying substance. The notion that 

opposites spring from the underlying substance are reinforced by a further fragment:  

For, he says, it would not be possible without intelligence [which is a component part 

of the underlying substance of air, see below] for [the underlying substance] so to be 

divided up that it has measures of all things – of winter and summer and night and day 

and rains and winds and fair weather.150  

4. The underlying unity may be perceived in opposites  

Diogenes, discussing the nature of the underlying substance, which he holds to be air, states 

that:  

…there are many fashions both of air itself and intelligence. For it is many fashioned, 

being hotter and colder and drier and moister and more stationary and more swiftly 

mobile and many other differentiations are in it both of taste and colour, unlimited in 

number.151   

Some of the fragments of Heraclitus appear to allude to the second-order paradox (beyond the 

idea that opposite substances may come from a unified underlying substrate) that inherent in 

the perception of the underlying principle is an acquiescence to the transitory nature of the 

material world: to see what is permanent, one may see it through impermanence. For example 

Sea: water most pure and most tainted, drinkable and wholesome for fish, but 

undrinkable and poisonous for people152  

may be interpreted as one class of observer, fish, finding the apprehension of the underlying 

unity, sea, wholesome, because they are adapted to do so, whereas people, who are not adapted 

to do so, find the perception poisonous.153 Their lack of adaption, which would be an 

attachment to the erroneous belief that the visible forms of the material world should be thought 

 
150 KRS 601, Simplicius, In Phys. 152.13. 
151 KRS 603, Simplicius, In Phys. 152.22. 
152 DK 22B61; KRS 199; Hipploytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.10.5.3-4. 
153 KRS state in their commentary on the fragment that Heraclitus shows “the same thing produces opposite 
effects upon different classes of observer” and also that Heraclitus highlights two different kinds of unity in 
opposite: those which “inhere in, or are simultaneously produced by, a single subject” and those where 
“opposites are connected through being different stages in a single invariable process” (KRS ad loc, p. 189). 
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permanent, rather than the underlying substrate, is the cause of the perception of the real 

underlying substrate being difficult for them to grasp: poisonous, or fundamentally challenging 

to the unenlightened person’s notion of the world order. An acquiescence to the transitory 

nature of the world order is a perception of the underlying unity. This question of perspective 

is confirmed by a further fragment of Heraclitus:  

For god, all things are beautiful, good, and just, but humans have assumed that some 

things are unjust, others just.154  

The uninitiated will perceive some things in the visible and material world as being bad, and 

others good. However, the true perception from a divine perspective perceives all things as 

good – even though they may be opposites and one side of the opposite superficially bad – 

because they are manifestations of the underlying substrate, which is essentially good. 

Diogenes of Apollonia appears to deal with the same concern, more clearly though albeit with 

less of a flourish than Heraclitus:  

And this very thing is both eternal and immortal body, but of the rest some come into 

being, some pass away (καὶ αὐτὸ μὲν τοῦτο καὶ ἀίδιον καὶ ἀθάνατον σῶμα, τῶν δὲ τὰ 

μὲν γίγνεται, τὰ δὲ ἀπολείπει).155   

The transitory nature of the things in the world order, for Diogenes, points to and is a part of 

the permanence of the underlying substrate. KRS agree that the meaning of this fragment is a 

comment on the contrast between the “pure, divine form of air with its derivative, corporeal 

forms.”156  

5. The underlying substance is immortal and everlasting, such that it is divine 

Diogenes is again explicit in his beliefs on this matter. He affirms that air, as the underlying 

substrate, is immortal and has divine characteristics. For this, one may rely on the quotation 

given immediately above, and also a further fragment in Simplicius:  

But this seems to me to be plain, that it is both great and strong and eternal and immortal 

and much knowing.157  

 
154 Porph., Quaest. Hom. ad Il. 4.4. 
155 KRS 604; Simplicius, In Phys., 153, 19. 
156 KRS ad loc, p 443. 
157 KRS 605, Simplicius In Phys, 153, 20. 
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KRS comment that both of these fragments echo not only the phraseology of Anaximander, 

Heraclitus and Anaxagoras, but also have a hieratic quality.158 Moreover, air, as the first 

substance, is unequivocally stated to be a god: 

For this very thing [air as underlying substrate] seems to me to be a god and to have 

reached everywhere and to dispose all things and to be in everything.159  

As alluded to above under the discussion of the third proposition, a corollary of the divinity of 

air as underlying substrate was that it was also an active principle. In addition to being the 

physical substrate from which the visible world-order was formed, it was also the underlying 

intelligence present in all things, which was responsible for the dividing-up of itself as the 

underlying physical substrate into its many manifestations.160 In this, his view seems to have 

been influenced by the concept of νοῦς in Anaxagoras, but perhaps is also a recrudescence of 

Thales’ opinion, as reported by Aristotle, that material possessed soul and that the world was 

full of gods (see above). 

The Derveni Papyrus  

It is appropriate to follow a discussion of Diogenes of Apollonia with an examination of the 

Derveni Papyrus, given the eclectic approach of each. Indeed, partly on this basis Janko has 

argued that the authorship of the Papyrus should be attributed to Diogenes.161 Appropriate to 

this attribution, the text of the commentary in the Papyrus is dated variously to the end of the 

fifth century or early fourth century BC.162 Edmonds has recently argued that the author was a 

“ritual practitioner” from the time of Euripides.163 The Papyrus itself is dated by Betegh to the 

second half of the fourth century BC, and may have formed part of a burial ritual by a mystery 

initiate.164   

It is not my intention to enter into a detailed analysis of the text here or to make any attributions 

of authorship. My only intention is to argue that that the text demonstrates the presence and 

persistence of the Monistic Current. The text is, to be sure, in a fragmentary state, and doubts 

 
158 KRS, ad loc, p. 444. 
159 KRS 605, Simplicius, In Phys, 153, 20. 
160 KRS 601, Simplicius, In Phys. 152, 13. 
161 See Janko (1997); Betegh, perhaps wisely, desists from attempting to identify any author. See Betegh (2004) 
64-5. 
162 EGP 4, 374. 
163 Edmonds (2019) 79. 
164 Betegh (2004) 61. 
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over the readings can give rise to disputes over interpretation, but enough survives to allow a 

reasonable discussion and some reasonably secure conclusions to be drawn.165 

Most obviously in support of this idea, the text both mentions Heraclitus by name and also 

quotes him directly.166 However, the commentary part of the text also reflects cosmological 

ideas which are close to those of Diogenes.  

In a discussion of the nature of Zeus, the Derveni Commentator quotes the following from the 

original Orphic poem:  

 Zeus [is] the head, Zeus the middle, and by Zeus all things are made.  

In reference to this, the commentator states that  

…each single thing that exists has received its name from what dominates, all things 

have been called Zeus according to the same principle. For the air dominates all things 

as much as it wishes. (ἐκ [τοῦ δ]ὲ̣ [τ]ὰ̣ ἐό̣̣ντα, ἓν [ἕκ]αστον κέκ[λητ]αι ἀπὸ τοῦ 

ἐπικρατοῦντος, Ζεὺ[ς] πάντα κατὰ τὸν αὐτὸν λόγον ἐκλήθη· πάντω̣ν̣ γὰρ ὁ ἀὴρ 

ἐπικρατεῖ τοσοῦτον ὅσον βούλε̣τ̣αι).167  

Regarding air and the first principle, the commentator says  

…it existed before it was named; and it was named later. For air existed both before the 

things that are now assembled, and it will always exist. For it was not born, but it 

existed. (π[ρ]ό̣τερον ἦν πρ[ὶν ὀν]ο̣μ̣α̣σ̣θῆνα̣ι̣, ἔ̣π̣[ει]τα ὠ̣νομάσθ̣η· ἦν γὰρ καὶ πρόσθεν 

`[ἐ]ὼν΄ ἢ τὰ νῦν ἐόντα συ̣σταθῆναι ἀὴρ καὶ ἔσται ἀεί· οὐ γὰρ ἐγένετο, ἀλλὰ̣ ἦν.)168  

There are two main approaches to the question of understanding the commentator’s view of air 

as the first material principle.169 One is that of Janko, who sees the commentator as a monist, 

taking air absolutely as the first principle.170 The other is that of Betegh, who whilst agreeing 

that the air is divine, and that commentator comes very close to outright pantheism – Betegh 

 
165 Pace Janko’s comment that “reading and supplementing [the Papyrus] require a rare combination of 
ingenuity, erudition and foolhardiness.” Janko (2001) 15. 
166 DP col. IV ln 5, EGP 6, 382. 
167 DP col. XIX ln 1-4, EGP 6, 416. 
168 DP col. XVII ln 1-3, EGP 6, 410. 
169 This excludes a recent outlier advanced by Bernabé, arguing that the Derveni Commentator should be seen 
as an atomist. Puzzlingly, Bernabé also argues that it is not possible to determine what the particles are made 
of, but suggests that the Derveni Commentator might have thought they were of a number of different 
substances. Bernabé acknowledges the possibility of at least a dualist reading of the Commentator, but does 
not discuss Janko’s argument that the text is monistic. See Bernabé (2019).  
170 Janko (2001) 2-5. 
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says that “the insistence of the parts of the physical world being united in Zeus seems to 

propound a pantheistic view”171 – he also observes, based on his understanding of the Papyrus 

(col. IX.5-10) that the commentator seems to make fire an independent element in its own right, 

which air has to control and order as part of its cosmogonical task.172 In this, there might be 

similarities of approach to Xenophanes, with a duality of air and earth, and perhaps even 

Empedocles, where some have argued that the four elements actually fall into two basic 

categories – fire against the others – and that fire is ranged in a binary opposition against the 

other elements.173  

In this regard, I would argue in opposition to Betegh’s understanding of the text by observing 

that even though fire is presented in col 9.5-10 as being a substance in opposition to all other 

things, there is no clear suggestion that it had an alternate genesis or separate pre-existence to 

air. On the contrary, as Betegh himself acknowledges, the wider emphasis in the commentary 

and the Orphic poem itself is on the unity and identity of all things upon being swallowed by 

Zeus. As such, although the text of the papyrus does not answer the point explicitly, all things 

including fire will have been at unity within Zeus, and that at this point, they should be seen as 

having a common origin and ultimate identity in Zeus, even if at a later point they become 

separated. If one presses the analogy with the apparent elemental dualism of Xenophanes or 

Empedocles, the point still holds good. With Empedocles, if one accepts the analysis of 

Osborne174 and Palmer175 discussed above, the elements coalesced into an undifferentiated 

unity under the rule of Love (which may be treated as analogous to being swallowed by Zeus) 

where all was a divine sphere. Likewise in Xenophanes, following the understanding suggested 

by Finkelberg, there was a divinity that was shared by all elements, even if there happened to 

be two, of which one appeared to be dominant. Ferella also argues that the “Orphic 

configuration of monism represents the mythical background that inspired not only 

Xenophanes’ unique god” and also Empedocles’ representation of the sphairos, but also 

Parmenides’ what-is.176 

 
171 Betegh (2004) 178-9. 
172 Betegh (2004) 261, 264. Koroumenos (2006, 35) argues that the commentator may be suggesting that 
Zeus/air are said to be all things not necessarily because they are quantitatively predominant, but because 
their power predominates throughout them.  
173 Palmer (2009) 314-7. 
174 Osborne (1987) 42-6. 
175 Palmer (2009) 297-8. 
176 Ferella (2019).  
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The material world is always extant and responsible for the generation of all new material 

things:  

…the things that are have always existed and the things that are now come to be out of 

the things that exist (ἅ̣σσα τότ’ ἦν γεγαῶτ’, αὐτὸς δ’ ἄρα μοῦ̣νος ἔγεντο.” [ἐ]ν τού̣τοις 

σημαίνει ὅτι τὰ ὄντα ὑπῆ[ρ]χεν ἀεί, τὰ δὲ νῦ̣ν ἐό̣ντα ἐκ τῶν ὑπαρχόντων γίν̣[ε]τ̣αι).177  

Zeus, being material and air, is responsible for the creation of the material world and is present 

in the created things of the material world-order:  

…the things that exist become such because of him and that, once they have come 

about, they are <all?> once again in him (τὰ δ’ ἐόντα δ̣[ηλοῖ] γενέσθαι το̣ιαῦτ[α] δ̣ιὰ 

τοῦτον καὶ γενόμενα π̣[άλιν] _ ἐν τούτωι̣).178  

Such an understanding of the commentator is endorsed by Betegh.179 These statements are 

enough to satisfy the first four propositions of the Monistic current: an underlying unity from 

which all manifest things are derived, including opposites. On top of this, the material world is 

a unity because it is permeated everywhere by a power of mind, which has the capacity to 

arrange and order the underlying substrate. The power of mind (νοῦς) is one and the same with 

the material substrate of air, altogether named “Zeus”: 

…[Mind], by making the things that exist strike against one another and by holding 

them apart, <made> the current reconfiguration, not different things out of different 

ones but diff<erent things out of the same ones…( ὅ̣[τι τὰ] ἐ̣όντα κρούων πρὸς ἄλληλα 

διαστήσας τ̣’ ἐ̣[πόει τὴ]ν̣ νῦν μετάστασιν οὐκ ἐξ ἑτέρ̣[ων] _ ἕτερ’ ἀλλ’ ἕτε̣[ρα ἐκ τῶν 

αὐτῶν.])180  

…Mind itself, being alone, is <always> worth everything, <as> if everything else were 

nothing. For <it is not possible> for the things that are <now> to exist <by> themselves 

without Mind… Mind and <the king of all things are the sa>me thing([ἀεὶ] τ̣ὸ̣ν Νοῦν 

πάντων ἄξιον εἶν̣αι μόν[ο]ν ἐόντα, [ὡσπερ]εὶ μηδὲν τἆλλα εἴη· οὐ γὰρ̣ [οἷόν τε δι’ α]ὐτὰ 

εἶναι [τὰ νῦν] ἐ̣ό̣ντα ἄ̣ν̣[ε]υ τοῦ Νοῦ̣… Νοῦς κ̣αὶ π̣[άντων βασιλεύς ἐστι τα]ὐ̣τόν).181  

 
177 DP col. XVI ln 6-8, EGP 6, 408. 
178 DP col. XVI ln 9-11, EGP 6, 412. 
179 Betegh (2004) 195; 219-23. 
180 DP col XV ln 8-11, EGP 6, 406. 
181 DP col XVI ln 10-15, EGP 6, 410. 
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…And when they say “Moira has spun,” they are saying that the wisdom of Zeus ratifies 

how the things that are, the things that become, and the things that will be must come 

to be, exist, and cease (“Μοῖραν̣” δ’ “ἐπικλῶσαι” λέ̣γοντες τοῦ Διὸς τὴν φρόνησιν 

ἐ̣πικυρῶσαι λέγουσιν τὰ ἐόντα κα̣ὶ τὰ γινόμενα καὶ τὰ μέλλοντα, ὅπως χρὴ γενέσθαι τε 

καὶ εἶναι κα[ὶ] παύσασθαι.).182  

Hence, the underlying substrate is also divine, as affirmed in a similar way by Diogenes of 

Apollonia.183  

Betegh also contends that the discussion and understanding put forward by the Derveni 

Commentator on the Orphic poem was, by no means, inapposite. He would “make out that the 

Derveni author abuses the poem (i.e. intentionally misrepresents its meaning) far less than is 

usually held to be the case.” The Orphic poet, he says, with his conception of the temporally 

prior, generative and unificatory Zeus, had made an important move towards a more abstract 

conception of divinity, in some respects similar to the one which becomes à la mode in 

Presocratic circles. As such, he argues, the Derveni author, already acquainted with the later 

philosophical developments and armed with the toolbox of exegetical techniques, makes a 

serious attempt to bridge the remaining distance between the two sides.184 As such, it appears 

that the commentator was doing justice to the Orphic poem in terms of correctly reflecting its 

understanding of a pantheistic underlying unity, and that the poem indicates such a doctrine 

was part of the philosophic and religious discourse at the time of its composition in the late 

sixth or early fifth century.185  

Beyond the appearance of the Monistic current in the Derveni Papyrus, its connection with 

mystery cult is also of particular importance. The Papyrus, it should be remembered, is an 

allegorizing commentary offered by an unknown author on an earlier Orphic poem. West 

comments that the commentator seems to be an Orphic initiate instructing other initiates into a 

“Diogenean cosmology in which he had been instructed elsewhere.” The mystery rites, the 

Papyrus seems to suggest, do contain the truth as regarding the cosmogony of the universe, but 

 
182 DP col. XIX ln 4-8, EGP 6, 416. 
183 It should also be observed that this understanding of νοῦς echoes Gregory’s idea that Anaximander is a 
“pankubernist” who takes the view that “everything steers”, thus taking the idea of νοῦς back to an earlier 
time than Anaxagoras, and making it a part of the monad, rather than something permeating it and beside it. 
See above p. 64 n. 106.  
184 Betegh (2004) 219-23. 
185 See Finkelberg (2017) 302-5, relying on Sourvinou-Inwood, describing inter alia the change in Eleusinian cult 
over the sixth century BC to becoming mysteric in character; the association of such mystery centres with 
Miletus; the origin of the Bacchic Orphica; and the mutual interference of different mystery cult traditions in 
that period.   



 

78 
 

the texts which describe the cosmogony are so riddling that they require special exposition in 

order to reveal the truths which they contain. Mere initiation into the mysteries, the sight of 

mystery objects and the presentation by these things of the usual mystagogues is not 

sufficient.186 Such philosophical and allegorical exegesis has the capacity to reveal a truth 

inherent in the riddles of the mystery cults, which is ultimately concerned with cosmogony and 

cosmology: the true nature of the universe and the true nature of the gods. The Papyrus also 

reveals, at least in the mind of its author, that there was also a nexus between Heraclitus and 

the actual literary inheritance of the Presocratics, as well as the mystery cults.187 This nexus is 

an affirmation of the reason why it is important to concentrate on the cosmogonical and 

cosmological aspects of Presocratic thought: they offer the basis for developing ideas of 

divinity in the sixth and fifth centuries, and also a demonstration that such ideas find their 

manifestation in the literature attached to mystery cult.  

The Derveni Papyrus and a Methodology for Reading Euripides 

The allegorising approach of the Derveni Commentator towards the original Orphic poem 

should be taken into account when considering how to approach the text of Euripides. With the 

Derveni Papyrus, the Derveni Commentator takes an original text relating deeds of the gods 

which appear to be shameful and paradoxical, confusing and bizarre, and reads this in an 

allegorising manner in order to propound materialist and cosmological ideas, suggesting all the 

while that there is an underlying coherence and profound meaning in an apparently chaotic 

text. As Ranzato comments, the Derveni Commentator sees in the obscurity of the original 

Orphic poem a provocation to the audience to investigate a truth that loves to hide.188 Euripides 

similarly offers a text in which the gods behave in a manner which is paradoxical, apparently 

shameful and confusing, both to other gods as well as to mortals. Although Euripides is writing 

tragedy, different in genre to the original Orphic Poem, the similarity in the time of 

composition, the presentation of the gods, and also the frequent allusion in Euripides to 

cosmological theories and mystery cult, as the Derveni Papyrus chooses to interpret the original 

Orphic Poem, all suggests that it would not be unreasonable to attempt to look for an underlying 

 
186 DP Col. XX, EGP 6, 418; see also Betegh (2004) 356. 
187 See Seaford (1986), pp. 1-26, also Betegh (2004) 178-9, and Finkelberg (2017) 302-5. 
188 Ranzato (2019) 102. This is similar to Torrance, as quoted above, who sees in the arbitrary actions of the 
gods and unsatisfactory conclusions of Euripides’ plays a prompt for the audience to reflect further on 
philosophical and theological issues. See above p. 32, Torrance (2019) 60. 
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cosmological doctrine when reading Euripides, just as the Derveni Commentator attempts to 

expound from the Orphic Poem.  

Building on this point, the fact that Derveni Papyrus unites a number of different areas – 

Material Monism derived from Presocratic thought as a cosmological doctrine, a commentary 

on or explanation of the relationship between riddling traditional stories of the gods and more 

modern Presocratic cosmological doctrines, and also mystery cult – provides further assistance 

in developing a methodology for reading Euripides’ plays. If, as Seaford suggests189, these 

ideas form an intellectual complex in various pieces of literature during this period, it would 

not be unreasonable to argue that if one were to encounter a number of these elements in a text, 

then there is a strong case that the whole complex of these ideas is likely to be responsible for 

the formation of the text, and indeed detectable in the text on a close reading.190 Thus, in the 

case of Euripides, should one encounter prima facie evidence of Presocratic thought, and then 

on top of this encounter instances of the coincidence of opposites or unity in multiplicity in the 

context of the mixture of Presocratic thought, material cosmology, its relationship with 

traditional accounts of the gods, and also mystery cult, then there is a strong argument that the 

portrayal of the coincidence of opposites or unity in multiplicity and these other matters is most 

likely attributable to the impact of Presocratic thought. I shall proceed on this basis when 

dealing with the reading of individual plays of Euripides.  

There is a further point to be made at this stage on the methodology of reading Euripides in the 

light of the Monistic Current. As described above in chapter 1191, earlier scholars such as Nestle 

and Parmentier, when looking at the influence of the Presocratics on Euripides, looked for exact 

textual quotations or allusions. Assaël has a similar tendency. Egli, although highlighting the 

need to look for broad intellectual trends and currents rather than focusing closely just on exact 

textual echoes or allusions, also generally neglected to do so. My intention, following Egli and 

also the ideas of the School of Sourvinou-Inwood, again as described in chapter 1, is to read 

 
189 Seaford, citing the Derveni Papyrus, argues that this nexus between Presocratic cosmological doctrines, 
mystery cult, coincidence of opposites and riddling style can be seen in a number of dramatic and 
philosophical texts in the fifth century BC, including the tragedians. I do not need to take a position on 
Seaford’s discussion of whether the tendency to find unities in opposites originally arose in mystery cult and 
then influenced Presocratic thinkers such as Heraclitus. The main point is that these various ideas form an 
intellectual complex which can be seen in various pieces of literature during the period: Seaford (1994) 282-4. 
190 The value of using the Derveni Papyrus to aid the understanding of the combined currents of mystery cult 
and material philosophy surrounding the later plays of Euripides has recently been stressed by Scodel (2007). 
The idea, from the angle of using the Bacchae to better understand the Derveni Papyrus, has also been 
proposed by Santamaria (2010). 
191 See above, p. 33-4. 
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Euripides with a particular focus on broad trends and ideas.192 I shall not neglect to point to 

evidence of apparent close references to Presocratic texts in Euripides if it should be helpful, 

but my greater concern is to see whether the five broad monistic ideas which I have extracted 

from the Presocratic fragments and evidence are also replicated in a broad way in terms of the 

manner in which the gods are presented, or in which the mortal characters attempt to perceive, 

conceive of, or interact with the gods. It is in this way that we are best able to judge whether 

there has been any profound impact of monistic thought on the way that Euripides presents the 

gods. As many scholars, particularly Lefkowitz, have rightly argued, just because Euripides 

happens to quote material from the Presocratic thinkers, this does not mean that he is quoting 

it with approval, or is quoting it with any other purpose than to undermine the idea, or else 

simply to parade his knowledge. However, if the broad trends of the monistic ideas of the 

Presocratics appear not just in allusions to the fragments, but also seem to be reflected in the 

whole way in which the gods are presented to each other, to the mortal characters and also to 

the audience, then we are on much more certain ground to argue that those monistic Presocratic 

ideas are indeed responsible or connected to the way in which Euripides has chosen to portray 

the gods. Indeed, it is in the context of such broad, structural reflections of ideas that particular 

allusions to Presocratic fragments may gain value as being indicative of the playwright’s 

approbation of the idea, or otherwise appear to illuminate as a commentary the broad monistic 

ideas which are being offered in terms of the general presentation of the gods.  

Melissus 

Melissus’ dates are unclear, but his floruit is likely to have been around 450-440 BC.193 I do 

not propose to go into great detail about all of his arguments, but he is taken to be a later fifth-

century representative of the Eleatic standpoint, articulating ideas of Parmenides but with rather 

greater clarity.  

Melissus argues for a necessary being which is unregenerated and indestructible194, a unity195, 

which is homogenous (“one [that] is alike in every way”)196, unchangeable197, and 

motionless.198 In contrast to Parmenides, he argues for the One to have infinite extension.199 

 
192 See above, p. 29-34.  
193 KRS p. 390. 
194 KRS 525; Simplicius, In Phys. 162, 24.  
195 KRS 531; Simplicius, De Caelo 557, 16.  
196 DK 30A5; KRS 532; On Melissus, Xenophanes, and Gorgias 974a12-14.  
197 KRS 533; Simplicius, In Phys. 111, 18.  
198 KRS 534; Simplicius, In Phys. 116, 6.  
199 KRS 526; Simplicius, In Phys. 29, 22; 109, 20.  
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He is insistent on the deceptive and delusional nature of perception: mortals ascribe reality to 

contrary qualities (e.g. warm and cold, soft and hard, life and death), but because these qualities 

change and become each other this is a sign that they could possess the qualities of eternity or 

reality.200 The perception-based belief that the world is a plurality is not to be accepted.  

Palmer argues that Melissus, in the context of the mid- to late-fifth century, should be regarded 

as an eristic author.201 He puts forward a variety of concepts which can be traced to or bear 

some similarity to Parmenides, but in a more extreme fashion for the sake of generating 

controversy.202 Palmer observes that both Plato and Aristotle treat Melissus distinctly from 

Parmenides, the former with some distance, and the latter with a marked measure of 

contempt.203 As such, this is an indication that ancient authorities considered the approach of 

the two thinkers to have been at variance, with Melissus’ ideas about the consequences of 

monism being more extreme and less compromising than Parmenides, in that Melissus appears 

to have argued that the visible world was a complete illusion, whereas Parmenides that there 

was some means of reconciliation between the world of aletheia and doxa. Melissus’ approach 

caused considerable controversy in his own period. He was one of the principal subjects in the 

treatise of Gorgias, On Nature, or On what is not, whose title appears to be a parody of the title 

of Melissus’ own work, On Nature or On what is. Gorgias’ work constitutes an attack on those 

who attempt to identify a particular entity or group of entities as being essential to all others. 

The schema of Aristotle’s own work, suggests Palmer, in Physics 1.2, appears to be an 

adaptation of Gorgias’ own. As such, Aristotle’s own fourth century discussion is closely 

linked to the developments in arguments over notions of physical science in the latter part of 

the fifth century and is therefore an important testimony to it.  

Palmer also notes in this regard that the later-fifth century thinker Cratylus, who is represented 

in the Platonic dialogues as a partisan of Heraclitus, played a similar eristic role for Heraclitean 

doctrine in the period. He took Heraclitean doctrine to a greater extreme than Heraclitus himself 

and thus obscured some of the essential similarities between the Parmenidean and Heraclitean 

approach, in particular the emphasis on underlying unity. Cratylus’ sophistic rendering of 

Heraclitus’ doctrines may have been the reason for Aristotle’s neglect of Heraclitus’ doctrine 

of the divine logos (Palmer remarks on his “near omission from Physics 1 and Metaphysics 

 
200 KRS 537; Simplicius, De Caelo 558, 21.  
201 Palmer (2009) 216-24. 
202 Palmer quotes Arist. Phys. 1.2. 185a5-12 on this point. 
203 Palmer refers to Arist., Phys. 1.2. 185a5-12 and Plat. Soph. 242. 
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1”), and Aristotle’s greater emphasis on Heraclitus as a thinker who denied the possibility of 

contradiction.204  

Palmer also observes that the controversy over Melissus’ views is apparent in other texts close 

to his period, including Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen (Orat. 10.3), and also in the medical 

texts. Polybus, pupil of Hippocrates (as identified by Aristotle), the author of a treatise on the 

nature of man, refers to Melissus, and says that supporters of Material Monism are inadvertent 

supporters of the absurdities of Melissus.205  

This text, which is tentatively dated to the last third of the fifth century,  is worth discussing in 

a little more detail than Palmer, as it provides an valuable critical response to the Presocratic 

texts which is distinct to the Aristotelian tradition.206 The text complains that listening to the 

discussion about the nature of man (in a material sense) which goes beyond the domain of 

medicine, is of no utility. The author makes it clear that he is referring to the Presocratic 

discussion over material causes by pointing to those discussing “air, fire water, earth, or 

anything else that is not visibly present in man” and that he “leaves those who wish to make 

these discourses to do so”. The author’s discontent results from his observation that the 

authorities who argue about the material nature of man and the world more generally “share 

the same conception, but do not say the same things.” The author claims that the various 

authorities who discuss the material nature of the world all agree that “whatever the thing is 

that is, is one, and that this is the one and the whole” but “they do not agree with regard to the 

words” for one argues that the whole is air, another water, another earth, another fire, and that 

each adduces proofs which seem to support their own views, but which are worth nothing. The 

author depicts the question as one which is actively discussed amongst his immediate 

contemporaries, and is not just one which harks back to a much earlier, Milesian age. The best 

way to know that these thinkers “know nothing”, he says “is to be present when they argue 

against each other: for when the same men argue against each other before the same listeners, 

the same man never wins the discussion three times in a row, but one time this man wins, 

another time that one, another time someone whose tongue happens to flow most fluently 

toward the crowd.”207 

 
204 Palmer (2009) 344. 
205 Arist., HA 3.3.512b12; Nat. Hom. 6.1.9-13, 22-5. 
206 EGP 6, 299. 
207 EGP 6, 312-4, T6 (>30 A6) Hipp. Nat. Hom. 1 
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As such, this text strongly suggests that the ideas put forward by the early Presocratic thinkers 

were a matter for live and frequent debate during the latter part of the fifth century, and that 

each of the early thinkers had many adherents whose names are not known to us. It is also 

strong evidence that in this period, the earlier thinkers were given a material monist 

interpretation.  

Other Minor Authorities 

In this context, there are some other minor thinkers from the fifth century whose names are 

known, and whose fragments or testimonia indicate that the concepts outlined in the Monistic 

Current were still accepted by some during the period, and were also a matter of debate amongst 

others. 

Hippo of Samos, whose floruit is fixed in the middle or latter part of the fifth century208, 

pursued a material monistic doctrine. His literary remains are particularly scanty. However, 

there is enough to show that he considered water to be the first principle, from which fire was 

generated, and then from these the world order was constituted.209 He also, like Thales, seems 

to have argued for a connection between water and the soul, and according to Aristotle, asserted 

that the soul was water.210 Aristotle considered Hippo to have been a less substantial thinker 

than the earlier Ionians211, but some argue, as mentioned earlier, that Hippo may have been one 

of the means of transmission for the ideas of Thales to Aristotle.212 It is notable that he had a 

reputation of being an atheist on account of his adherence to the notion of water as being the 

first principle213, and that a late tradition stated that he considered himself to have been 

immortalised or had gained divine status upon his death.214  

Hippasus of Metapontum, like Hippo of Samos, is another minor figure whose floruit belongs 

to some point in the fifth century. Although counted as a Pythagorean215, he is credited with 

the belief that the arche was material, and that he believed it was fire. Aristotle mentions 

Hippasus, on account of this belief, along with Heraclitus.216   

 
208 EGP 5, 772. 
209 EGP 5, 778 D1 (Hipp., Ref. 1.16); D2, (Simplicius, In Phys. 23.22). 
210 EGP 5, 781 D6 (Arist., On the Soul 1.2 405b1-5). 
211 EGP 5, 795 R1 (Arist., Metaphys. A3 984a3-5). 
212 O’Grady (2004) 15-16. 
213 EGP 5, 796 R3 (Simplicius, In Phys. 23.22). 
214 EGP 5, 796 R6 (Alexander of Aphrodisias, In Metaph. 27.1-4). 
215 Sext. Emp., Ad Phys. 1.361. 
216 Arist., Metaphys. 1.3. 984a7-8. 
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Despite the disdain of the Hippocratic author of De Natura Hominis for the contemporary 

discussions surrounding Presocratic thought, as discussed above, there are strong and extensive 

traces of Presocratic, and particularly Heraclitean thought in the Hippocratic corpus from the 

late fifth century.217 This can include verbal reminiscences, for example “All these things are 

one nature and not one; all these things are many natures and one”.218 However, this influence 

can also go as far as cosmological discussions relevant to the ordering of the body, for example 

a statement that fire ordered the body after the model of the universe219, or a cosmology based 

on heat, which appears to make heat analogous to the greatest god of Xenophanes.220 

Conclusion  

The Milesian thinkers inaugurated a materialist trend of thought over the course of the sixth 

century, which held Material Monism as a central tenet. Their thought was a reflection of and 

connected to developing ideas in Orphic religion and mystery cult. This strain of thought 

accounted for the cosmogony and cosmology of the universe in material terms (albeit with 

some variations of approach), and attributed the character of original divinity to the material 

universe. It recognised that there was an inherent difficulty in perceiving the real nature of the 

essential material universe behind what was apparent to the perception of mortals, and often 

suggested that things which appeared to be contraries in the mortal world of perception in fact 

denoted a unity in the essential world of real being.  

Despite the development of different approaches and concerns over the fifth century, including 

the rise of pluralist approaches and atomism, the Monistic Current of thought was still present 

and active during the latter part of the fifth century during Euripides’ floruit, and hence capable 

of influencing his own work. I shall proceed to argue that these monistic ideas, which offer a 

paradoxical vision of the divine, are reflected by Euripides in his treatment of the gods.    

 
217 Van Der Eijk (2008) 392-3. 
218 EGP 6, 340 T12 (<22 C2) Hipp., Nutrim [17]. 
219 EGP 6, 328 T9 Hipp., Vict. 10-11. 
220 EGP 6, 334-6 T11 (>64 C3) Hipp., Carn. 1-3. 



 

85 
 

Chapter 3 : The Bacchae 
 

Introduction 

In the following chapters, I shall analyse individual plays of Euripides in an effort to prove my 

approach. In each chapter, I propose to follow a similar plan. I shall begin with an overview of 

the previous scholarly work on Presocratic influences on the play in question. This will be 

followed by my own interpretation of the play in the light of the Monistic current, and a 

discussion, with a close reading of the texts based on the methodology discussed in Chapter 2, 

of how the ideas posited in the Monistic Current may be observed in the Euripidean text.  

The Bacchae: Previous responses and general treatment  

Despite the clear potential that the Bacchae has to be understood in the context of earlier trends 

of Presocratic and material philosophy, the field remains relatively underexplored. Parmentier, 

in his early discussion of Euripides and Anaxagoras, surprisingly omitted discussion of the 

Bacchae altogether.1 Dodds does touch on the question of connections between the Bacchae 

and Presocratic thought after a tangential fashion, discussing whether there is any connection 

between the Orphic movement and the Bacchae; he concludes that some vital themes are 

missing that would establish the connection, but that the Bacchae goes behind Orphism “to the 

more primitive stuff of which it is made”.2 Seaford touches on this aspect of the Bacchae in 

various parts of his work3, but this never becomes his specific focus, even in his commentary 

on the Bacchae, despite some references to the Presocratic background.4 Seaford’s focus, with 

regard to the intellectual and religious background of the Bacchae, is on its connections with 

the practice of mystery cult, although he certainly maintains the intimate intellectual 

connections between the concept of unity in opposites in the cosmological field of Presocratic 

thought and mystery cult.  

Responses to the Bacchae which do incorporate more in-depth discussions about the 

Presocratic and material philosophic background tend to concentrate on the character of 

Tiresias and the explanations he gives of the origins and significance of the Dionysiac cult in 

dialogue with Pentheus and Cadmus (170-370). A number of scholars discuss the sophistic 

 
1 Parmentier (1892). 
2 Dodds (1940) 160. 
3 See particularly Seaford (1986) 22. 
4 Seaford (2007) 43-4. 
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elements of his discourse, in particular the use of rationalistic explanations and etymology to 

analyse and expound myths, and cite the potential similarities with other fifth-century thinkers 

in the Sophistic Movement such as Protagoras, Prodicus and Democritus.5 Much of the debate 

on Tiresias centres on the question of to what extent Euripides’ characterisation of Tiresias 

stands as a satire of the sophistic approach of the fifth century6, and to what extent Tiresias’ 

explanation of the Dionysiac cult falls short of the full conception of the cult as expressed 

throughout the Bacchae as a whole.7 Roth and Santamaria argue that Tiresias should be seen 

as a close reflection of rationalising and intellectual methods used by priests (manteis) of the 

fifth century. Segal contends that Euripides’ portrayal suggests not only a “trace of senility,” 

but also the incapacity of Tiresias to “encase” the elusive and dynamic nature of Dionysus in 

static language and explanations.8 Assaël’s main focus on the Bacchae is similar, suggesting 

that Tiresias is an emblem of inadequate and vain attempts, springing from the approach of the 

Sophistic Movement, to come to a true knowledge of the god.9 Egli makes an exhaustive 

analysis of references to Presocratic fragments in the speech of Tiresias, and concludes by 

arguing that Euripides appears to be playing a game, where the various textual sources appear 

to be in such tension with each other that the various approaches offered by them lose any claim 

to truth.10 By contrast, Rohdich argues that Tiresias does possess a genuine sense of the 

mythical reality of the god.11 There will be further discussion of the role of Tiresias later in this 

chapter, but it is useful to outline this debate here since it also forms the context for analysis of 

the strands of material and Presocratic philosophy which occur in his speeches. A number of 

commentators suggest that the connection made by Tiresias between Demeter and the dry, and 

Dionysus and the wet (275-9) finds it origin in materialist Presocratic thought.12 Segal argues 

that this argument of Tiresias “reduces” the plenitude of the Dionysiac reality.13 Papadopolou 

says that “Teiresias fails to understand the whole function of Dionysus; he appears on stage as 

a prophet but does not speak as such,”14 whereas Seaford and Santamaria do not see these 

 
5 For example, Roth (1984), Segal (1997) 294, Santamaria (2010) 679-80, Lefkowitz (2003) 180. 
6 Winnington-Ingram (1984) 48; also Winnington-Ingram (1969).  
7 Segal (1997) 294-8. 
8 Segal (1997) 298. 
9 Assaël (2001) 131-49. 
10 Egli (2003) 138-46. 
11 Rohdich (1968) 143. 
12 Santamaria (2012) 680, Seaford (1986) 22, Seaford (1997) ad loc 274-85; see also Lloyd (1964) 92-100. 
13 See also Lefkowitz (2003) 109. 
14 Papadopolou (2001) 29. 
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materialist allusions as being contrary to contemporary mystery cult practices which reveal, 

through an initially riddling manner, profound truths.  

Reynolds-Warnhoff makes a particularly useful contribution to this line of discussion in her 

discussion of the meaning of τὸ σοφόν in the Bacchae.15 It is in essence, she argues, connected 

to the capacity to interpret duality. Her main focus is on the duality which is one of the principal 

themes of Tiresias’ discourse, that is the reconciliation of the apparently new religion of 

Dionysus with ancient beliefs and customs. However, this may also be, by extension, a part of 

“the conjunction of opposing forces which is an integral part of Bacchae.”16 Dionysus is truly 

σοφός, whereas Pentheus, despite his protestations, is not. For humans, τὸ σοφόν is something 

that is reached by their own endeavours, but which does not contradict received beliefs or ideas 

which are appropriate for mortals to hold. In this context, she also importantly notes the 

connections of the concepts with mystery cult and with Presocratic thought. She notes the 

frequent occurrence of words connected with happiness and blessedness in connection with 

references to wisdom or τὸ σοφόν in the Bacchae, and points out that known formulas of 

mystery initiation contain a similar connection, and that the idea of τὸ σοφόν in the Bacchae is 

likely to represent in particular the wisdom belonging to the initiates of the Dionysiac cult, of 

which Tiresias is a dramatic representative.17 She also observes, significantly, that the only 

known uses of the term τὸ σοφόν outside comedy known before Euripides occur in Heraclitus. 

She shows that they are intimately connected either with the perception of the divine unity of 

all things, or indeed the divine unity of all things in itself, and she mentions in this connection 

Reinhardt’s comment “that the Heraclitean ‘principle’ corresponding, for example, to 

Anaximander’s τὸ ἄπειρον and Parmenides’ τὸ ὄν was not fire but τὸ σοφόν.”18 My own 

reading will build on these important observations, and have the merit of demonstrating their 

relevance to the Bacchae as a whole.  

In sum, despite the work which has already been done, there is room to develop a much more 

detailed analysis of the Presocratic resonances in the Bacchae. In this discussion of earlier 

responses, it would also be appropriate at this point to take into account some of the other many 

recently-developed treatments of the Bacchae which do not consider the material and 

 
15 Reynolds-Warnhoff (1997) particularly 82-92. 
16 Reynolds-Warnhoff (1997) 92. It should be observed that σοφός and its cognates have other meanings and 
resonances elsewhere in the Euripidean corpus. See Wright (2017) 20, referring to Origa (2007).  
17 Reynolds-Warnhoff (1997) 81, 100. 
18 Reynolds-Warnhoff (1997) 101-2. 
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Presocratic background in any significant way, but which may also support, and indeed find 

support from a Presocratic reading. 

My own analysis, resting on the notion of the Monistic Current, argues for the idea of the 

manifestation of divinity in a unity of opposites, or unity in multiplicity. Segal’s conception of 

Dionysiac poetics, which fully develops the idea of Dionysus as a god of the “coincidence of 

opposites”, “liminality”, and “paradox” in a number of contexts, fits well with the argument 

advanced in this thesis.19 My arguments lend further support to the work of Segal by connecting 

this conception of the Bacchae more fully to the philosophical context of the period. Segal’s 

work extends into post-modern notions of meta-tragedy, where the play itself uses the 

paradoxical and liminal god Dionysus to reflect the “paradoxical nature of tragedy.” In this 

approach, the tragedy itself is a meditation on the concepts that by creating illusion, tragedy is 

able to convey truth, and by “causing us to lose ourselves it gives us a deeper sense of 

ourselves”.20 The drama not only contains breakdowns in conceptual opposites such as sanctity 

and defilement, savage and non-savage, but also develops a breakdown between formerly rigid 

concepts of theatre.21 Dionysus is a character in the drama, but he also performs the role of a 

director in his marshalling and dressing of Pentheus; Pentheus himself, again a character, also 

becomes as if a member of the audience intruding into the celebration of the mysteries.22 A 

meta-tragic reading with notions of the breakdown of opposites, the undermining of ordinary 

and rigid boundaries and categories, the multiplicities in the manifestations of the god, and the 

idea of the presence of the divinity in its absence23, finds a number of close analogies with a 

Presocratic approach, and thus lends the meta-tragic reading at the very least implicit and 

ideological, if not explicit support, against those who have argued that there are no foundations 

for the meta-tragic reading.24  

Segal argues that different but analogous approaches to the Bacchae may be complementary, 

and, taken together, act to remedy the deficiencies of each other. In one article he applies this 

idea with reference to structuralist and psychological readings of the Bacchae.25 My own 

 
19 Segal (1992) specifically 51, 83, 176, 312, 342 sed et passim. See also Heinrichs (1990) 258; Reynolds-
Warnhoff (1997) 88. These ideas trace their genesis originally to Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy (1872) ss 1-
10.  
20 Segal (1992) 216. See also Barrett (1997). 
21 Segal (1992) 10. 
22 Segal (1992) 225. 
23 Segal (1992) 230-7. 
24 For example Radke (2007). 
25 Segal (1978). 
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argument, which sees the Bacchae as an attempt by cultural means to mediate the logical 

contradictions between the human and divine worlds (particularly with regard to the human 

perception of the divine,) could be seen ultimately as falling under the structuralist approach. 

In doing so, it goes beyond Segal in this regard by appealing to the earlier and also 

contemporary philosophical contexts, but confirms many of the notions advanced by Segal 

from the structuralist readings, in particular Dionysus as being a “threat to that system of 

polarities on which Pentheus' rigid, authoritarian order rests.”26 Nonetheless, by extension of 

Segal’s argument as expressed in the 1978 article, there are aspects of my own reading which 

complement a psychological reading and which again arguably give it greater connection to 

the contemporary philosophical and intellectual context. Segal outlines a psychological 

approach in the same article in which he proposes that “the Bacchae presents a son's fantasy-

solution to his Oedipal rivalry with his father”. The vigorous, biological and sexual paternal 

figure who would otherwise guide Pentheus successfully through the challenge of being an 

ephebe through to adulthood (in essence, through an initiation) is absent.27 Pentheus, without 

this guidance, attempts to act as an adult holder of royal kratos, but gravitates back towards an 

infantile dependence on his mother Agave. This tension, which represents a failure to progress 

and which represents an “impossible fantasy solution”, leads to “his death by dismemberment, 

his psychic as well as physical disintegration.”28 This approach finds parallels in my own, 

where Pentheus is incapable of passing from an infantile and uninitiated state in which he is 

dependent on false oppositions, to an initiated state where he rightly perceives the divine in the 

unity of all things and as such is capable of progressing to adulthood and exercising secure 

power. His maintenance in the uninitiated state leads to his disintegration.  

The Bacchae and the Monistic Current  

The Bacchae: a Monistic Interpretation 

It would be fitting at the start of this discussion, before a detailed analysis of the Bacchae and 

the Monistic Current, to offer a general understanding of the play which will be in accordance 

with the wider arguments. The Bacchae, I would argue, clothes the monistic Presocratic ideas 

of the unity of all things and their divinity in the character of Dionysus. The plot narrates the 

means whereby the divinity inherent in Dionysus is made manifest and comprehensible to 

mortals who have a perception which is accustomed to perceiving only that which is bounded 

 
26 Segal (1978) 141. 
27 See Winkler (1985), Segal (1992) 165, 379-80 and others.  
28 Segal (1978) 141. 
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and finite. Mortals comprehend the divinity of Dionysus, and hence the material monism which 

underlies his divinity, by the acceptance of the frequent unities of opposites and multiplicities 

which Dionysus brings in his train. In all of these multiplicities generated by the presence of 

Dionysus are seen the five ideas of the Monistic Current.  

The play also offers, in the person of Pentheus, the progress of a person who fails to transcend 

the trammels of finite perception. Unlike others, he rejects the manifestation of the divine in 

the unities of opposites or multiplicities, and is unable to grasp the divine unity which underlies 

all things. As a result, he is broken both physically and psychologically by the opposites and 

multiplicities which he refuses, through an acceptance of Dionysus, to transcend. The 

contrasting natures of Pentheus and Dionysus offer a reflection on the difficulties of perceiving 

the divine in a monistic universe, as described in chapter 2.29 

This reading finds a close parallel, given the connection expressed between mystery cult 

initiation and Presocratic thought as demonstrated by means of the Derveni Papyrus, in the 

ideas put forward by Roux30 and later reinforced by Gregory31, which suggest that the focus of 

the reader should not be on notions of Pentheus’ “deviance” or “immaturity” (indeed, Gregory 

calls into question whether it is appropriate to see these qualities in Pentheus), but rather on the 

fact that his death is as a result of his transgression of the Bacchic mysteries, and that this motif 

should focus one’s response to the tragedy towards a concern with the “nature, varieties and 

scope of human perception”.32 Pentheus does not undergo initiation, because he maintains his 

fixation on the finite, and refuses to accept the coincidence of opposites as being essential to 

the perception of the divine. By contrast, those who are properly initiated make this acceptance. 

Thus, the concept of initiation in the Bacchae is vitally important as a vehicle for dealing with 

the question of how the human and finite deals with the divine and infinite as summated in the 

Monistic Current.  

This approach has a number of parallels to the structuralist and psychological readings outlined 

above. It also adds to and supports the ideas put forward by Seaford and others that the Bacchae 

can be seen as a play which portrays a failed initiation, although it does not go so far as to make 

the claims of Seaford about the political nature of the play regarding the annihilation of the 

royal family and the democratic nature of the cult (albeit the ideas do not stand in opposition).  

 
29 See above, p. 66-8. 
30 Roux (1972) 37. 
31 Gregory (1985). 
32 Gregory (1985) 23; Weinstein (2008) 12. 
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Discussion of the Bacchae and the Monistic Current  

As stated above, epiphany is a constant theme of the Bacchae. Dionysus has come to make 

himself a visible god for mankind (22). As Pentheus fights against him as regards the cult, 

Dionysus will show himself to him born as a god (47). To defend his mother, Semele, he will 

appear to mortals as the god she bore to Zeus (41). After dealing with Thebes, he will go to 

other countries to show himself (49). Dionysus calls on the chorus, at the end of the prologue, 

to beat the drums so that the city of Cadmus sees (61), connecting an instrument of mystery 

cult, the drums, with the enablement of his epiphany to Thebes.  

A further theme, intimately connected to this, is the idea of the manifestation of Dionysus, 

using the mystery rites as a vehicle. It would be uncontroversial to state that the Bacchae treats 

of the subject of mystery cult at length. Dionysus describes the establishment of his initiations 

(21), and says that the city of Thebes must learn, even against its own wishes, what it is to be 

uninitiated into his mysteries (39-40). Dionysus takes the guise of a human initiate who has 

been initiated into the Dionysiac rites by Dionysus himself (466), and it is the desire of 

Pentheus to see the mystery rites although uninitiated (811, 912). Throughout the text, there is 

dense allusion to images drawn from mystery initiation rites.33 

The question of how Dionysus is to be perceived, and the effect that he has on the perception 

of the mortal characters is a development of this theme, and continues throughout the text. I 

shall elaborate on this point shortly.  

From what has been said about the Derveni Papyrus, and the consequent discussion of a 

methodology for reading Euripides – the treatment of mystery cult in the Bacchae, the allusions 

to Presocratic materialist ideas, and the frequent occurrences of the unity of opposites, prima 

facie allow for an argument to be proposed that monistic Presocratic ideas inherent in 

contemporary notions of mystery cult are also present in Euripides’ text. However, it is 

requisite to go beyond this and suggest that the individual notions within the Monistic Current 

are also present in the text. I should emphasise that in terms of arguing for the presence of these 

ideas it is difficult to dissociate them from each other, given that one idea necessarily follows 

on from another so closely. The existence of an underlying unity (the first postulate) entails the 

idea that all material things belong to this unity (the second postulate), and that the underlying 

unity produces things in the visible material world which are ostensibly opposite (the third 

 
33 See especially Seaford (1981). 
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postulate) and so on. One piece of evidence might serve to uphold a number of these postulates 

all at once, or at first sight only one postulate but then by extension the rest. Thus, in the 

evidence I shall present, it will be unavoidable to mingle different points of evidence and 

different postulates in the discussion.  

First is the idea of the single unity of the underlying substance. It was argued above that the 

Derveni Commentator propounded the mysteries as holding to a monistic and pantheistic world 

view.34 This was predicated in particular on the Orphic lines stating that “Zeus [is] the head, 

Zeus the middle, and by Zeus all things are made.” From a “scientific” viewpoint, air was taken 

as being the first material principle, which also bore the name “Zeus”. From air, or Zeus, were 

derived all things in the material world order. All material things not only arose from but were 

liable to be returned to the undifferentiated material first principle.  

Reference has already been made to the speech of Tiresias as, prima facie, encapsulating a 

contemporary materialist approach to understanding the gods. Demeter is portrayed as being 

responsible for dried food, and Dionysus is the discoverer of liquid food, and is thus a 

benefactor for mankind (266). Dionysus becomes as the physical material of the wine, “poured 

out for the gods, although himself a god”. Likewise of relevance in Tiresias’ speech is his 

treatment of the apparent allegory of Dionysus’ birth, where a piece of the air is held as a 

hostage for Dionysus, an idea which might allude to the ideas of Diogenes. However, despite 

the fact that there are clear allusions to materialist and Presocratic ideas, it is necessary to spend 

some time discussing further how this speech should be understood in the wider context of the 

drama.  

As outlined above, there is a divergence of opinion amongst scholars over the value to be 

assigned to Tiresias’ exposition of Dionysus’ nature. Segal argues that Tiresias’ speech fails to 

encapsulate the whole nature of Dionysus, and verges on mockery of the character and the 

ideas expressed. Rohdich, Santamaria, and Seaford disagree on this point, and Reynolds-

Warnhoff goes further, arguing that the speech of Tiresias encapsulates ideas which belonged 

to Dionysiac initiates of the period. These include the reconciliation of “dualities”, and the 

attainment of τὸ σοφόν, which is related to the capacity to interpret dualities, and which is also 

related to the first principles of earlier Presocratic thinkers, including Heraclitus, Anaximander 

and Parmenides.  

 
34 See above, p. 73-8.  
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I would argue that Segal has erred in his assessment of Tiresias. If anything, contrary to Segal’s 

assessment, Tiresias is alive to the difficulties of a rigid description of the nature and powers 

of Dionysus. As Reynolds-Warnhoff describes, Tiresias’ advocacy of the god comes in the 

reconciliation of dualities. Reynolds-Warnhoff pays particular attention to Tiresias’ seeing the 

god both as new, but also not inimical to the ancient and received religious order. However, 

one can go further than Reynolds-Warnhoff in pointing to the variety of dualities that Tiresias 

sees as being reconciled in the person of Dionysus. Dionysus is both a god and an offering to 

the gods (284). Although a god, he has been a hostage to another deity, Hera (296-7). 

Conventional rule, or mastery (κράτος), has no power over humans (310). A different kind of 

power obtains, where an army in battle order can be scattered without resort to weapons (303-

4). Even in the midst of Bacchanals, women are pure and not corrupted (316-7). More than 

this, Tiresias alludes to the reconciliation between Dionysus and Apollo by the presence of the 

former and his cult worship at Delphi, which was first attested during this period in the fifth 

century.35 On this basis, we can begin by saying that Tiresias is not, in terms of the ideas that 

he expressed about Dionysus and divinity, anomalous or an outlier in terms of the play. He 

expresses and attempts to mediate these structural dualities in a manner which can be seen 

further throughout the play, as I shall discuss further below.  

Moreover, he attempts to advance a discussion on the nature of Dionysus and the divine, as has 

been noted by various commentators, by resort to methods similar to those used by the 

commentator in the Derveni Papyrus. Tiresias uses allegory as a tool to make sense of the 

stories of Dionysus’ birth and being sewed in the thigh of Zeus. He also uses an examination 

of etymology in the course of his exposition of the story (285-297). As with the author of the 

Derveni Papyrus, Tiresias’ exposition is based on finding a material basis for the essential 

nature of the god. And despite seeing Dionysus as having a basis in the material world, this 

does not deprive the god of the aura of divinity. Although there is a dissonance between the 

idea of locating the essence of the god in the purely material, his nature transcends this so that 

he still demands worship, and his essential power is such that, even though it is born of 

elemental force and acts in the way it does because of its material capacity, it still retains the 

air of active and personal agency. In this way, Tiresias is effecting a further reconciliation 

between two sides of a duality in the understanding of the nature of the god. It should be 

 
35 Seaford (1997) ad loc.  
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stressed that all of this, as Reynolds-Warnhoff comments and as I have already referred to 

above, is the sort of wisdom likely to represent the wisdom belonging to Dionysiac initiates.  

A problem with the argument is that Tiresias, although representing Dionysus as a material 

principle after the manner of the Derveni Commentator, does not represent Dionysus as being 

the sole material principle, but rather as being one of two principles (τὰ πρῶτ᾽ ἐν ἀνθρώποισι, 

275) alongside Demeter, who represents earth, or the dry principle (275-7). It could be argued 

that this somewhat undermines the idea being propounded that the Bacchae represents 

Dionysus as a principle of the complete underlying unity of all things, if Tiresias is taken as 

being a representative of this view. In response, it may be helpful to refer to the funerary gold 

tablets belonging to mystery initiates (e.g. the gold tablets from Pelinna, some of which are 

contemporary to the Derveni Papyrus, others later, and of a wider geographical spread) which 

show, particularly in the context of a number of initiatory rites and those under Orphic 

influence, a profound syncretism between Dionysus and Demeter, as if, in some cases, they 

could be seen as equal paths towards a similar objective.36 Seaford also observes in his 

commentary the general association in the mysteries between Dionysus and Demeter.37 On this 

basis, it is possible to argue that Tiresias, as the representative of the wisdom of the Dionysiac 

initiate, is likely to refer to Demeter in any discussion of Dionysus, but such a reference does 

not preclude the idea of the god representing a single underlying unity. Indeed, in spite of 

Segal’s view, Tiresias’ reference to both deities may represent a further striving to reconcile 

the dualities of the divine nature.  

In sum, I would argue that Tiresias should be understood as a representative of the idea that 

Dionysus ought to be seen as the principle of the underlying unity of all things, and that he 

does so in the guise of a mystery seer after the fashion of the Derveni Papyrus commentator, 

propounding a doctrine based on the material philosophy of the Presocratics. Indeed, one might 

even suggest that the relationship between Tiresias and the broader action of the play (and in 

particular the appearances of Dionysus) is as that between the Derveni Commentator and the 

Orphic Poem. He is offering a commentary, like the Derveni Commentator, on the strange and 

potentially shameful stories about the gods, using ideas drawn from Presocratic materialist 

philosophy to interpret them, and relating this interpretation to mystery cult. I would argue that 

 
36 See Ferrari and Prauscello (2007); also Parker and Stamatopoulou (2004); Currie (2005) 395-7, Allan (2004) 
142-6, Tsantsanoglou and Parassoglou (1987). For the text of the Pelinna Tables, the syncretism is particularly 
visible in the D group; see tablets D1-5 in Edmonds (2011) 36-9.  
37 Seaford, ad 274-85, citing Graf (2007) 40-78, and Merkelbach (1998) 31-2. 
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the structure of this relationship between Tiresias and the divine material in the drama, which 

he interprets, offers Tiresias a position of privilege. His early presentation as an interpreter, in 

the mould of a religious expert with privileged knowledge, such as the Derveni Commentator, 

encourages the audience to see the further divine happenings in the play through this filter, and 

to interpret it accordingly. Pentheus, who fails to do this, condemns himself to 

misunderstanding the divine underlying nature of all things. He prevents himself from grasping 

Tiresias’ mystic τὸ σοφόν – the only level of perception at which unity and transcendence of 

the impermanent can be grasped – and consigns himself, like a failed initiate, to an ultimate 

disintegration at the hands of a world which, at the level of finite perception, is a multiplicity 

and impermanent.38  

We return from the specific discussion about Tiresias to a discussion of the idea of the single 

underlying substance in the Bacchae. Of especial relevance to this point are the reports from 

the Chorus, and also of the Messenger, about the phenomena seen around the Bacchants in the 

mountains. The Chorus declares that the presence of Dionysus is liable to alter the substance 

of the earth. The earth may give forth milk, wine or honey (143). These phenomena are 

confirmed by the report of the Messenger (704-712) who sees them taking place amongst the 

Bacchants in the mountains. The presence of the god is associated, at the very least, with 

physical transformation. This approach to understanding the transformations reported by the 

Messenger makes an effective response to the premises and arguments of MacLeod, who holds 

that it is not clear how the episodes reported by the Messenger here fit into the overall narrative 

of the play to that moment, and that parallels with other parts of the play and this messenger 

speech are “fragmentary and disjointed.”39 There is no suggestion in either passage that these 

particular transformations are as a result of madness or delusion – the presence of the god can 

bring about a physical alteration in the state of matter. It must be remembered on this point that 

Buxton and De Jong have called into question the credibility of the account of the messengers 

on the grounds that as narrators, they stand too “firmly within the drama” and that their 

narratives are deeply coloured by their involvement, emotion and rhetoric.40 Both hold that the 

 
38 It is instructive to note the comment of Parker (1999, 19) in his analysis of the ways in which the gods are 
represented in the tragedies of Sophocles, that “real insight into the will of the gods in Sophocles comes only 
from the interpretation by oracles and seers embedded in the plays.” The comparison between the gods in 
Sophocles and the gods in Euripides is outside the scope of this thesis, but Parker’s observation may offer 
weight to the argument that in fifth-century tragedy more generally particular credence should be given to the 
insight offered by oracles and seers.  
39 MacLeod (2006). 
40 Buxton (1991) 46. 
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narrative of the messengers should not be regarded as a privileged form of discourse.41 

However, as Barrett argues in the case of both messenger speeches, the narrative of the First 

Messenger should be treated as privileged and trustworthy, basing his arguments on the fact 

that, contrary to Buxton and De Jong, the First Messenger has ‘a freedom of movement within 

the scene he describes that is clearly the province of one not confined by the limits placed on a 

“real” eyewitness…’ and as such ‘his virtually disembodied presence at that scene recall the 

narrative practice of the epic bard.’42 The institution of the messenger speech, he also observes, 

should be seen in the context of the metatheatrical reading – the messengers are spectators 

within the text, who act as an audience themselves and also mediate between the drama of the 

Dionysiac rites and the audience in the theatre (just as Segal identifies Dionysus in the play as 

a “poet-director” who directs the Bacchants as actors in roles they have to play in the Dionysiac 

rites)43; thus, the credibility assigned to the role of Messenger is a necessary part in the 

consideration of spectatorship which belongs to the metatheatrical approach.44  

Such interchangeability of physical appearances as described in the first messenger speech is 

not incontrovertible evidence of matter being a unity. It is well within the realms of traditional 

divine capacity in Greek tradition to be able to change the material appearance of something, 

particularly at a divine command. However, as suggested above, the transformations here have 

a rather different quality to those which one might find in Homer (e.g. Athene changing the 

appearance of Odysseus). The transformations represented in the Bacchae have a quality which 

is more spontaneous – they do not happen as part of the reasoned intention of the god to achieve 

an end, but are indeed spontaneous expressions of his essential quality. The transformation of 

matter in Dionysus’ presence has the character of an inescapable physical process. The 

perception of the god’s presence includes an awareness of the mutability of matter. The notion 

that matter is formed of an essential unity is at least one cogent explanation for its capacity to 

change its apparent forms. 

In support of this argument is the fashion in which inanimate objects appear to have the capacity 

to be animated by the presence of the god, and like humans or animate creatures to take place 

in the Bacchic dances. The whole mountain and the wild beasts take part in the Bacchanal 

(723). Likewise, the chorus declare that the “whole land” will dance when Dionysus leads the 

 
41 De Jong (1991) 63-4. 
42 Barrett (1998) 348. 
43 Segal (1992) 225. 
44 Barrett (1998) 354-5. 
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thiasoi to the mountains (113). The phrasing of 791 suggests that the mountains themselves are 

joyfully crying.45  

Similar in character is the fashion of the destruction of Pentheus’ palace. Preparatory to any 

discussion of this section, it is necessary to consider the vexed question of whether the audience 

sees a physical destruction of the palace on stage, or whether the destruction is merely narrated 

or else evoked by a small number of stage effects; and if either of the latter, whether this 

suggests that the destruction is only an imaginary matter symptomatic of a delusion on the part 

of the characters, or else that the characters apprehend what is a genuine destruction of the 

palace.46 The latter would suggest a different understanding of the play, where the power of 

Dionysus resides more in the capacity to delude, rather than in anything which belongs to the 

realm of physical material. The importance of attempting to come to a position on the question 

is emphasised by the debate between Goldhill and Wiles, the former who argued that it is 

beyond our ability to determine aspects of the play beyond the text, and the latter who accused 

Goldhill of laying too much emphasis on the text, and of failing to remember that plays were 

written to be experienced in the theatrical context, rather than as pieces of literature which are 

simply read.47  

Whilst one must acknowledge the point of Wiles, one is sympathetic to the approach of 

Goldhill. Our capacity to discuss the question is indeed hampered by a lack of certain 

knowledge about the fine details of the technology of stage practice at this period. As Seaford 

says in his commentary, questions about the staging at this point are “unanswerable”.48 The 

argument about what specifically may have been done on stage is long standing. As early as 

1908, Norwood argued that the palace miracle was not a real happening on the stage, but that 

it was worked upon the characters by means of hypnotism.49 Grube, by contrast, suggested that 

the scene represented a reality, and required “no more special effects than could easily be 

staged.”50 In practical terms, he writes, it may be only understood that a part of the palace had 

 
45 Perhaps the only earlier instances of a similar occurrence in Homer is Poseidon’s riding above the sea with 
the consequent apparent animation of the sea and its creatures (Il. 13, 18-29), as discussed in Longinus On the 
Sublime, ch. 9, or else the flowering of the earth at the lovemaking of Zeus and Hera (Il. 14, 346-52). However, 
these seem to be rare phenomena in the Homeric epics – divine effects on the earth otherwise appear to be 
caused by intention rather than as a sheer effect of the numinous presence of the god. This again shows the 
contrast between the Homeric treatment of the divine, and Euripides’ treatment of it.  
46 There is an overview of the debate in Segal (1992) 219-20. 
47 Goldhill (1986) 280-86; Wiles (1978) 146. 
48 Seaford (1997) ad 576-641. 
49 Norwood (1908) 37-48; also (1954) 281-2. 
50 Grube (1935) 37. 
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collapsed, and that the effect could be achieved simply: “A couple of columns crashing down 

inside the stables would be quite enough…”51 Castellani, in a similar vein but more elaborately, 

argues for the reality of the portrayal: “The stage business ought to include a minor but 

conspicuous and threatening alteration of the skene-building's facade, accompanied, no doubt, 

by violent choreography and music.”52 Arnott also argued that the scene should be understood 

as a real happening, but that the reality was conveyed by the simple fact that it was so described 

by the characters. The convention, he maintained, was that audiences “pictured the setting from 

the dramatist’s words” and that the words must be accepted as such.53  

A reconciliation of and an advance on these arguments is made by Fisher, who takes fully into 

account the wider occurrences of a palace destruction and related motifs in the context of divine 

epiphanies and the relation of Dionysiac myth.54 Fisher points out in other works “that 

earthquakes were normally depicted as accompanying a miraculous epiphany or disappearance 

of a god or hero, and that the verbal descriptions of the noise and physical effects stand in their 

own right.”55 Tiresias, he maintains in a fashion which is important and relevant to my own 

approach to the Bacchae, correctly expounds the true nature of Dionysiac worship, whereas 

Pentheus represents the popular misunderstandings of the cult.56 In this context of initiation to 

Dionysiac worship, an earthquake would be expected by the audience. The palace miracles 

“…while real for the audience as dramatic events, are also symbolic in the sense of being 

representations of the god's nature.”57 In accordance with Fisher, I would argue that the palace 

miracles should be taken as a real happening, and just as real as the matter reported by the two 

messengers, but rather like Arnott, Goldhill and indeed Dodds58, I am content to give primacy 

to the text. Granted, as Wiles says, the text has to be understood in a theatrical context, but all 

matters being taken together, as far as can be known, words have primacy in the generation of 

theatrical feeling on the fifth-century stage.  

Having put forward this response to the problem of the palace miracle, I return to make a first 

relatively brief point about it in the main line of discussion about the capacity of inanimate 

objects to be animated by the presence of the god. In the palace miracle, “Dionysus is 

 
51 Grube (1935) 47. 
52 Castellani (1976) 82. 
53 Arnott (1962) 125-6. 
54 Fisher (1992). 
55 Fisher (1992) 183. 
56 Fisher (1992) 182. 
57 Fisher (1992) 188. 
58 Dodds (1960) ad 576-656. 
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throughout (ἀνά) the halls” (589), as if the material of the halls is the locus for the presence of 

Dionysus. At these epiphanies of Dionysus, he is seen not as a distinct entity, but within all 

matter, and matter at this epiphany has the capacity to change into other forms or, in the case 

of Pentheus’ palace, be destroyed, albeit that Dionysus endures beyond the collapse of a 

material construction.  

A true perception of the god, since he is present in all matter, precludes him from being 

perceived in a circumscribed form. As such, his absence as a character on stage is frequently 

marked by a sense of his general presence in all things, whereas his presence as a character 

generally precludes such phenomena, or even recognition of him as the god (e.g. 576-584, 

contrasted with his appearance in 604, also the messenger speech 660-774, where Dionysus as 

a character is not present with the women, but his divine characteristics are present all around 

with them). In these ideas, especially the notion that the god cannot be circumscribed in the 

finite perception of mortals, the latter three postulates of the Monistic Current can all be seen: 

opposites are manifest from the underlying unity, and the underlying unified substance is 

immortal and divine.  

A further result from this idea is that there is a tension between the essential divine nature of 

Dionysus, present in all material things, and Dionysus as a stage character. The former, which 

is resistant by its nature to being circumscribed within finite boundaries, is not something that 

would naturally be manifest within a single person or mortal form. This tension leads to a 

number of incongruities or “displacements” (for want of a better word) when dealing with the 

identity of Dionysus as a character. Dionysus may be present or not present; he might be broken 

apart into different identities which are both him and not him, and (as will be made clear with 

examples given below) Dionysus in his stage persona might give rise to confusion about the 

perception of Dionysus as an unbounded and omnipresent nature. This phenomenon is not just 

for the sake of generating theatrical tension through the device of dramatic irony, but also 

because it is conceptually difficult for other characters in the tragedy with a finite and mortal 

view to perceive the divine and unbounded. Segal has referred to this tension, commenting that 

“to make himself fully felt among men, Dionysus manifests himself in human shape and in the 

human form of language. But by virtue of those very human manifestations, he becomes only 

a trace of his divine reality”.59 This as a notion is best exemplified in the inability of Pentheus 

to keep Dionysus confined in chains. 

 
59 Segal (1992) 237. 
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There are a number of examples of these ideas in the text. Dionysus, in dialogue with Pentheus, 

tells the latter that “Dionysus himself initiated me” (466). In the same section, Dionysus says 

that the god appeared “in whatever form he wished”, but “it was not me (i.e. Dionysus) that 

arranged this” (478). The “god” will free Dionysus “whenever he wishes” from confinement 

by Pentheus (498); the god can see what Dionysus suffers (500), and according to Dionysus 

the god was close by him during the dialogue with Pentheus and sees what Dionysus, the 

character, was suffering. When Dionysus gives an account of the collapse of Pentheus’ palace, 

he says that “Bromios, as it seems to me at least – I say my opinion only” made a light in the 

courtyard (629-30), as if uncertain about his own manifestation. The fact that Dionysus refers 

to himself in rapid succession by different names (“Bacchus” in 623 and 632, but “Bromios” 

in 629) also suggests this uncertainty and multiplicity. Such displacement occurs again later in 

the text, for example in the later dialogue between Dionysus and Pentheus where Dionysus 

states that he has made a compact with the god (808), that Dionysus taught him how to infiltrate 

the Bacchic rites (825). At the conclusion of this scene, Dionysus comments that he is handing 

matters to Dionysus, for he is not far off (849). Dionysus later states that he and Bromios would 

be the winners in the contest to which Pentheus was being led (976-7). One might also 

incorporate the metatheatrical approach at this point in the discussion, where Dionysus 

bifurcates into being both a character in the play but also a director, arranging the Bacchants 

and costuming Pentheus as if he (although being a king) were an actor about to perform a role 

in a Bacchic drama.60 Throughout these examples, the god is shown as being both present and 

absent, singular and a multiplicity, visible and not visible, and both confined by the character 

and not confined by the character on stage. As such, this treatment not only approves of the 

postulate of an underlying unity, but also the co-incidence of opposites pointing to such an 

underlying unity, as seen in the latter postulates of the Monistic Current. If the irony of 

Dionysus being present but not present in the sight of Pentheus were merely a dramatic device 

with no ideological gravamen as mentioned above, the idea would also arguably have worn 

very thin given its extensive deployment throughout the drama.  

The postulates in the Monistic Current that the underlying substance gives rise to opposites, 

and that an underlying unity is to be perceived in those opposites, draws support from this 

evidence already quoted, but a focus on these particular postulates allows a great deal of further 

 
60 Segal (1992) 225. 
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evidence to be taken into consideration which, by extension, would support the initial 

discussion over unity.  

A starting point for this evidence would be the epiphany of Dionysus in the Palace of Pentheus 

(576). From this point, there is a repeated motif of the close juxtaposition, and ultimately 

confusion, of the directions up (ἄνω) and down (κάτω). This confusion occurs as part of the 

manifestation of the god, and the repeated use of the motif is striking. In 601-2, the Chorus 

declares that Dionysus, turning the halls upside-down (ἄνω κάτω) will come upon them as 

offspring of Zeus. Shortly afterwards, the messenger brings a report of the Maenads in the 

mountains tearing apart the animals (660ff). The Bacchants, in doing so, hurl the torn pieces 

of the animals ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω (741). Twelve lines later, the Bacchants are attacking the 

settlements on the slopes of Cithairon, and plunder everything high and low πάντ᾽ ἄνω τε καὶ 

κάτω (753).61  

The motif of “up” and “down” being mixed and confused does not stand on its own. The 

concept of all things being mixed together so as to lose their distinctions and become confused 

in the manifestation of divine power runs throughout the imagery both of the Messenger’s 

speech and the preceding epiphany of Dionysus. In the Messenger’s report, the Maenads, as 

they wake up, present a sight of good order (εὐκοσμίας) remarkable to behold (693) before 

shortly afterwards falling into apparent chaos, being like “running hounds” (δρομάδες… κύνες) 

in the reported words of Agave (731) and tearing apart the wild animals in the following lines. 

Following the waking of the Maenads in 693, there is a mixing of human and animal natures 

amongst them. They wear fawnskins, and tie these up with live snakes which lick the Maenads’ 

cheeks as they do so (696-698). Some Maenads who had recently given birth put aside their 

offspring and instead take up roes or wild wolf-cubs in their arms and suckle them (699-702). 

It is at this point, as discussed earlier, that the Maenads are able to create water, milk, wine and 

honey from the earth (704-711). The wild animals take part in the bacchanal which follows, 

οὐδὲν δ᾽ ἦν ἀκίνητον δρόμῳ “and nothing was left unmoved in the running” – animal, human 

and inanimate earth are all melded together (727). From being peaceable and intimate with the 

animals around them, the Maenad women then become like “hounds” (693) themselves, tearing 

 
61 Segal (1992, 140-2) notes the “instability” between the concepts of “up” and “down” in the repeated use of 
the phrase “ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω”. It forms a part of a number of demonstrations of a world in which there is a 
“firm cosmic order but a paradoxical and unstable coincidence of oppositions…” (Segal 1992, 148). 
Winnington-Ingram (1948, 55 n. 4), does not think it a “coincidence that an identical expression links together” 
the passages in which the phrase is used (349, 602, 741, 753) and that the phrase, “if not uncommon, is 
sufficiently arresting to be recalled by repetition.” 



 

102 
 

the other animals apart. The bodies of the animals torn up and hurled up and down. There is an 

image of the torn pieces of animal flesh mixed up with the plant life – it hangs dripping from 

the fir trees all mixed up with blood (742). After the tearing apart of the animals they move 

away “ὥστ᾽ ὄρνιθες”, like birds (748). There is also a confusion of gender roles. Although 

female, they were able to overcome the strength of bulls; the gender of the Maenads in this 

regard is emphasised by “νεανίδων” (745). Similarly, the Messenger stresses that it was women 

overcoming men by the juxtaposition of “γυναῖκες ἄνδρας” during the ransacking of the 

villages on the mountainsides (764). There is, of course, the cross-dressing of Pentheus at the 

behest of Dionysus (836ff), which reprises this motif. It should be noted that the practice of 

cross-dressing is prominent both in Dionysiac ritual and various rites of passage.62 Although 

its use in Dionysiac mystery cult has not yet been proved beyond doubt, its potential connection 

to mystery cult may support the idea that the ambiguity that cross-dressing expresses may be a 

manifestation of the concept of unity-in-opposites at the moment of apprehension of the 

divine.63  

It should be noted that not all of the qualities mixed together in the paragraph above are strictly 

opposites, for example human, animal, and inanimate earth. Rather, such examples stand on 

broad scales of qualities which, whilst not being at opposite ends of such scales, are different 

and quite opposed to each other in their apparent natures. As such, I include these examples 

under the broad heading of “confusions of opposites,” since the cogent point about these 

confusions is, more than the fact that opposites are brought together, that all things are brought 

together under Dionysiac influence, as springing from a single underlying substance: they show 

a confusion of multiplicities, and a unity in multiplicity. It is not just that the opposing polarities 

matter, but as Segal remarks “opposites slide into each other;”64 the Dionysiac world, he 

remarks using the idea of Turner65, is one of “liminality” where “fluidity challenges stability, 

where fusion replaces boundary… order and disorder lose their familiar clarity of definition.”66 

As such, it is not just that the confusion of opposites matters, but that the confusion of all 

differences matters and is significant in the Dionysiac context. When I refer to confusions of 

opposites or similar, this should be taken to include all confusions of differences.  

 
62 Seaford (1997) ad 912-76. 
63 Turcan (1959). Segal (1992, 170) observes, after Jeanmaire (1951, 143) that the cross-dressing may also have 
a psychological meaning of the acceptance of a feminine side. As discussed above, such a psychological reading 
can be seen as complimentary with one focused on Presocratic influence.  
64 Segal (1992) 27. 
65 Turner (1973). 
66 Segal (1992) 13. 
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These confusions of opposites occur firmly in connection with the appearance of Dionysus, or 

they are part of the effect of his power and presence. This being so, they form one of the 

fundamental ideas of the Bacchae, and are connected with the question of how the divine, in 

the person of Dionysus, is to be made manifest. Other appearances of such confusions of 

opposites within the play, given this wider context, should also be seen as other dramatic 

manifestations of this fundamental idea. One stylistic motif of particular importance, which 

Seaford, following Norden67, called Satzparallelismus, appears a number of times in the 

Bacchae, and I would argue that its use in Euripides fulfils the end of manifesting this idea. 

Seaford defines Satzparallelismus as: “…the juxtaposition of sentences (which may be as short 

as a single word) that are distinct in content but resemble each other in form, usually without 

connecting words, and at most with μέν… δέ. Its effect is a solemn staccato. The sentences 

generally describe (or prescribe) actions, and are often constituted by their content as an 

antithetical pair.”68 I would include under the term also such staccato juxtapositions which 

might also occur within sentences, as also happens not infrequently in Euripides’ corpus 

generally. Examples of this motif in the Bacchae include the Chorus declaring that they endure 

“sweet toil” (πόνον ἡδύν) and “weariness unwearying” (κάματόν τ᾽ εὐκάματον) as they exalt 

Dionysus with their cries (66-68).  

Rutherford (2012, 75-6) states that these oxymorons are part of Greek tragic style generally, 

but argues, contra Seaford, that they have no connection to any Heraclitean model of the unity 

of opposites. In his view, “Oxymoron and other expressions embodying contradiction form a 

suitable vehicle for a tragic vision of a world out of joint, where normal rituals and conventions 

are distorted.”69 I would reply that this is a rather weak assessment of the reason for the 

presence of oxymoron as a motif in Euripides or tragedy generally.  Rutherford has not engaged 

with Seaford’s argument, and he has also not gone beyond the brief reference to Heraclitus to 

deal with the corpus of orphic tablets and mystery cult inscriptions or texts such as the Derveni 

Papyrus where these oxymorons and coincidences of opposites are an essential part of the style, 

and also are linked to monistic Presocratic thought. It is telling he uses a Shakespearian phrase 

to explain a phenomenon of Greek tragic style, suggesting that he is seeing the question through 

the filter of a later time, rather than looking at the problem in the intellectual context of the 

period. There is a much greater body of evidence to suggest that the oxymoronic style, certainly 

 
67 Norden (1915); see Seaford (2003) 141 n 2.  
68 Seaford (2003) 141. 
69 Rutherford (2012) 75-6. 
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of Euripides, owes much to the background of monistic thought and the connection to mystery 

cult, than Rutherford has been able to evince for his own argument. 

Seaford argues with reference to the fragments of ritual utterances from mystery cult ritual that 

do survive, for example the bone tablets from Olbia, the funerary gold leaves from Thurii and 

elsewhere, that a strikingly high proportion of them also display Satzparallelismus. The 

formulae used, as he argues, suggest a similar notion of both sequential as well as simultaneous 

coincidences of opposites, and that such an idea is intrinsic to mystery cult.70 These ideas, he 

also argues, were a considerable influence on Heraclitus and also account for the frequent 

occurrence of Satzparallelismus in his own fragments. As Seaford has also argued – an idea 

also followed in this thesis – there is a profound connection between mystery cult worship and 

the material philosophy as expressed by the Presocratic philosophers.71 I argue above that the 

Material Monism of the Presocratics, as still manifest in the thought of those such as Diogenes 

of Apollonia, lies at the heart of the interpretation of the ideas of divinity and mystery cult by 

the later fifth century, and that this is made especially manifest in the Derveni Papyrus. The 

Bacchae, exhibiting as it does, not just the use of  Satzparallelismus in its style but also in the 

nature of its characters and plot, and also a specific and deep concern over the relationship 

between the material elements and the divine, not to mention (also like the Derveni Papyrus) 

the confusing and indeed riddling and ambiguous way in which the divine is made manifest, 

fits squarely into this trend. Its tendency to exhibit Satzparallelismus with all of the concerns 

of mystery cult suggest that its concerns and ideas should be seen as similar. We should see it 

more than being an “oxymoron common in tragedy”72, but rather – particularly as it is not just 

in the whole context of the Bacchae, but also the chorus’ own interaction and perception of 

Dionysus – as an early indication of the coincidences of opposites wrought by divine 

manifestation.  

The coincidence of opposites also occurs as a running motif in the dialogue between Tiresias 

and Cadmus, in which old age and youth are confused. “Shall I lead you like a child although 

we are both old men?” asks Cadmus (193), and Tiresias says that he himself feels youthful in 

undertaking the Dionysiac dances (190). Cadmus agrees that both of them have joyfully 

 
70 Seaford (2012) 141-8. Seaford’s own work in these papers concentrates on Aeschylus, but it is my intention 
here to concentrate on the implications for Euripidean tragedy.  
71 See particularly Seaford (1986). 
72 Seaford (1997) ad 67 quoting Collard (1975) ad Supp. 32. Under the methodology I proposed in Chapter 2, 
the complex of ideas – mystery cult, allusions to Presocratic thought, coincidences of opposites and 
multiplicities – all suggest the presence of monistic thought.  
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forgotten that they are old in undertaking the dances (189-190), and that they are revivified by 

the prospect of taking part in them (188-189). Ultimately, states Tiresias, Dionysus does not 

distinguish between the old and young man in having to dance, as the god “wishes to have 

honours in common from all, and to be magnified while distinguishing nobody” (206-209). 

Here again, although the confusion of old and young is not unknown in the tragic corpus and 

is often played for comic effect73, it should not be taken here as a stock comic trope, but – 

again, since it is clearly tied to the relationship between humanity and Dionysus – it should 

also be seen as part of the confusion of opposites that is intrinsic to the manifestation of 

Dionysus.  

This idea of confusion of opposites appears in other more minor ways in connection with the 

appearance of the divine and its interaction with humanity. Following her own encounter with 

Dionysus, which led her to slaughter her son Pentheus, Agave is called upon by the chorus to 

turn her song of triumph (which she is reported as making at 1135) into a song of lamentation 

(1160-1162). Again, this motif is not uncommon particularly in the tragedies of Euripides (cf. 

Medea, Heracles) though again in each of these cases the close juxtaposition of triumph and 

lament, and the apparent confusion of the two arises from the irruption of the divine into human 

affairs (to be discussed below).74 I should also note the evocation of the death of Semele at the 

moment of Dionysus’ birth (2-9, 40, 90), a confusion of opposites which again is not 

uncommon, but again arises from the interaction of the human and the divine. I should also add 

that the frequency with which this whole concept of confusion of opposites in connection with 

the presence of the divine appears in the Bacchae, and the number of ways in which it is 

explored and evoked, suggests that it is something beyond the formal, and that it should be 

treated as a significant theme. As such, the more minor occurrences of the concept should also 

be treated as alluding to that wider theme. 

A considerable part of the influence of the Monistic Current on the Bacchae can be seen in the 

treatment of the human perception of the divine, which is an extension of the idea of the 

confusion of opposites. As described in Chapter 275, the perception of the divine relies on the 

capacity of a human to be able to see beyond the finite limitations on created matter, and to 

 
73 Seaford (1997) ad loc. 
74 Segal (1992, 312) makes comments relevant to this point on the relationship between pleasure and pain in 
the Dionysiac experience. He observes that “Dionysus’ joy is a paradox that contains its two extremes 
simultaneously” including “happiness” and “toils of a harsher sort”. This collocation of opposites is not 
incidental, but belongs to an experience of Dionysus.  
75 See above, p. 66-8. 
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accept that things which appear bounded and opposite at the level of human perception are in 

fact a unity at the level of real existence. It was also argued that such a correct perception 

requires a certain amount of strength and intelligence. I would argue that this idea is applicable 

to the Bacchae in terms of the understanding of the concept of initiation. To be initiated is to 

have the capacity to perceive the divine correctly. As such, the initiate, through their strength 

and intelligence (or wisdom) has an understanding that the divine is to be made manifest 

through no one finite object, but that the divine, being present in all material, should be 

apprehended in all things. As such, there is no piety in attempting to circumscribe one finite 

thing and claiming that it is more (or less) holy than another. The general attitude of the initiate 

is thus of acceptance and humility; the interest in possession, material or otherwise, does not 

become the initiate. By contrast, the uninitiated is inclined to divide, circumscribe, possess, 

and to see merit in such actions, but not in those which transgress the categories which they 

should lay down. Any confrontation between the uninitiated and the unified underlying reality 

is therefore likely to be difficult. The uninitiated is likely to wish to insist on the visible 

divisions and to arrange his life by them, not perceiving the unity that lies behind them. This 

failure of perception by the uninitiated is likely to lead to confusion at the very least.  

Pentheus is the archetype of the uninitiated character in the Bacchae. He is continually 

concerned to understand the initiation rites brought by Dionysus, but shows himself 

constitutionally unable to do so. His attempts to define the rites are often expressed 

transactionally, in terms of profit or benefit (ὄνησιν, 473), or a desire to grasp the elements of 

the mystery in clear and absolute terms. He wants to get hold of the thyrsus which Dionysus 

carries (495). He asks about the nature of the god, because he says that Dionysus saw him 

σαφῶς (477). He wishes to know clearly the geographical origin of the rites (465), their form 

(ἰδέαν, 471), and the setting, with a particular emphasis on whether they took place in the light 

or dark (πότερα δὲ νύκτωρ σ᾽ ἢ κατ᾽ ὄμμ᾽ ἠνάγκασεν – 469). Dionysus’ responses to his 

questions are all ambiguous and riddling76, suggestive of the point that the manifestation of his 

divinity in the finite realm can only be displayed by the acceptance of the coincidence of 

opposites and paradox. Pentheus is incapable of displaying the initiate’s acceptance of the 

coincidence of opposites, and as a result he reacts with confusion, suspicion and anger, trying 

to clarify and categorise Dionysus’ statements as one thing or another. Pentheus complains, 

despite the presence of Dionysus, that the god is not visible to his eyes (501). He desires, 

 
76 Seaford (1997) ad loc., argues that this style of dialogue has its basis in ritual questions and answers for 
initiation rites. 
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literally, to cut Dionysus down to size by cutting off his locks (493, also thereby making an 

assault on his troubling sexual ambiguity), and to possess him by putting him in chains (504). 

Pentheus suggests that Dionysus is guilty of counterfeiting (475), diverting the matter and 

speaking cleverly without saying anything (479), or peddling evil sophistries (491), cunning 

with words (493). He finds corruption and duplicity in what Dionysus reckons to be pure and 

incorrupt (487).  

Dionysus’ own commentary on Pentheus, from the perspective of the initiate who grasps the 

underlying unity, further draws out Pentheus’ confusion and incapacity to perceive the truth 

correctly. Dionysus comments that “To an ignorant man one will seem when speaking wise 

things to have no sense” (480). Pentheus is unable to see Dionysus as being Dionysus and 

divine because he is impious and hence is incapable of doing so (502). Indeed, in his current 

state, Pentheus does not know “what [his] life is,” what he is doing, or who he is (506). Later 

on, Dionysus also comments that Pentheus hears his words, but does not obey them (787). The 

attempt by the uninitiated Pentheus to impose finite and distinct categories on the underlying 

unity epitomised by Dionysus, so Dionysus intimates, will lead to the inevitable and violent 

undermining of Pentheus and his approach (490, 514-7).  

This comes to immediate fruition in the epiphany of Dionysus (576-603), where Pentheus, in 

his attempts to imprison Dionysus, does not only suffer the destruction of his palace and his 

humiliation, but the main note is that of the continuing failure of his perception, and inability 

to see the god because of his persistence in finite categories. Pentheus believed himself to be 

chaining up Dionysus but was in fact chaining up a bull (619). He thought that the house was 

accidentally on fire with normal fire, not recognising that the fire brought by Dionysus was 

holy and impervious to water (624). He tries to put it out in vain, and rushes this way and that 

attempting to deal with it (625).77 The rushing suggests an attempt to deal with the fire in one 

place and failing, and then another place, and again failing, because being divine it is universal. 

This idea is reprised by Pentheus then seizing a sword and trying to stab a delusory light 

generated by Dionysus; again, there is the motif of the uninitiated being unable to apprehend 

the god although present. Similarly, the bonds put on Dionysus fall off without difficulty (643). 

Dionysus reminds Pentheus that gods can go over walls when Pentheus declares all of the 

towers of the city to be locked in a circle (653-4). Pentheus’ persistence in refusing correctly 

to perceive Dionysus leads to the obliteration of Pentheus’ wealth and possessions (and, to an 

 
77 This could perhaps be an echo, or inversion, of Demeter rushing around in search of Persephone.  
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extent, his family identity) in the destruction of his palace (633); Dionysus describes this 

destruction as bitter bonds for Pentheus, in a reversal of what Pentheus had tried to do to him 

(634). Pentheus cannot put bonds on Dionysus, but Dionysus can certainly do so to Pentheus. 

There is an emphasis on the contrast between the exhausting toil of Pentheus and his servants 

to constrain the god, which is utterly in vain (626, 634, 647) with the calmness of Dionysus 

and the ease in which he is able to defeat the endeavours of Pentheus (622, 636, 640).  

These ideas are repeated in the report of the Messenger (660-774). The theme of the incapacity 

of those with an uninitiated, finite possession attempting to grasp the underlying unity only in 

terms of the finite is reprised, along with the difficult consequences for the uninitiated. The 

uninitiated – in this case, the Messenger, his accompanying shepherds, cowherds, and the 

person who “wandered in the town” determine to hunt down the Maenads in the course of their 

Bacchic rites, which, as discussed earlier, manifest in ritual form the underlying unity (717-

27). The wanderer from the city is conceived in terms similar to those of Pentheus. He wishes 

to hunt down (θηρασώμεθα, 719) the Maenads; he encourages the rest of the crowd to seize 

them and reduce them to possession (συναρπάσαι, 729). A part of this is the desire to behold 

the rites without being seen, lying in ambush (722-3).78 The wanderer is also eager to capture 

the Maenads for the sake of profit, handing them over in a transaction to Pentheus in return for 

favour (721). As in the epiphany of Dionysus, the inevitable response of the underlying unity 

is that it cannot be grasped or held in possession as finite; the result is the violent undermining 

of finite side, whose approach is invalid. The behaviour of the Maenads, which was originally 

peaceful, orderly, and demonstrating a unity with all things before an attempt was made to 

possess it (677-727), becomes destructive as it denies the attempt to be constrained by the 

Messenger and his company. Those fields in which the opposites were before accepted as 

unities seem to break apart as an attempt is made to possess, question and define the underlying 

unity: the Maenads, from being the kindred of the animals, tear them apart; they attack as 

enemies the settlements on the slopes of Cithairon (751), having originally appeared to have 

been as one with the mountain (726); having earlier displayed intimate and kindly maternal 

behaviour (albeit towards animals, 700), they seized children from their homes and parents 

(753). The incapacity of the Maenads, and hence the underlying unity, to be apprehended by 

the uninitiated is further seen in the inability of the villagers to harm the Maenads with their 

 
78 Again, this could be seen an inversion of the epopteia. 
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weapons, “which did not draw blood” (761), whereas the Maenads’ own weapons were able to 

wound and harm the villagers (762-3).  

The tension between the initiated and uninitiated state is maintained in the dialogue between 

Dionysus and Pentheus (912-976) where Dionysus assists Pentheus in disguising himself as a 

Maenad to infiltrate the gathering of Maenad women outside the city. The invocation of 

initiatory rites in this scene has already been noted by commentators79, in particular Pentheus’ 

assumption of initiatory costume (see the discussion on this matter above), the apparent use of 

mirrors and “double-vision” (918-9), and the appearance of Dionysus as a bull (920-22). In this 

particular scene, Pentheus is apparently being given access to the things perceived by initiates, 

but without adequate preparation80, or else refusing to accept what the double-vision 

(particularly alluded to by the double suns, double vision of Thebes and the double form of 

Dionysus in human and bull appearance, 918-22) portends, namely that there is an underlying 

unity which finds manifestation in opposites.81  

Such a refusal is apparent in this scene by Pentheus’ persistence in his earlier behaviour, 

showing his belief that opposites are distinct. He puts forward the idea that he might destroy 

the Maenads and the site of their worship on Mount Cithairon with brute force (945-6, 949-

50), similar to the failed attempts described in the Messenger Speech above to use weapons 

against the Maenads (759-64). He remains convinced that the behaviour of the Maenads is 

sexually impure, and that he will find them involved in love-making (957-8). He evinces a 

desire to defeat the women (νικητέον, 953), and also to capture the women, assenting to 

Dionysus’ statement that he would probably do so if not himself caught first (960). Pentheus 

also assents to Dionysus statement that he is toiling (ὑπερκάμνεις, 963) on behalf of the city. 

The initiates in the Chorus also describe devotion to Dionysus as toil πόνον (66) but it is sweet 

(ἡδύν), and “weariness unwearying” (κάματόν τ᾽ εὐκάματον, 68). However, there is no 

suggestion that the Pentheus’ toil in this instance is sweet or unwearying, save the darkly ironic 

intimation that his reward will be a luxurious return, carried back in the arms of his mother. 

Dionysus also strongly emphasises that Pentheus’ toil is Pentheus’ alone (μόνος… μόνος, 963) 

a work which is distinct and belongs to Pentheus himself, in opposition to the usual collective 

 
79 Seaford (1997) ad 912-76. 
80 Cf. the Derveni Commentator on mystagogues who do not adequately prepare their initiates, DP Col. XX, 
EGP 6, 418-9.   
81 In opposition, see Scott (1975) who offers an account of the “two suns” scene in purely psychological terms, 
but whose reading, not taking into account the background of mystery initiation, is difficult to reconcile with 
this approach.   
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character of Dionysiac initiation. Related to this retreat from the collective is Pentheus’ 

continued interest in futile attempts at self-concealment. The assumption of the dress of an 

initiate and the sight of the mysteries is not for the sake of the understanding that the initiates 

possess. There is no accordant manifestation of a true initiation in Pentheus’ own behaviour by 

the breaking down of barriers of distinction in his conduct; rather, he attempts to maintain such 

barriers by keeping a distinction between himself and the other maenads, and also concealing 

himself from them (954, 955).  

This sense of the maintenance of distinction is perhaps also mirrored in the contrived and 

awkward way in which Pentheus assumes the dress of the Maenad in this scene. Many 

commentators suggest that the scene is comic82, and Seaford refines this idea, placing it rather 

more specifically in the tradition of ritual mockery belonging to some initiation rites.83 One 

might, in addition to this, contrast the difficulty and awkwardness with which Pentheus 

assumes the Maenadic costume to the ease, naturalness and lack of contrivance with which the 

Maenads comport themselves during the celebration of their rites. One remembers the 

statement of the Messenger that they were a “miracle to behold of good order” (693), and at 

this point there is an unselfconscious ease and fluency when they put their Maenadic costume 

in order – tying up their fawnskins (696), letting down their hair (695), girdling themselves 

with snakes (698), and crowning themselves with garlands (703). Indeed, in this situation, 

where there is a merger between all things in nature (as discussed above) there is also a sense 

of the clothes interacting with the bodies of the Maenads, as the snakes with which they are 

girded lick the Maenad women’s cheeks (698); the vesture and the initiates are as if at one. 

This is very different to the difficulty with which Pentheus takes on the initiate’s costume: his 

hair comes out of place when he tries to shake the thyrsus (928-32), his belt is loose and the 

pleats of his robe are not in order (934-5); he debates with Dionysus, in a way which is 

strikingly banal, about whether the robe is straight or not on either side (936-8), and then 

gauchely questions Dionysus about how to hold and shake the thyrsus, unsure as to how to 

keep it in rhythm with the movements of his feet (941-44). There is no sense of connection 

between Pentheus and the costume, as there is amongst the Maenads, and unlike them, his 

assumption of it is clumsy and inept. The sense of being distinct and separate is maintained by 

this.  

 
82 Seidensticker (1978) 312-8. 
83 Seaford (1997) ad 912-76. 
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Likewise, his concern is not about being a Maenad, but only seeming to be a Maenad. His 

questions are about how he appears, for example τί φαίνομαι (925), “am I not standing like Ino 

stands, or Agave?” (925-6), or how should he shake the thyrsus to seem more like a Bacchant 

βάκχῃ μᾶλλον εἰκασθήσομαι; (942). In wishing only to seem a Bacchant rather than be a 

Bacchant, he shows again that he wishes to remain distinct and deny the underlying unity which 

the initiation portends.  

The conflict of the uninitiated and the initiated finds its denouement in the speech of the Second 

Messenger (1043-1152), with the report of the death of Pentheus. Many of the themes which 

have been described above are reprised and are brought to a conclusion in this section, as well 

as in the return of Agave with the head of Pentheus. Again, the motif of futile self-concealment 

makes a reappearance. The Second Messenger, along with Pentheus, attempts to reach 

Cithairon silently, making no noise and not speaking, so as to see but not be seen (1047-49). 

This is a useless endeavour in the circumstances. Despite his efforts, he is unable to see, but he 

himself is seen at any event by the Maenads (1058, 1074). He persists in a wish to see what he 

himself reckons to be the Maenads’ disgraceful behaviour, and to reduce it to his own 

understanding by seeing it, in his own terms, ὀρθῶς “rightly” (1062); he wishes to perceive 

them and to understand them by his own illegitimate categories dictated by a world-view 

opposed to a belief in the non-coincidence of opposites. This wish is also related to his desire 

to capture them.  

In his death at the hands of Agave, Pentheus is presented with the logical consequences of 

refusing to accede to the initiate’s world-view of the coincidence of opposites. In the view of 

the uninitiated, where value and definition is to be found in adherence to the finite, then an 

encounter with a world where opposites are united must as a result spell extinction. Having not 

seen or accepted that all things are one, entering the world of the Maenads where such a thing 

is the case, then his own selfhood, defined by the finite, must be at an end, for the finite cannot 

retain its definition in the realms of the infinite. Moreover, the finite has no means of bearing 

control over the infinite world, where opposites are united. Pentheus, although he has not 

surrendered the preconceptions of the uninitiated, is led into this sphere of initiation by 

Dionysus. The idea of Pentheus being made subject to the coincidence of opposites is 

graphically manifested by his elevation on a pine-tree which Dionysus bends back in a circle 

to the ground (1064-74) – the echo of the Heraclitean image of the bow being bent back to 
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meet itself is at this point extremely striking84, and one also takes into account possible echoes 

of other initiation cult practice.85 As reminiscent of the clash between the villagers and the 

Maenads in the first Messenger speech (761-3), Pentheus is incapable of harming or moving 

Agave by making her recall their familial relations, but she is capable of harming him and 

ineluctably does so. Had he accepted the idea of initiation – that all things are connected 

through being one, and hence that his identity did not entirely subsist in the finite world but 

consisted in being connected to all other things – then the initiated world would not have 

harmed him in this way; this would be because his being – at the level of his personal identity 

– would have been connected to it. Agave, perceiving him from the perspective of the initiate, 

ascribes no value to his interest in being distinct or individual, and as such perceives him as 

nothing more than the wild animals which are a backdrop to the glen of Cithairon (1185). The 

emphasis on the sparagmos, that the fragments of Pentheus’ body are scattered and widely 

divided so as to lie in many different places – part under rocks, part in the forest, “not easy to 

search for” (1137-9) – suggests again the consequence of the finite meeting the infinite, such 

that that which originally had finite definition, following its encounter with the infinite world, 

is torn apart and scattered widely, as this is the closest it may reach to a transcendence of the 

finite without surrendering its interest in retaining finite definition.  

Conclusion  

 

The Bacchae offers ample evidence that its presentation of the divine has been strongly 

influenced by ideas of the Monistic Current from Presocratic thought. Dionysus is closely 

connected with intimations of a unified and underlying material presence, which has the 

capacity to change its appearances into contrary forms whilst retaining its underlying coherence 

and unity. Tiresias speaks with authority on the material nature of Dionysus, and argues for the 

need to accept the contrarieties in his nature. He offers a commentary on Dionysus overtly 

evoking material philosophy and other characteristics of the Derveni Commentator. The 

connection between the coincidence of opposites, mystery cult, and the evocation of 

Presocratic thought, as expressed in the methodology above in chapter 2, suggests the influence 

of the Monistic Current. The concept of initiation is an acceptance that the divine can only be 

manifest in contraries in the mortal sphere, and that there is an underlying unity to all things. 

 
84 DK22B51; KRS 209; Hipploytus, Refutation of All Heresies, 9.9.4.4-7. 
“They are ignorant of how while tending away it agrees with itself – a back-turning harmony, like a bow or a 
lyre.” DK 22B48 also evokes the idea, “The bow (βιός) is called life (βίος), but its work is death.” 
85 Seaford (2012) 117. 
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The failed initiation of Pentheus springs ultimately from Pentheus’ refusal to accept these two 

notions which are fundamental to a right perception of the divine and the nature of the cosmos. 

His disintegration, or the triumph of finite divisions rather than integration through the unity 

of opposites, is the practical result of failure to perceive and accept this unity.  
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Chapter 4 : The Ion 
 

Introduction  

The Ion is a play which has caused scholars over the last century or so some of the greatest 

levels of interpretive difficulty. Critics have disagreed vehemently about its approach to the 

gods, its treatment of Athenian identity, its presentation of the suffering of Creusa, and its 

relationship to the political context. Indeed, there has been little consensus even on the more 

profound questions of its date, its actual subject matter, its genre, and whether it is even to be 

taken seriously as a piece of literature at all. Although it is not the purpose of this thesis to 

advance these discussions in particular, a number of these questions must be taken into 

consideration in any discussion of the Ion and the ideas of the Monistic Current. I shall begin 

this section with a brief overview of some of these problems inasmuch as they relate to the 

main theme of the thesis. I shall then proceed to a more detailed analysis of the Ion, and attempt 

to develop a reading in terms of the Presocratic Current as laid out in earlier sections.  

The Ion: Previous responses and problems of interpretation  

The play’s treatment of the gods and the divine world in the context of the late fifth-century 

Athenian philosophic climate is one of the leading questions which has engaged critics of the 

Ion, and is also of greatest immediate relevance to this thesis. It is not only those early critics 

such as Verrall1, Norwood2, and Murray who held that the Ion was, in Murray’s words “the 

most definitely blasphemous against the traditional gods” of all Euripides’ extant plays.3 Some 

later critics have also maintained that Ion serves to show the problematic nature of Apollo and 

religion in the fifth-century context. Rosenmeyer comments that “with the telling of the myths 

Apollo’s divine nature has become questionable, and with it the whole tradition of religious 

tales.” However, this Apollo of tradition and myth should be seen as distinct from his more 

modern fifth-century philosophic instantiation. The Apollo of Ion with his “sordid biography” 

was “not the god whom Socrates saw fit to follow and whom Plato adopted as the inspirer of 

moral philosophy.”4 The idea of Euripides making a distinction between the traditional gods 

and contemporary philosophic conceptions of what gods should be has also been endorsed by 

 
1 Verrall (1890) xvi. 
2 Norwood (1920) 236-43. 
3 Murray (1913) 120-1, quoted in Lloyd (1986) 1. 
4 Rosenmeyer (1963) 112. 
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Swift.5 Related to this is Erbse’s approach that the gods in Ion have an apophatic function, 

serving only to demonstrate how real gods could not be imagined in the later fifth century, and 

that they had otherwise lost their original meaning.6 For Conacher, Euripides portrayed Apollo 

as “shifty, devious and bungling”.7 More recently, Lloyd argued that Apollo’s plans were 

flawed and “unsatisfactory” 8, and Radding has suggested that the use of the Paean and Apolline 

song in Ion is surprisingly turned against Apollo to rebuke him and highlight, inter alia, the 

unsatisfactory nature of the play’s conclusion.9  

However, Apollo has not been without his defenders. In an early response to the Verrallian 

attack, Wassermann, presaging Lefkowitz, declared that Apollo had arranged all things well, 

and that it was an “impossibility” to find an “anti-Apollinian tendency” in the Ion.10 Despite 

Conacher’s dismissal of this view as “whitewashing Apollo,”11 Burnett shortly afterwards 

argued this line with even greater conviction. Her development of this approach is worth 

exploring in a little detail. “[T]he revelation of the quality of Apollo’s power,” she declared, 

“is the true purpose of the tragedy.”12 This revelation, she argues, is of “a divinity remote and 

powerful, yet filled with a positive concern for the fate of mortals… The confines of a mortal 

situation cannot contain such a god, nor could a machina propel him; Apollo rules the Ion, but 

he remains unseen.”13 The god’s apparent untruths were for the protection of the characters, 

and the idea that the prophetic god might lie was not, in actual fact, troubling to Ion or the other 

characters: “Apollo’s lie arouses indignation only among scholars.”14 It is also not Apollo’s 

fault that his plans, as announced by Hermes in the prologue, did not turn out quite as intended. 

The fault was in fact Creusa’s. It was “simply her human weakness” which caused “the 

alterations in the scheme outlined by Hermes”.  

The problems occur on account of the different levels of perspective of human and divine 

characters. Creusa bears a particular responsibility: “Apollo could not foresee Creusa’s reaction 

to the adoption of Ion by Xuthus, because he knows nothing of excess, violence and unreason. 

These forces first enter the Delphi of Ion’s monody in the person of Creusa, whose overwrought 

 
5 Swift (2008) 39. 
6 Erbse (1975) 53, quoted in Lloyd (1986) 2-3. 
7 Conacher (1959) 22. 
8 Lloyd (1986) 8-9. 
9 Radding (2017). 
10 Wassermann (1940) 604. 
11 Conacher (1959) 32. 
12 Burnett (1962) 94. 
13 Burnett (1962) 101. 
14 Burnett (1962) 92. 
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lyric outbursts create about her an atmosphere charged with uncontrolled emotion. Her 

passionate devotion to error is the cause of her war with the god, and by means of falsehood 

she spreads the violence of her own nature to those about her.”15 The complaints of Creusa are 

ill-founded and to be set at naught. Burnett, taking a similar line to Blake’s critique of Milton, 

argues that Creusa is even in fact of Apollo’s party without knowing it. Such is the beauty of 

her monody against Apollo and its evocation of Apolline brilliance (859-922) that it 

undermines the bitterness of her message against him, and that the “singer’s language does not 

follow her conscious intent.”16  

Notably, Burnett does not concur with the views of those such as Rosenmeyer or Erbse over 

the idea that Euripides’ Apollo is a god of myth and tradition and not of contemporary 

philosophic thought. Although she does not develop the notion to any great extent, she states 

that Apollo in the Ion is like “Xenophanes’ god,” not “limited by human form or human 

coercion.”17 This essential point underpins his depiction and behaviour throughout the whole 

drama: his “true divinity is not interrogated, but served; the god will not give explanations, but 

he offers to all his protection.”18 In her view, human rules of justice, which are derived from a 

human perspective and which are thus fundamentally unsound and prone to violence and 

frustration, are irrelevant to him.  

Burnett’s argument that Apollo is portrayed as being without taint and that he deserves 

unalloyed approbation has not had many takers in more recent criticism. Recent works which 

do so are politically focused, and can probably be seen as outliers. These include that of 

Markantonatos, which sees Apollo as “the archetypal figure of the discerning visionary and 

keen-sighted strategist, the perceptive leader extraordinaire, completely lacking in late fifth-

century Athens.”19 Also in this number is that of Vickers which contends that the play is dated 

as late as 409 and was intended by Euripides as a call to allow Alcibiades’ return from exile 

and which is thus untroubled by the idea that there may be any negativity in the portrayal of 

Apollo.20 Most recent scholarship acknowledges, following Conacher’s articulation, that there 

 
15 Burnett (1962) 98. 
16 Burnett (1962) 95-6. 
17 Burnett (1962) 100. 
18 Burnett (1962) 101. 
19 Markantonatos (2016) 211. 
20 Vickers (2014). 
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is a “paradox of the Ion”. The play acts to reflect “great glory on the Athenians”, yet the divine 

source of much of that glory, Apollo, is “a most inadequate god.”21  

For all these apparent differences in approach between Burnett and the later scholars who 

acknowledge Conacher’s concept of the paradox of the Ion, there is a thread that connects them 

which bears a particular relevance to this thesis. The thread is essentially the notion of the 

difference of perspective between the human and the divine. Burnett explores this notion with 

her sympathies grounded in the divine perspective. The human players, she observes, are 

constitutionally chaotic because they have no grasp of the divine order, and are led astray by 

their own conceptions of justice and their own perspectives of life. Woolf, writing shortly after 

Burnett, also deals with this problem, seeing Ion as a character who has to negotiate between 

the two worlds.22 Zacharia’s more recent approach focuses on this disjunction, but with greater 

sympathy to the human side, and also with an important qualification that the differences in 

perspectives, and also the contrary viewpoints of the human players actually have a structural 

significance for understanding a deeper truth which the play is attempting to manifest. For 

Zacharia, “duality” and “pluralism of perspective” are the locus of reality within the play. The 

perspectives of all individual characters taken collectively constitute reality within the play, 

and this dualistic approach to the truth, which she calls “polyphonic”, also requires divine and 

human perspectives as belonging to a fuller depiction of reality.23  

Following Zacharia, Kindt makes an important development of this theme. Like Zacharia, 

Kindt argues that the “tragic space of the Ion depicts two seemingly incommensurable orders 

of being, the human and the divine”.24 In focusing on these two different orders, Euripides was 

participating in “a wider societal discourse exploring the nature of an orderly universe, by 

exploiting duality and the difference between reality and appearance.”25 Ambiguity and duality 

always belong to the manifestation of Apollo and the reality of the divine world through his 

oracle: “Apollo’s ambiguous oracle does not only represent the difference in perspective and 

knowledge between the gods and mortals… It also reveals more specific differences in 

interpretation, signification, and the establishment of meaning between the human and divine 

spheres. The characters always assume that there is a solution to the oracle’s ambiguity, never 

 
21 Conacher (1959) 22. 
22 Woolf (1965). 
23 Zacharia (2003) 150-88. 
24 Kindt (2007) 3. 
25 Kindt (2007) 2.  
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considering ambiguity itself part of the oracle’s meaning.”26 Kindt offers a sympathetic reading 

of the difficult way in which Apollo becomes manifest through his oracle: “… the divine sphere 

and Apollo has a mode of communication, which conceptualizes duality not as an antagonism 

of opposing forces but as the existence of two supplementary principles. In the divine sphere 

duality is complimentary rather than exclusive. The gods neither just conceal, nor do they 

simply reveal. As Heraclitus has expressed in his famous dictum, they indicate through signs 

(semainein) – a form of communication, which transcends or combines the duality between 

revealing and concealing. Apollo thus speaks in obscure language in order to describe the 

complexity and frequently contradictory nature of social relationships within the human 

world.”27 However, she also advances a different, ironic reading which is less favourable to 

Apollo and the gods, arguing that Euripides also allows them to be seen as quite incapable of 

providing truth and guidance. The capacity for this different ironic reading is a necessary part 

of the play, allowing religion to appear ambiguously, both as “a powerful source of orientation 

and just another human construction with very little divine about it.”28 

The themes highlighted by Zacharia and Kindt – the incommensurable orders of human and 

the divine, the difference between reality and appearance29, the necessity to accept ambiguity 

as being intrinsic to the manifestation of the divine and the world of reality – are also present 

in my own discussion of the Monistic Current. I would support these conclusions that Zacharia 

and Kindt have drawn about the Ion, but I would also argue that these themes in the Ion have 

their origins in the Monistic Current, with the origin of discourses about the difference between 

human and divine, and the need to accept ambiguity being not grounded in epistemological 

debates originating with the Sophistic Movement, but in the ideas of Material Monism which 

underlie the treatment of divinity in the drama. It is an important argument of this thesis that 

the concept of ambiguity in Euripides should be understood within its historical and intellectual 

context, rather than being treated in an ahistorical fashion as an open-ended and nebulous 

idea.30 I would maintain that Zacharia and Kindt’s arguments about these themes could be 

better supported and explained by fully taking into account the Presocratic monistic trends 

 
26 Kindt (2007) 7. 
27 Kindt (2007) 10. 
28 Kindt (2007) 25. 
29 Reality and appearance also form the subject of Forehand (1979), who argues that the leading concern of 
the Ion is epistemological, and that “We are shown that reality, meaning the world in which we actually 
function, is consistently based on appearance,” although we are not necessarily invited to apply these 
concerns directly to the religious context in which they are based (185).  
30 Mastronarde (2010, 156) is another example of such an approach.  
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which formed part of the philosophical and theological background at the time of the play’s 

composition – something which Burnett touched on, pointing to Apollo as akin to the god of 

Xenophanes, as mentioned above, but which she did not elaborate.31 While Zacharia makes a 

glancing reference to Euripides’ reputation as a philosopher and the Orphic and Pythagorean 

references in his work, this is done in the context of an analysis of ancient critical responses to 

Euripides’ drama in order to discuss the complex nature of Euripides’ mature style.32 Kindt, as 

seen in the quotation above, alludes to a similarity of approach between Euripides and 

Heraclitus on the question of how the gods may be made manifest, but she does not investigate 

this area further, and she concludes that the focus of Euripides is not really on the “abstract 

cosmos”, but rather the “political cosmos” of his day. “The contrast between reality and 

appearance is introduced to draw attention to the structures of Athenian identity,” she argues, 

and for her the real background is not so much religious or philosophical speculation, but the 

latter stages of the Peloponnesian War and the question of Athenian supremacy. In this context, 

for Kindt, the play exists to challenge “ideologically biased ways of thinking.”33 My own 

approach would be to argue that whilst one would not deny the relevance of the political 

background to the drama, the religious and philosophic background are the main concern, and 

it is by focusing on these that one can best explain the ambiguities and “polyphony” of the 

play.  

The Ion and the Monistic Current  

The Ion: a Monistic Interpretation 

“Athens,” declares Loraux, “is the sole subject of Euripides’ Ion, the Acropolis its sole hero,” 

its theme the “specifically tragic discourse of autochthony,”34 and “[in] the story of Ion… 

everything leads to Kreousa.”35 With respect to Loraux, I would advance a different guiding 

principle. Although I would not dispute the importance of any of the areas which she deals 

with, I would say, despite – or indeed because of – his failure to appear on the stage at all, that 

Apollo is the real subject of the Ion, and its leading theme is the tragic discourse of how his 

divinity is to be made manifest in the human plane of experience.  

 
31 Burnett (1962) 100. 
32 Zacharia (2003) 168-170. 
33 Kindt (2007) 26-7. 
34 Loraux (1984) 184. 
35 Loraux (1984) 189. 
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The Ion, then, I would argue following Burnett, is pre-eminently a theological and by extension 

a philosophical play. I would argue that, like Dionysus in the Bacchae, Apollo represents the 

concept of the divine and underlying unity. In contrast to the Bacchae, however, the play is set 

in the very different context of the oracular shrine rather than the mystery cult, and portrays a 

god with very different characteristics – an Olympian rather than one whose origin is 

essentially chthonian – as being the representative of the underlying unity. Thus, the play 

explores the same problem, but in a very different mode and mythical context to the Bacchae. 

The emphasis is on a dramatic treatment of oracular revelation tending towards an expression 

of unity in contrarieties. This is different to the Bacchae, where the emphasis is on the 

chthonian, and the material side of the world’s underlying monism. With the Ion, in the oracular 

context, the emphasis is much more on the question of sight, understanding and revelation than 

the unity of the underlying material; nonetheless, I argue that the notion of underlying monism 

is fundamentally tied to the contrary manifestations of the divine, and is a necessary part of the 

intellectual world of the Ion, even if there is less of an emphasis in it compared to the Bacchae.  

The divinity of Apollo is made manifest by the traditional means which belong to the oracular 

shrine as portrayed in the mythic context of the tragic stage: the oracle itself; the behaviour and 

the flights of birds; other omens; the descriptions of artistic works decorating the shrine; the 

actual appearance of gods in the prologue and the closing sequence. All of these, taken together, 

offer throughout the Ion both structural indications of a disjunction between the planes of the 

unbounded divine realm and the bounded realm of mortal perception, and also how the 

perception of the divine realm in the bounded mortal realm can only be through contrarieties. 

However, mortals who attempt to apprehend the divine sphere with a bounded and finite 

approach – who do not expect the truth to be manifest in “duality” or “polyphony” in the words 

favoured by Zacharia, or rather manifest in a coincidence of opposites or multiplicities to use 

the terms from the previous chapters of this thesis – fail to do so. In contrast to the Bacchae, 

with its centring on mystery cult, the result of this failure to apprehend is not personal 

obliteration. Rather, as is appropriate for a play focused on an oracle, which is meant to “ever 

prophesy to mortals that which is and that which shall be,” (6-7) the failure results in 

misapprehensions caused by an insistence on trying to see the god clouded by preconceptions 

based on a finite understanding, and conflicts which result from the clashes between different 

characters who hold such a variety of differing misconceptions. Even when at the clearest 

moments of that manifestation of Apollo, that is by the epiphanies of his emissaries Hermes 

and Athena, there is a realisation that the god cannot be manifest clearly in ways that are 
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coherent in the human, finite plane. The god himself refuses to be bounded by the finite in any 

manifestation on the human plane. He will only appear via emissaries, and even though they 

are divine, the accounts that they give of him do not hit the mark: they do not quite turn out 

correctly, or seem flimsy, giving rise to further questions, suspicions, or falsehoods. As 

Zacharia and Kindt argue, the only truth is manifest in ambiguity, or “polyphony”, and the 

reason for this is the idea from the Monistic Current that an underlying unity can only be made 

manifest on the human plane in the unity of opposites.  

Discussion of the Ion and the Presocratic Current  

I shall start this discussion by coming back to the first idea I raised under the previous heading 

above. The real subject of the play is Apollo, and the leading theme is the problem of his 

manifestation in the human realm.  

Everything, to be sure, leads to Apollo. The real momentum of the plot comes from the 

attempts, and indeed the failures of all characters to discern his actions, his manifestations, his 

will, or his very nature. Ion, in searching for the truth of his parentage, fails at first to realise 

his own identity and kinship to Apollo even though he articulates in his paean his veneration 

of Apollo as if he were his father, speaking the truth without realising it (128-143). He is hostile 

to the birds nesting in the temple, even though they may be divine emissaries, even, in the case 

of the swan, from Apollo himself.36 Indeed, he even uses his own Apolline song to attack 

Apollo’s bird, the swan, and say that the lyre of Apollo, which accompanies his song, would 

not be able to save it from his bow (164-6).37 He is shocked and baffled by Creusa’s report of 

Apollo’s behaviour, even though it is true, he prevents her from asking a legitimate question 

of the god via the oracle, and maintains a vision of the god and ideas of morality which do not 

hold good for the divine sphere (369ff). No longer, says Ion, is it just to say that “men are 

wicked for imitating what the gods consider acceptable” (449-50), highlighting the tension 

between what the gods do and acceptable standards of behaviour in the human plane, and thus 

implicitly calling into question whether what is just in the divine plane is just in the human. He 

fails to accept the will of Apollo as expressed by the oracle to take Xuthus as his father (517ff) 

and wrongly calls into question whether Xuthus has correctly understood the instruction of 

Apollo in the oracle to take him as his son (533). In his threat to kill Creusa who takes refuge 

at the altar he fails to discern the relationship that Apollo had with her, for example his angry 

 
36 See McPhee (2017), and Harris (2012). 
37 See Radding (2017) 407. 
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question of Creusa “what do you and Phoebus have in common?” (1284), and he also spurns 

the divinely-ordained laws about the preservation of suppliants at places of sanctuary (1312-

9). He attempts to evade the use of the birth tokens to discern his own identity, contrary to the 

purposes of the god (1380-4) Even after the revelation and recognition of the birth tokens, Ion 

still refuses to accept Creusa’s claim that Apollo is his father and demands further proof (1525), 

and he questions whether the god is truthful, or whether he prophesies falsely (1537).  

Creusa likewise could not discern the action of Apollo (and indeed Hermes) in saving Ion after 

she abandoned him as a child. The child was born without the knowledge of Creusa’s father 

(14). She is distressed when she first sees the shrine, partly on account of her upset at the rape, 

and also through her belief that Apollo had not intervened to save Ion (241). She apostrophises 

the τολμήματα θεῶν “outrageous deeds of the gods” (252-3) and asks where justice is to be 

obtained from when women are “being done to death by the injustices of their masters” (252-

4): the notion of Apollo or the gods as a source of discernible justice for the human realm has, 

by this point, in her view, broken down. Indeed, shortly afterwards she comments that even if 

the god were willing to “make good his previous wrongs” (426) he would not be completely a 

friend to Creusa: a just outcome with reconciliation is denied as a possibility. The incapacity 

of Ion and Creusa to discern their relationship with each other in their dialogue (237-368), 

which comes as a result of the action and omission of Apollo, is also, by extension, a failure to 

discern the manifestation of Apollo. This same lack of discernment is played upon in her 

monody condemning Apollo (859-922), and her decision afterwards to kill Ion.   

It seems that no character escapes this lack of discernment about the actions and nature of the 

god. Whilst Xuthus correctly follows Apollo’s oracle to take Ion as his son, he does not 

understand the true nature of Ion’s identity or Apollo’s relationship to him. He wrongly 

attributes the work of Apollo, i.e. the conception of Ion, to himself during a previous visit to 

Delphi (551), and thus comments that Ion is really sprung from Zeus (Xuthus’ offspring) rather 

than realising it is Apollo.  

The Chorus share in Xuthus’ misapprehension of the nature and divine origins of Ion (683-4). 

They dislike the oracle to Xuthus about Ion and rightly conceive that it may have some deceit 

(δόλον, 685) but they wrongly conceive of that deceit being aimed against their mistress Creusa 

rather than against Xuthus. They also misapprehend the character of Ion, suggesting that he 

also has the same δόλον as the oracle (692). The Old Man is under a similar misapprehension, 

and also attributes to Xuthus the guile which really belongs to the oracle (808).  
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Even the characters who are closest to Apollo either fail to discern him properly, or else in 

representing him cannot do so without some measure of concealment or deceit. The Priestess, 

at the prompting of the god, concealed Ion’s cradle and birth tokens until the end of the play, 

but despite being the priestess of the god she is unable to say why he wished her to keep and 

conceal the items (1360). Hermes, in the prologue, proposes the scheme of Apollo to deceive 

Xuthus into thinking that Ion was his son, and that Apollo himself by these means would also 

be able to conceal his liaison with Creusa (69-76). Hermes thus shares in the attempt to 

misrepresent and conceal the truth about Apollo. Likewise, at the end of the play, Athena is 

required to explain away the absence of Apollo and his failure to justify himself and settle the 

question of Ion’s paternity with her famous statement that Apollo wished to avoid any reproach 

(1555-9). Whilst she reveals the truth of Apollo’s actions, and even admits the failure of his 

plans to work in the way intended (thus undermining the revelations of Hermes expressed at 

the beginning of the play) she also seeks that Ion conceal his knowledge about the truth of his 

paternity from Xuthus in order that he enjoy a “pleasant delusion” (1601-2). Although in this 

instance this is a deliberate suppression of knowledge rather than a misapprehension through a 

human failing, the effect is still the same: the god is manifest through misconceptions.  

The attempts of the characters to apprehend the nature of Apollo, and their failure correctly to 

do so, are, in sum, the main driver of the plot and the main theme of the play, having 

considerably greater prominence than discussions of Athenian identity or autochthony, 

although certainly not excluding their presence or importance. One should add to this that the 

theme of apprehending the nature of Apollo and the divine realm more broadly appears in other 

facets of the play. The Ion is conspicuous for the amount of space dedicated to the descriptions 

of statuary and artwork belonging to Delphi, which depict the work of the gods and the divine 

realm. There is an extensive depiction of the cosmos in the ecphrasis describing the tent for 

Ion’s feast (1132-65). The first appearance of the Chorus in the parodos (184-236) is for the 

most part dedicated to an ecphrasis describing the pediment of the temple, with its depiction of 

the labours of Heracles, and the participation of Athena, Zeus and Dionysus in the 

Gigantomachy. The dialogue between Ion and the Chorus (219-233, the first dialogue in the 

play) is important in this regard. It focuses on what is within the temple and may not be seen, 

in contrast to what is external and may be seen. The Chorus ask Ion if it is lawful (θέμις) for 

them to enter the temple itself (219-21). Although they cannot enter and cannot verify it with 

their sight, they ask to know what is within, and whether the omphalos is truly to be found there 

(223-4). Being unable to enter, they content themselves with looking at the outside of the 
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temple, and they say that what is outside will delight their eyes (230-1). Ion likewise tells them 

to look at everything which the law permits (232). The exchange is significant, emphasising 

that there is an internal divine sphere to which the Chorus do not have access, and that they are 

able to do little more than attempt to decipher the portrayal of the divine world on the exterior. 

This tableau is emblematic of the idea that there is a disjunction between the divine and the 

human realms, and that those in the human realm are excluded from a direct vision or 

apprehension of what lies within the divine realm, and that those in the human realm must 

content themselves with either reports or visible surface depictions of what lies within.  

The tent for Ion’s feast (1132-65) is particularly important in this regard. It is divided into two 

parts: the ceiling section (1147-58), which portrays the orderly working of the heavens and the 

cosmos, the moon and the constellations; and the walls (1158-62), which portray scenes from 

earthly life. It is notable that whilst the heavenly section includes the astral bodies moving in 

regular and clear fashion, including the description of the Hyades as the clearest sign for sailors 

Ὑάδες τε, ναυτίλοις / σαφέστατον σημεῖον (1156-7), the walls are heavy with images of 

opposition or mixing. There are well-oared [barbarian] ships meeting against the ships of the 

Greeks εὐηρέτμους ναῦς ἀντίας Ἑλληνίσιν (1160), half-beast men μιξόθηρας φῶτας (1161), 

horsemen hunting deer and also the hunting of wild lions ἱππείας τ᾽ ἄγρας / ἐλάφων, λεόντων 

τ᾽ ἀγρίων θηράματα (1161-2). Again, this whole arrangement seems to depict a cosmos where 

there is a superior level of divine order, but on the human plane beneath all appears to be at 

opposition, and it is necessary to look up in order to apprehend the divine order which lies 

behind or beyond the human sphere. Goff, in an article dedicated to the interpretation of the 

tent, made some important points which would stand in support of this approach. She not only 

found the same contrast between the serene order of the ceiling and the conflict depicted on the 

walls38, but she was also alive to the Presocratic resonance of the depiction of the cosmos in 

the ceiling of the tent, pointing to the use made of imagery of the regularity of the diurnal 

course of the heavens being linked to ideas of divine morality and justice in Presocratic thinkers 

such as Parmenides and Heraclitus.39 In looking for the broad significance of the tent, Goff 

comments that “the truth of the tent is diffused and dispersed among a complex of graphic 

images, produced by the relations between them. These relations, moreover, as we have seen, 

cannot be definitively stated but are constantly shifting and questionable.”40 I would assent to 

 
38 Goff (1988) 43. 
39 Goff (1988) 43 n. 2. 
40 Goff (1988) 51. 
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Goff’s statement, and agree that the idea of truth in the play as manifested in the human realm 

must be, again using Zacharia’s word, “polyphonic”, or a meeting of opposites or multiplicities, 

contrasting with the coherence of the divine realm. It strongly suggests that idea of a unity at a 

divine level, with opposites or multiplicity at the visible, or finite and human level, as 

propounded in the Monistic Current. However, I would disagree with Goff’s statement that in 

the Ion, “the tent works in a way diametrically opposed to that of the oracle…” giving an 

unambiguous “truth which is delivered from the privileged voice at the centre of the world.”41 

In the Ion, even declarations of the Oracle of Apollo, and not just the artworks present around 

the temple at Delphi, deliver truths which are “polyphonic”, heavy with paradox and 

ambiguities, which must be accepted in pursuit of a higher truth.  

This approach, as described so far, suggests at the least a structural concordance with the 

postulates of the Monistic Current, although since the story of Apollo and Ion requires the ideas 

to be represented within the dramatic and mythic context of an Olympian rather than a 

chthonian deity, and in the setting of an oracle rather than a mystery cult, the manner of 

representation must necessarily differ to that which is offered in a play such as the Bacchae. 

Apollo, as the presiding deity, represents the single underlying substance. All manifest things 

represented in the dramatic world, and particularly the world of Delphi (the replies of the 

oracle, the birds, the temple and the various artistic representations of the god, even Ion himself 

and the gods Hermes and Athena) are dependent on the god and are imperfect reflections of 

the incommensurable god manifest on the finite human plane. This is analogous to the concept 

in the Monistic Current of manifest things being derived from the underlying substance. The 

ideas of the underlying substance being a bearer of opposites with variable and even opposite 

and self-contradictory manifestations on the visible plane are already clear from the analysis 

so far (which will be developed later), which has looked at the ambiguities of Apollo’s 

manifestations, and the inability of any of the characters to grasp him correctly. The only way 

to do so, it seems, is to accept the “duality” or the “polyphony” articulated by Kindt and 

Zacharia.  

However, it is necessary to go beyond this identification of the structural similarities between 

the Monistic Current and the Ion, and to do more to investigate whether there is any more 

evidence to show a connection between the milieu of monistic Presocratic thought and these 

ideas as expressed in the Ion.  

 
41 Goff (1988) 51. 
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In the discussion of methodology in chapter 2, particularly with reference to the Derveni 

Papyrus, I argued that given the nexus between the fields of mystery cult, allusions to monistic 

Presocratic thought and the motif of the coincidence of opposites or multiplicities, the apparent 

reference to mystery cult in a passage with other motifs from this nexus may per se suggest 

allusion to monistic Presocratic thought.42 Reference to mystery cult does not by any means 

suggest such an allusion beyond doubt. However, texts where one finds allusions to the various 

ideas in this nexus are likely, as the Derveni Commentator is, to be under the influence of 

monistic ideas from the Presocratic thinkers. I shall again rely on this methodology in my 

discussion of the Ion.  

Before proceeding, it would be appropriate briefly to discuss the question of the date of the 

Ion, as this arguably has some bearing on this proposition. The actual text of the Derveni 

Papyrus which is one of the main pieces of evidence to support this proposition, is dated by 

Betegh to the later part of the fourth century or the early part of the fifth century, as discussed 

above.43 As for the Ion, there has been considerable debate over its date. Metrical analysis 

suggests a date around the middle of the 410s.44 Owen proposed 418-7.45 Martin, based on a 

discussion of the appearance of Hermes and the political context of the Mutilation of the Herms 

in 415, suggested either before 415 or after 412.46 Vickers, as mentioned above, based on a 

somewhat tendentious political reading, put it as late as 409.47 However, the majority of 

scholarly opinion now appears to place it in 412.48 As my reading is not based on connecting 

the play closely to any particular political event or circumstances, as, for example, with 

Vickers, but is principally concerned with trends in philosophical and theological thought 

which belong to longer stretches of time, my reading does not stand or fall on narrowly dating 

the play to a specific year, and I do not need to enter this discussion in depth; I would accept 

the majority view of dating the play to around 412. What may be drawn from this brief 

discussion is that the Ion is probably from a slightly earlier period than the Bacchae, perhaps 

by half a dozen years or so, but that it is still close enough to the time of the composition of the 

 
42 See above p. 78-80. 
43 See above p. 73.  
44 Martin (2010) 648. 
45 Owen (1939) xli. 
46 Martin (2010). 
47 Vickers (2014). 
48 See discussion in Zacharia (2003) 3-7. 
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Derveni Papyrus to argue that the idea of there being a nexus between Presocratic thought and 

mystery cult was still, by this time, current.49  

Although the Ion is set at an oracular shrine linked to an Olympian deity, it is striking to what 

extent Euripides introduces motifs from gods associated with mystery cult, and also motifs 

which appear to be drawn from mystery cult. This presence in the text of mystery cult allusions 

has certainly not gone unnoticed by commentators. Segal50, McPhee51, Harris52, Zeitlin53, and 

Loraux54 amongst others have all done so. McPhee, in a specific discussion about the birds in 

the Ion, comments on the “interdependence of Ion’s Apollonian and Dionysian identities in his 

future position at Athens.”55 I would extend McPhee’s comment to suggest that Euripides gives 

Apollo throughout the play an undertow not only of the Dionysian, but also of other mystery 

cults, as if they are a dark but inalienable side of the god, the oracle and of his broader 

manifestations.  

Dionysus and the Bacchic cult features most conspicuously. Early in the play, as Ion sings on 

his daily tasks in the temple in service of Apollo, he describes them as a καλόν… πόνον “fair 

toil” (128) and later εὐφάμους δὲ πόνους μοχθεῖν οὐκ ἀποκάμνω “I do not weary of toiling at 

glorious toil” (133-4), thus evoking in an Apolline Paean the chorus of the Bacchae in their 

πόνον ἡδύν “sweet toil” (Ba. 66) and κάματον… εὐκάματον “weariness unwearying” (Ba. 68) 

also in service of the god. The coincidence of opposites, pleasure and toil, in the service of the 

god, which applied to Dionysus also applies here to Apollo.56 In the course of this toil, he 

decries the birds which have settled on the gables of the temple. The birds, says Ion, have come 

from their nests on Parnassus. McPhee argues that the connection of birds with Parnassus, 

where Dionysus is offered specific worship in the vicinity of the Delphic temple, and indeed 

where Xuthus went to make an offering to Dionysus for the birth of Ion (1125-8), gives the 

birds a specifically Dionysian association57, although amongst them are eagles, associated with 

Zeus (158-60) and a swan, sacred to Apollo (161-8).58 These birds, having come from 

 
49 If the date of 412 is accepted, this would place it in the same year as the Helen. See discussion below, p. 185.  
50 Segal (1999). 
51 McPhee (2017). 
52 Harris (2012). 
53 Zeitlin (1989). 
54 Loraux (1984) 228-232. 
55 McPhee (2017) 477. 
56 Segal (1992) 312. See also the discussion about Satzparallelismus, p. 103-4. 
57 The connection of Dionysian and Bacchic cult with Parnassus is stressed by the chorus in 714-7: ἰὼ δειράδες 
Παρνασοῦ πέτρας / ἔχουσαι σκόπελον οὐράνιόν θ᾽ ἕδραν, / ἵνα Βάκχιος ἀμφιπύρους ἀνέχων πεύκας / 
λαιψηρὰ πηδᾷ νυκτιπόλοις ἅμα σὺν Βάκχαις.  
58 McPhee (2017) 481. 
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Parnassus, congregate around the roof of the Delphic temple, and Ion acknowledges their 

sacred character and that they convey messages from the god. Yet, he is indignant that they are 

defiling the temple with their nests (171-2), and threatens to kill them. The meeting of 

contraries in this passage – the sanctity of the birds with the fact that they threaten to defile the 

temple, Ion’s recognition of their sanctity but also his threat to kill them – are striking and 

follow the Dionysiac pattern described above. Also significant in this connection is Ion’s threat 

to shoot the birds with his bow59 αἰάξεις60, εἰ μὴ πείσῃ, τὰς καλλιφθόγγους ᾠδάς “you shall 

turn your beautiful-sounding songs to cries of pain if you do not obey,” (167-8) as strongly 

reminiscent of moments in other tragedies where there the action (or manifestation) of a power 

associated with a god brings a sudden change and a meeting or confusion of contrary 

emotions.61 Shortly afterwards, during the ecphrasis of the chorus describing the statuary on 

the outside of the temple, the last god to appear in their description before they turn to address 

Ion is Dionysus: καὶ Βρόμιος ἄλλον ἀπολέμοι-/σι κισσίνοισι βάκτροις/ ἐναίρει Γᾶς τέκνων ὁ 

Βακχεύς “And Bromios the Bacchant with his unwarlike ivy wand destroys another of the sons 

of Earth” (216-8). The reference to Dionysus as last in the list is striking, and hangs over the 

following discussion between Ion and the chorus about the need to take pleasure in the external 

decoration of the temple.  

McPhee comments extensively about the Dionysian presentation of Xuthus. He points to 

several ways in which Xuthus is associated with Dionysus by Euripides.62 The first point is his 

belief that he fathered Ion with a maenad ἐς φανάς γε Βακχίου “at the torch feast of Bacchus” 

(550). Secondly, Xuthus celebrates his discovery of Ion and Ion’s birth with a feast at which 

wine features prominently (1165ff). However, during the feast, Xuthus himself has gone to 

Dionysus’ cult site on Parnassus – ἔνθα πῦρ πηδᾷ θεοῦ βακχεῖον... Διονύσου πέτρας… δισσάς 

“where the Bacchic fire leaps up… the double peaks of Dionysus” (1125-6) – to sacrifice to 

the γενέταις θεοῖσιν “gods of birth” (1130). McPhee observes that the use of γενέταις, with its 

more common connotation of “ancestor” or “father” initially carries a suggestion that Dionysus 

is an ancestor of Ion, if not his father.63 McPhee might also have pointed to Xuthus’ statement 

 
59 The bow, McPhee (2017, 480-1) observes, is an Apolline weapon particularly in this context. 
60 I follow Nauck’s reading of αἰάξεις for the αἱμάξεις of L. The emendation is accepted by Diggle and Kovacs, 
although disputed by Lee and Harris. Harris argues that Euripides is indulging in a portrayal of synaesthesia, 
and that Nauck’s emendation is a banalisation. I would accept Nauck’s emendation, as it follows a pattern of 
the sudden change, seen often in Euripides, of shouts of joy suddenly changing to lament following a divine 
action (e.g. Medea 1171-7). See Harris (2012) 515 for a discussion of this emendation.  
61 See for example, Medea 1171-7, Heracles 950-2. 
62 McPhee (2017) 480-1. 
63 McPhee (2017) 481. 
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(558) in response to Ion’s reluctant acceptance of Apollo’s oracle that νῦν ὁρᾷς ἃ χρή σ᾽ ὁρᾶν 

“now you see that which it was necessary for you to see”, which was later used by Dionysus to 

Pentheus (Ba. 924) to say that Pentheus, in submitting to participate in the Bacchic rites, was 

seeing correctly, even though he was still subject to deception at the hands of Dionysus. Given 

the Bacchic context here, and also that Ion is subject to the deception that Xuthus is his real 

father as Pentheus is also subject to a delusion by the god when the god is purporting to reveal 

the truth, the textual echo is striking.64 McPhee argues that Xuthus is presented as a rival to 

Apollo, as a Dionysian father of Ion. Indeed, Apollo, in giving Ion to Xuthus to be the visible 

and socially-accepted father of Ion, accepts Dionysus in balance, or at least in service to 

himself. As I say above, this should be extended to seeing Dionysus and the Bacchic cult as 

being yoked to the Delphic oracle in Euripides’ presentation of the scene at Delphi.   

It is not only Dionysus and Bacchic cult which is evoked throughout the Ion. Demeter and 

Persephone, and also the Eleusinian Mysteries, are also conspicuous. Their presence is noted 

particularly by Segal and Loraux. Segal observes that Creusa, by means of her rape whilst 

gathering flowers, is shown unmistakably to re-enact the Persephone/Kore myth.65 Loraux 

observes the association between Creusa and Persephone, and argues that the στάδια χλοερὰ 

(497) where Creusa gave birth evokes the meadow in which Persephone was ravished.66 

Thorburn points out the similarity of Creusa collecting flowers of a crocus shade (889) to 

Persephone’s collection of the “crocus-like narcissus” in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter 

2.428.67 Creusa, remarks Loraux, is seized by her “white wrist” (891) as was Persephone (Hes. 

Th. 913), and that she also calls in vain to her mother (893) as did Persephone (Homeric Hymn 

to Demeter, 35).68 Segal observes that there are further echoes of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter 

in the Ion. Creusa combines roles of the raped Persephone and the grieving Demeter. Her first 

meeting with Ion (225-63), he argues, resembles the meeting of the bereaved Demeter and the 

Eleusinian maidens at the well (Homeric Hymn to Demeter 105ff, 169ff).69 Furthermore, 

observes Segal70, in the recognition scene with Ion, she evokes Persephone and the idea that 

Ion (in that persona) had been dwelling with her and the shades below – ὃν κατὰ γᾶς ἐνέρων / 

 
64 This phrase itself, argues Seaford (1997) ad 924 (also referring to Burkert 1987, 20), is in itself an allusion to 
mystery initiation, where “the happiness of mystic initiation involves seeing.”  
65 Segal (1999) 71. 
66 Loraux (1984) 228. 
67 Thorburn (2000) 41-2. 
68 Loraux (1984) 228. 
69 Segal (1999) 71. 
70 Segal (1999) 72. 
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χθόνιων μετὰ Περσεφόνας τ᾽ ἐδόκουν ναίειν (1441-2) – and also exclaims her joy and cries 

out to the radiant expanse of heaven – ἰὼ ἰώ, λαμπρᾶς αἰθέρος ἀμπτυχαί (1445). Ion himself 

also says to her that he was one who had died and was now alive - ὁ κατθανών τε κοὐ θανὼν 

φαντάζομαι (1443). Segal could also have referred to the way in which Creusa made a careful 

search for Ion (352) as evoking the search of Demeter for Persephone. Each of these motifs – 

descent into the underworld, rebirth, coincidence of death and life, the evocation of the light 

and radiant expanse of heaven – all belong to mystery cult.71 Persephone is also evoked in the 

persona of Enodia (1048) when the Chorus contemplate the plot of Creusa to murder Ion.72  

There is a further deity which also demands attention in this regard, Aglauros. Aglauros is 

mentioned explicitly three times in the play. She is first alluded to by Hermes where he recounts 

the birth of Ericthonius and the origins of the Athenian custom of adorning young children with 

golden serpents (20-27).73 She is a subject for discussion between Creusa and Ion (271-4) when 

Ion asks Creusa about her ancestry, and Creusa vividly recounts the story of her death, along 

with her sister Herse, leaping down and σκόπελον ᾕμαξαν πέτρας “spattering their blood on 

the cliffside” (274). She occurs for a third time in the first choral ode, evoked in association 

with the στάδια χλοερὰ where Creusa abandoned Ion. There is what may be a fourth allusion 

where Ion calls for her to be hurled from the peaks of Parnassus as punishment for her attempt 

to kill him (1266-8), thus seeking a mode of death for her similar to that of Aglauros; the 

emphasis on her being cast down from the rocks in his words is striking, and suggests this 

connection: λάζυσθ᾽, ἵν᾽ αὐτῆς τοὺς ἀκηράτους πλόκους / κόμης καταξήνωσι Παρνασοῦ 

πλάκες, / ὅθεν πετραῖον ἅλμα δισκηθήσεται “Seize her so that she may be hurled from the 

peaks of Parnassus and her unsullied tresses smashed on the rocks”. The punishment is also 

sought for an offence against the child of a god: in Aglauros’ case by opening the basket to see 

Erichthonius; in Creusa’s case her attempt to kill Ion. In both cases, there appears to be a 

tendency towards madness before death. McPhee argues that Creusa shows “Maenadic 

tendencies” before her recognition of the birth tokens, and not long before Ion makes the threat 

to cast her from Parnassus in 1266-8, the chorus describes her attempt at poisoning Ion as 

mingling Dionysus’ vine with the deadly poison of the serpent (1231-4). The dove who drinks 

the poison is said to be convulsing like a bacchant (κἀβάκχευσεν, 1204) and thus associating 

 
71 On the mystic associations of these motifs and the λαμπρᾶς αἰθέρος see Seaford (2005). 
72 Loraux (1984) 229. 
73 See Zacharia (2003) 60-5. 
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Creusa at this point with the maenadic.74 Beyond this, Ion also says that she is θεομανής when 

she leaps from the altar as she recognises the birth tokens (1402).  

The role of Aglauros in Athenian religion is complex and not fully understood.75 However, it 

is important to include her in this discussion as the rites surrounding her, and the fashion in 

which she is represented in the Ion, both suggest connection to initiation rituals and mystery 

cult. Her cult site was in a cave on the eastern cliff of the Acropolis, which was securely 

identified in 1980 following the discovery of inscriptional evidence dating to c. 246 BC.76 The 

cave appears to have performed a number of functions in the context of Athenian civic religion, 

as reflected in the multiplicity of extant myths about Aglauros. The account of her death 

following her opening of the forbidden basket of Erichthonius has just been described. A 

different myth narrates that Aglauros was a priestess of Athena who sacrificed herself to save 

the city when it was at war with the Eleusinians under Eumolpus. An oracle declared that 

Athens would be saved if someone sacrificed themselves for the sake of the city; Aglauros duly 

did so by throwing herself off the side of the Acropolis, and was thereafter worshipped with 

cult. 77 Perhaps in connection with this myth, the Athenian ephebes swore their oath in her cave 

and invoked her first in a list of deities by whom they swore.78 However, the first legend of her 

death in connection with Erichthonius appears to be associated with other prominent rituals in 

the Athenian calendar, first amongst which is the Arrephoria. Again, the full details of the 

ritual are unclear, but it appears to have involved a re-enactment of the myth. According to 

Pausanias, the rite took place at night.79 Two young virgins of noble origin, the arrephoroi, 

who have been set aside for a period of service to Athena and abide for this period near the 

shrine of Athena Polias on the Acropolis, are given by the priestess of Athena a number of 

items whose identity is unknown both to the priestess and themselves. They must carry these 

down the side of the Acropolis to an underground passage, where they must deposit these and 

bring back other items which are hidden from view. Following this festival, their service is 

completed and their position as arrephoroi is passed on to two successors. The allusions to 

Aglauros and this rite in the Ion, along with its clear doubling in the presentation of the birth 

 
74 McPhee (2017) 484. 
75 See Sourvinou-Inwood and Parker (2011, 24-113) for the fullest recent discussion of the complex 
development of the Aglauros myths and their possible relationship to cultic practice in fifth-century Athens. 
76 Dontas (1983). 
77 Philochoros FGrH 328 F 106; Sourvinou-Inwood and Parker 2011 (28-30). 
78 Mikalson (2005) 155. It should be noted that this ritual has not been securely dated beyond the fourth 
century, although Sourvinou-Inwood and Parker argue that the ritual predates this. See Sourvinou-Inwood and 
Parker (2011) 28. 
79 Pausanias 1.27.3. There is also a reference in Lysistrata 641-7. 
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of Ion,80 may well reflect the interpretation of Segal who sees the play as concentrating on 

generational rites of passage.81 The Arrephoria itself has been seen as an initiation ritual which 

serves as a generational rite of passage,82 and Aglauros, thanks to her connection with the 

ephebes, also has this association with generational rites of passage from a different aspect of 

her mythic background.83 However, there is also evidence that the rites associated with 

Aglauros go beyond rites of passage (which usually contain a notion of ritual death and rebirth 

as the sign of a movement from one stage of life to another) to mystery initiation, where the 

initiate at the very least gains some secret knowledge of the deity and also enters into some sort 

of privileged relationship with the deity. Inscriptional evidence points to some rites of Aglauros 

as having had a mystic character. The stele from the Cave of Aglauros on the Acropolis84, as 

described by Dontas85, describes a pannychis (an “all-nighter”) which appears to have been 

mystic in nature. The pannychis, suggests Dontas, is likely to have been part of a festival 

dedicated to Aglauros which is described in Philotimas86 – lavish offerings are made to them 

κατά τινα μύστικον λόγον – and in Athenagoras87 – καὶ Ἀγραύλῳ Ἀθηναῖοι καὶ τελετὰς καὶ 

μυστήρια ἄγουσιν καὶ Πανδρόσῳ αἳ ἐνομισθησαν ἀσεβεῖν ἀνοίξασαι τὴν λάρνακα (“…it is 

reckoned impious to open the mystic chest”) – with mystery-cult vocabulary. A further stele 

inscription found on the south side of the Acropolis, which was an honorary decree for the 

priestess of Aglauros dating to 180 BC88, described sacrifices made to Aglauros at the 

εἰσιτητήρια. Gonzales, discussing the meaning of εἰσιτητήρια in connection with the meaning 

of εἰσαγώγεια in the earlier inscription (IG II/III³ 1, 1002, 25-6), suggests that εἰσιτητήρια in 

these inscriptions “probably do not simply designate a sacrifice, but rather a set of rituals, or 

even a festival, of which sacrifice was merely one part”, and that εἰσαγώγεια should be 

understood as monies paid as an initiation fee and that, by extension, τά τε εἰσαγώγεια καὶ τὰς 

θυσίας ἔθυσε τὰς προηκούσας of the earlier inscription should be translated as “celebrated the 

induction and made the appropriate sacrifices.”89 In arguing that the rites to which these 

inscriptions allude have a mystery-initiation character, Gonzales also points to a document-

 
80 Zacharia (2003) 85-8. 
81 Segal (1999). 
82 Burkert (1983) 150-4; though see Robertson (1983), who sees it as a divination ritual. 
83 Goff (1988, 44) attempts to draw a connection between the tent for Ion’s festival described in 1132-65 and 
the arrephoria through reference to the feminine weaving and the role it may have played in the rites. 
84 IG II/III³ 1, 1002. 
85 Dontas (1983); the stele is dated to 246 BC. 
86 Bekker, Anecdota Graeca I.239.7. 
87 Athenagoras, Legatio 1.1. 
88 IG II3 1,5 1373.  
89 Gonzales (2015) 78-80. 
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relief found in the vicinity, dating to the third quarter of the fourth century BC, and thus closer 

to our own period.90 This document relief includes a female figure with an arm aloft, as if 

brandishing a spear or torch. Gonzales argues that the document-relief may have formed the 

crowning element in another honorary decree for the priestess of Aglauros, and that the female 

figure may have been carrying a torch, which suggested the pannychis and mystery initiations 

similar to Demeter.91  

Another suggestion that the rites of Aglauros had a mystic character and that Euripides is 

attempting to emphasise that mystic character is to be found in the text of the Ion itself. In 

Creusa’s discussion of Aglauros, as mentioned above, she makes vivid mention of Aglauros 

leaping to her death when in discussion with Ion (271-4). I have argued above that the threat 

to hurl Creusa from the rocks in 1266-8 is also an allusion to the leaping in the story of 

Aglauros. The strong emphasis on the leaping from the rocks (which in itself evokes a 

katabasis), I would argue, is in itself an allusion to mystery-cult initiation, and further suggests 

in itself that some rites of Aglauros had the characteristics of mystery cult. An early example 

of leaping, demonstrating its connection to mystery cult (albeit in an Italian setting) is the Tomb 

of the Diver, discovered at Paestum, dating to c. 470 BC. The tomb appears to depict a banquet 

of Orphic initiates, but on the slab above them a person executing a dramatic leap into the sea, 

an ensemble which seems to indicate that the leap is a preliminary to being admitted to the 

band of initiates.92 Various retellings of the myths of Dionysus and Theseus leaping into the 

sea show that the action of leaping effects or proves the divinity of the subject.93 This is also 

the case for Ino (Leucothea) and Melicertes (Palaimon).94 The frequent refrain of the Orphic 

gold tablets “a kid [or bull, or ram] you rushed [or fell] into milk”95 also contain, argues 

Faraone, an emphasis on leaping rather than any final state.96 These constant references to 

leaping and falling in the Orphic tablets most likely refer to ritual movements during which the 

devotee imitates the significant actions of the mystery god himself or his divine companions, 

for example in a dance or frenetic leap. Such might include the maenadic dance in imitation of 

Dionysus’ springtime leap into (and vivification of) herds of animals, or to an initiation rite 

 
90 NM 2947 (National Archaeological Museum, Greece); printed as fig. 2 in Gonzales (2015). 
91 Gonzales (2015) 81. 
92 For the Orphic interpretation of the tomb, see Somville (1979).  
93 Edmonds (2011) 323. 
94 The story is told by Ovid, Fasti 6.473ff, and again in Metamorphoses 4.416ff. 
95 See, for example, tablet A1 Thurii, 4th century BC, text and translation in Edmonds (2011, 16): ‘”Happy and 
most blessed one, a god you will be instead of a mortal” A kid I fell into milk.’ ὄλβιε καὶ μακαριστέ, θεὸς δ' 
ἔσηι ἀντὶ βροτοῖο. / ἔριφος ἐς γάλ' ἔπετον. 
96 Faraone (2011). 



 

134 
 

which recalls the god’s youthful escape from destruction by falling into the foam of the sea. 

Edmonds also observes how various ritual dances associated with mystery cult require dramatic 

leaping97. It should also be mentioned that this is not the only occasion a striking leap appears 

in Euripides in connection with mystery-cult initiation. Although this is not the place to argue 

the point in detail, the death of Evadne in the Suppliants (Eur. Supp. 990-1071), also occurs as 

the result of a leap, and it is also surrounded with a number of motifs which evoke mystery-

cult.   

In sum, mystery cult appears as a frequent refrain in the Ion, and in all of the cases which I 

have identified, the evocation of mystery cult or mystery cult deities is not incidental, but they 

each appear in close association with Apollo. Dionysus and ideas of Bacchic cult appear in 

association with the manifestation of Apollo at the temple in its decoration and in the behaviour 

of the birds. Xuthus, who is taken as the de facto visible father of Ion, or at least an associate 

father of Ion with Apollo, is shown to have strong Dionysiac associations. Creusa, as Ion’s 

mother, behaves as a maenad. Creusa, following her rape by Apollo, also displays the 

characteristics of both Demeter and Persephone. Thanks to the association between the cave of 

Aglauros and the place where Creusa was raped by Apollo, and also where she abandoned Ion 

later to be rescued by Apollo (936-41), Euripides appears also to be drawing a connection 

between Apollo and a mystery cult dedicated to Aglauros.  

If we accept that Euripides appears to be closely associating Apollo with the gods and practice 

of mystery cult, and frequently alluding to mystery cults and mystery-cult deities throughout 

the play, then this has a significant bearing on how the play should be approached. One of the 

first points is that if we are to take the Ion, as argued above, as a philosophical and theological 

play, then the constant evocation of mystery cult should encourage us in this approach. As 

argued in chapter 298, one of the leading concerns of mystery cult is a proper apprehension of 

the true nature of the divine, along with the world’s cosmogony and cosmology. Moreover, the 

Derveni Commentator (who shares this concern), in its treatment of Zeus, also provides a lead 

in what should be our approach towards Apollo. The Derveni Commentator argues that it is 

incorrect to condemn Zeus in the Orphic poems for his apparent incest or immoral behaviour, 

as the poem is to be understood in an allegorical fashion.99 One may argue, following this lead, 

 
97 Edmonds (2011, 318) discusses, amongst others, the Dance of the Kouretes, the cult of Dionysus at Elis with 

the Thyia festival and the ‘Thyiades’ or the ‘rushers’. He also points out that in the first Homeric Hymn to Dionysus 
Semele was called ‘Thyone’ (Rusher). 
98 See above, p. 66-8.  
99 See particularly DP col. XIII, EGP. 402-3.  
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that in the Ion we should not try to categorise Apollo as having behaved morally or immorally 

towards Creusa. Rather, we should consider his behaviour in the light of trying to understand 

him as Zeus or as a mystery-cult divinity narrated in the Orphic poems: we should see the story 

as a myth, to be understood allegorically as the Derveni Commentator treats the Orphic poem, 

where the behaviour and effects of the god attempt to explain and mediate the nexus between 

a unity on the divine plane and a multiplicity on the plane of human, finite perception. This is 

similar to the lead which Tiresias offers the audience in the Bacchae.  

Most importantly, as argued above100, texts where one finds allusion both to mystery cult and 

Presocratic allusions, as well as frequent instances of the coincidence of opposites, are most 

likely, as the Derveni Commentator is, to be under the influence of ideas from monistic 

Presocratic thought. In this section, I have already discussed how in structural terms Apollo 

could be considered in the Ion as representing the underlying unity from which the manifest 

world is derived, thus covering the first two points of my concept of the Monistic Current. The 

references to mystery cult, I argue, strengthen this proposition, but they also may be taken with 

the paradoxical and contrary nature of the appearances of the divine to suggest a connection 

between the Ion and monistic Presocratic thought. All of this taken together reflects the latter 

propositions from the Monistic current, in particular that the underlying substance is a bearer 

of opposites, and that the underlying substance may remain a singularity, but its manifestations 

may change and include opposites, such that unity may be perceived in opposites.  

Some of these ideas may be seen most prominently in the recognition scene between Creusa 

and Ion. Ion describes himself as ὁ κατθανών τε κοὐ θανὼν φαντάζομαι “I appear as one who 

has died and has not died” (1444). The connection of the manifestation of opposites in the 

context of Creusa apprehending the divine antecedents of Ion is striking. Not only does Ion 

manifest this coincidence of opposites, but the similarity to some of the language employed in 

mystery-cult texts is difficult to deny. The Olbia bone tablets immediately come to mind, 

particularly Tablet A with its formula βίος θάνατος βίος | ἀλήθεια.101 This is not the only 

moment during the period of recognition where this coincidence of opposites occurs. Creusa 

enlarges on how his birth was like a death, where he was οὐκ ἀδάκρυτος (1458). She has in her 

arms a child who had “seemed to have dwelt with the shades and Persephone” (1441-2). There 

is a similar coincidence of opposites where Creusa admits, that despite her discovery of Ion, 

ἔτι φόβῳ τρέμω, since, as Ion recognises in response μῶν οὐκ ἔχειν μ᾽ ἔχουσα (1452). 

 
100 See above, p. 78-80.  
101 Graf and Johnson (2007) 187. 
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Intimations of mystery cult are also seen in Creusa’s exclamation ἀνηβᾷ δ᾽ Ἐρεχθεύς (1465) 

with the emphasis on rebirth, and her subsequent statement about its movement from night to 

a recovery of sight in the rays of the sun ὅ τε γηγενέτας δόμος οὐκέτι νύκτα δέρκεται, / ἀελίου 

δ᾽ ἀναβλέπει λαμπάσιν (“the house of the earth-born no longer looks upon night, but looks up 

at the light of the sun”, 1466-7).  

There are other coincidences of opposites which are striking in this context. One which is 

recurrent looks at the question of piety and impiety, or sanctity and pollution. This features 

particularly with Ion attempting to reconcile his conception of the purity of Apollo with the 

differing and confusing ways in which he ultimately finds the god to be manifest, and the 

contradictions in the manifestation of what the characters consider to be the divine law. The 

play dwells on the problem that it is unlawful to kill a suppliant at an altar of Apollo, but that 

the law also justly calls for Creusa’s death as one who attempted murder (1256). Ion complains 

bitterly of this difficulty, saying δεινόν γε, θνητοῖς τοὺς νόμους ὡς οὐ καλῶς / ἔθηκεν ὁ θεὸς 

οὐδ᾽ ἀπὸ γνώμης σοφῆς (“it is astonishing how poor and devoid of sense are the laws the god 

has made for mortals”, 1312-13), and saying that it is not right that the ἀδίκους should sit at 

the god’s altar, but that the god should drive them away (1314-15). He even represents the 

problem to the Delphic priestess, saying that καθαρὸς ἅπας τοι πολεμίους ὃς ἂν κτάνῃ 

(“everyone who kills the enemy is pure”, 1334) when she orders him to go to Athens in a pure 

state with good omens, καθαρὸς Ἀθήνας ἔλθ᾽ ὑπ᾽ οἰωνῶν καλῶν (1333). This tension is also 

seen with Creusa’s dedication of herself to Apollo as sacrosanct, ἱερὸν τὸ σῶμα τῷ θεῷ δίδωμ᾽ 

ἔχειν (1285) despite Ion’s complaints that she tried to kill him, and that he, rather than she was 

pious: οὐκ εὐσεβεῖς γε: τἀμὰ δ᾽ εὐσεβῆ τότ᾽ ἦν (1290), and this despite the fact that in truth he 

is seeking the death of his own mother. One might also observe nevertheless in these lines that 

both Ion and Creusa are inadvertently speaking truths, but ambiguously and in a way which 

they do not realise, with Creusa’s dedication of her body to Apollo (1285) and the description 

of Ion’s parentage (1287-8).  

Ion’s difficulty in conceiving of the idea that Apollo may not be manifest by means of an 

unambiguous purity, such as Ion himself cultivates in the temple as its slave, is manifest almost 

from the beginning of the play.102 Aside from the irony of Ion’s situation, where his true 

parentage and Apollo’s deceptive intentions have been declared to the audience by Hermes 

before Ion first enters to give his encomium to Apollo and the holy manner of his own life at 

 
102 For a further discussion of Ion’s intense attachment to ideas of purity, see Thorburn (2000) 45-9. 
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Delphi (82-153), Ion finds it difficult to conceive, as mentioned above, that the birds which 

settle on the temple gables could both be an intimation of the will of the gods, and yet also 

defile the temple with their nest building and mess (154-183). He becomes confused and 

agitated following Creusa’s narration of Apollo’s rape, and although she observes that it is in 

the nature of the god to prophesy the truth – εἴπερ καθίζει τρίποδα κοινὸν Ἑλλάδος (366) – he 

starts to argue a point which clearly makes him uncomfortable, that the god will conceal matters 

(365), that the god has the capacity to feel shame (367), that one should not ask him questions 

which are against his will (373-80). He expatiates on his confusion in a monologue during 

which he apostrophises Apollo, rebuking the god, condemning his behaviour, asking what is 

wrong with him, and struggling with the idea that laws of human custom which have apparently 

been divinely ordained may somehow not be applicable to the gods or the divine sphere (436-

51). In all of these cases, Apollo’s actions manifest themselves in the human sphere in a 

coincidence of purity and impurity, morality and immorality, truth and deceit103, and Ion finds 

it difficult to accept that this may be the real nature of the gods. 

Ion is not the only character to find this difficulty. Creusa’s striking evocation in her monody 

of the beauty of Apollo with his golden hair – χρυσῷ χαίταν μαρμαίρων (887) – strongly 

contrasted with the violence of his actions (Apollo is ἀναιδείᾳ, 895) and Creusa’s pitiful 

reaction, κραυγὰν Ὦ μᾶτερ (893), and her later depiction of Apollo’s carefree life singing to 

his lyre and allotting oracles (907-11) whilst she is in misery, also evoke her difficulty in 

accepting the polyphonic nature of the divine.104 Creusa’s exclamation about the two drops of 

blood from the Gorgon, κακῷ γὰρ ἐσθλὸν οὐ συμμείγνυται (1017), is emblematic of this way 

of thinking. The Chorus likewise are weary of this “polyphonic” nature of Apollo. They 

complain that there may be deceit on the part of the oracle and express their dislike of its 

pronouncement about Ion, οὐ γάρ με σαίνει θέσφατα μή τιν᾽ ἔχῃ δόλον (685), and they also are 

upset by its nature which is ἄτοπα – paradoxical, strange or even monstrous, ἄτοπος ἄτοπα γὰρ 

παραδίδωσί μοι, τάδε θεοῦ φήμα (690-1).  

Conclusion 

 

 
103 In this meeting of opposites, one again recalls the Olbia Tablets. Tablet B includes the phrase ἀλήθεια 
ψεῦδος | Διόν(υσος), as if the way to the god is through a meeting and transcendence of the two qualities. 
See Graf and Johnson (2007) 187. 
104 See Thorburn (2000) 40-44 for further discussion of the use of gold imagery to heighten the sense of 
Creusa’s defilement and the tension between the ideas of purity and impurity.  
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The drama of the Ion is driven by the various inadequate attempts of the characters to discern 

the actions, manifestations, will, and nature of Apollo. The god is never manifest with any 

coherence in the sphere of the mortal characters, and even the other gods fail to give any 

account of Apollo which appears coherent in mortal terms. There are several suggestions that 

what may be coherent on a divine perspective cannot be perceived as coherent from a mortal 

perspective, suggesting in structural terms an underlying monism. The motifs of the 

coincidence of opposites, or unity in multiplicity, appear frequently when the characters 

attempt to give an account of Apollo, as do references to mystery cult. Under the methodology 

proposed in Chapter 2, this complex of ideas suggests the influence of the Monistic Current 

drawn from Presocratic thought. The contrarieties in the way Apollo is manifested are as a 

result of this influence. 
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Chapter 5 : The Heracles 
 

Introduction  

The Heracles presents a whole range of interpretative problems, a number of which are 

different to those raised by the Ion. Whilst both plays raise questions about the nature of the 

gods and their philosophical and theological background, the episodic nature of the Heracles, 

in contrast to the apparently tight construction of the Ion, has caused many scholars to question 

the Heracles’ structure and formal unity.1 Much attention has also been given to the difficulty 

in treating Heracles’ character, with his capacity to move from what appears to be unnerving 

violence to deep piety, and also the nature of his madness. Commentators have frequently 

argued whether Heracles’ display of violence was excessive in the context of the play, and had 

a bearing on his treatment by the gods.  

I would argue that a reading of the Heracles which interprets it in the light of monistic 

Presocratic thought not only helps to make sense of the many difficult problems posed by the 

play about the gods – the ambivalence of Zeus, the anger of Hera, the strange dissent between 

Lyssa and Iris over Hera’s hatred of Heracles, the nature of Heracles’ madness, and also 

Heracles’ own attitude towards the gods – but also helps to assist with the debates over the 

structure of the play, as well as Heracles’ character. As I have argued with the Bacchae and 

Ion, I shall also contend here that there are structural similarities between monistic Presocratic 

concepts and the portrayal of the divine world in the Heracles, and this is to be seen at various 

levels – both in the presentation of the gods themselves, as well as the presentation of Heracles 

and Heracles’ own perception of the divine world. In all of these fields, ambiguity is a keynote 

of the manifestation of the divine. This ambiguity of divine manifestation is another mode of 

projecting the idea of a unity of opposites or multiplicities and this is a result of the monistic 

ideas which underpin the play.  

 
1 One earlier scholar, Carrière, even went so far as to propose that the play originally only consisted of the first 
part up to the “happy ending” with the death of Lycus, and that Euripides then added the further sections as 
an afterthought. See Carrière (1952).  
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The Heracles: Previous responses and problems of interpretation 

Dramatic unity and the gods 

The Heracles has always troubled scholars on account of its markedly episodic construction. 

Much of the critical work done on the play in recent decades, perhaps driven by the sharp 

comment of Murray that the play was “broken-backed,”2 has been focused on seeking dramatic 

and thematic unity in it.3 An important step in this work was made by Conacher, who argued 

that the play could be divided into three episodes, and the reversals which caused the action of 

the play to be redirected between those parts all expressed an element of a single theme.4 For 

Conacher, the play’s form was a function of its themes, the leading one being the unappealing 

nature of the gods and the expression of human χάρις and φιλία in the face of the divine world. 

Conacher followed, to an extent, Verrall’s contemptuous treatment of the gods5, but unlike 

Verrall, he did not take Heracles’ apparent attacks on the gods as an excuse to rationalise the 

whole panoply of the gods out of existence within the confines of the play.6 His more nuanced 

judgement was that Euripides was implying that the nature of the gods could not be as it 

appeared in myth and in the play itself, rather than trying to suggest that they had no actual 

existence within the confines of the drama. This ironic relationship between the plot and theme, 

suggested Conacher, helped to account for the disconnected structure and “fantastic 

motivations” of the plot, and also for “certain paradoxical, if not contradictory, elements in its 

treatment of the divine and the mythological.” Euripides used the myth as part of the plot, “the 

dramatic means to his reductio ad absurdum: yet he allows his own view to show through in 

hints, double meanings and, eventually, ‘inconsistencies’ as, in the closing scenes, the need for 

preserving the fiction grows less.”7 

Conacher’s establishment of a link between the very structure of the drama and the question of 

the nature and configuration of the gods is in my view an important step for coming to an 

understanding of the play, but in his own work he did not proceed to make a more detailed 

analysis of how these two matters were interrelated. Moreover, although many other scholars 

 
2 Murray (1946) 112. Less attention, fortunately, was paid to his judgement that the play was not a great work 
of art.  
3 Early works on this field include Kitto (1950) see esp. 248, Lucas (1950) 195-201, Norwood (1954) esp. 46. 
4 Conacher (1955) 146. 
5 Conacher (1955) 146: Conacher argued Euripides was attempting to show “that Greek myth, literally 
understood, presented a conception of the gods which was unworthy of belief by a civilised people”. 
6 Verrall (1905) 135. 
7 Conacher (1955) 150-1. This approach is similar to the recent general treatment of Euripides made by 
Torrance as discussed above, p. 32-3.  
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followed the trend set during this period of trying to discern a strong thematic unity to 

compensate for their misgivings about the dramatic unity of the play, this connection made by 

Conacher between the nature of the gods and the structure of the play remained unpursued by 

later scholars in discussions about the relationship between the play’s theme and its dramatic 

structure.8 As part of my discussions below, I shall pursue the connection between the structure 

of the play and the nature of the gods, as raised by Conacher, and to look at this question in the 

light of the monistic Presocratic background. Given the subject’s comparative neglect in more 

recent times, I believe it is ripe for development.   

Belief in the gods 

The fact that the connection between the play’s structure and the question of the gods has been 

neglected after Conacher does not mean that the question of the gods in its own right has been 

without attention. On the contrary, Conacher’s attempt to deal with the complex and apparently 

self-contradictory nature of Heracles’ complaints against the gods was influential, and the 

matter itself has been subject to frequent consideration since this period. Conacher’s argument 

that Euripides was implying that the gods could not in reality be as they were presented in myth 

and in the play found a close adherent in Eisner.9 Kamerbeek developed Conacher’s position 

by arguing that the play propounded “the repudiation of the very existence of the traditional 

anthropomorphic gods as gods but not of the evil powers responsible for Heracles' unhappy 

fate.”10 Brown argued that “we should attribute to Euripides both a personal belief in the kind 

of god described at 1340-6 and a desire to dramatise faithfully and honestly myths in which the 

gods are clearly very different.”11 Euripides, Brown maintained, believed in the philosophic 

god portrayed in 1340-6, and his purpose in writing the Heracles as he did was to show the 

consequences of the contrary belief where gods behaved immorally. Gregory, in her earlier 

work, took a very similar approach, stating that Heracles himself was condemning false stories 

and ideas about the gods.12 A later development of this idea comes with Lawrence, who says 

that the play argues it is not the gods, but τύχη – albeit in a fashion reconcilable with the 

dramatic and mythic machinery of traditional Greek religion – that is the essential cosmological 

 
8 For example later discussions after Conacher of dramatic unity in the play include: Chalk (1962), who argued 
that the unifying theme was the notion of friendship; Kamerbeek (1966), who argued that it was a search for a 
new notion of arete; and Barlow (1982), who argued that the structure of the play was designed to provoke 
questions about violence and the nature of Heracles as a hero. 
9 Eisner (1979) 156. 
10 Kamerbeek (1966) 9. 
11 Brown (1978) 28. 
12 Gregory (1977). 
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power in the drama. Euripides was thus attempting to generate a hero with a “purely secular 

orientation without turning him into an atheist”, under a new type of god who was “in no way 

reassuring.”13 Halleran, writing around the same time, whilst suggesting that the play itself 

offered no hard and distinct answers about theological truths despite the avowed expressions 

of its characters, argued that Euripides still insinuated as vividly as he could “the cruelty and 

perhaps even the absurdity of the traditionally viewed divinities who act in this world.”14 

One should also take into account a theatrical corollary of this general approach, which was 

explored in particular by Michelini. She took the view that Heracles’ statement of 1340-6, 

saying the traditional myths about the tales of the gods as expressed by Theseus were “the 

miserable tales of poets,” compelled the audience to think that the Heracles itself, the play that 

they were watching “was also a mere fiction, told by a poet who is lying.” As a result, the 

“mention of lying poets projects outside the frame of the drama, as a self-referential suggestion 

that our interpretation of the play should not confine itself within the boundary of the fictional 

‘reality.’”15  

Another approach was to focus more on the beliefs of Heracles himself as a character. Stinton 

argued that Heracles’ attack on the gods in 1340-6 should not be taken as a statement of 

disbelief in the gods but rather as one of disapproval at their nature and conduct towards him, 

made in circumstances of heightened emotion.16 Mastronarde, taking a not dissimilar line, 

argued that the view Heracles expressed about the gods in 1340-6 was not a rhetorical flourish 

nor an intrusion by Euripides himself into the drama, but rather a cry from Heracles himself 

for an idealistic faith.17 Foley, perhaps expressing the same point of view from a different 

perspective, characterised Heracles’ attack on the nature of the gods in 1340-6 as an act of 

heroic self-delusion.18 Padilla, shortly afterwards, took a similar view, arguing that Heracles, 

despite his suffering, was unable to turn his experience into understanding: “Heracles 

theologizes about his vulnerability but stays blind to the powers which have given shape to his 

life.”19 Lefkowitz, throughout her career, has been the most austere exponent of this view: “any 

 
13 Lawrence (1998) 144-5. 
14 Halleran (1986) 181. 
15 Michelini (1987) 275. 
16 Stinton (1976) 83. Stinton forbore to say in the article whether he thought Euripides himself believed in the 
myths, but he did argue that Euripides nevertheless accepted the implications of the myths at the theological 
level (84). 
17 Mastronarde (1986). 
18 Foley (1985) 197. 
19 Padilla (1992) 9-10. 
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character in Euripides who expresses ‘philosophical’ notions about the gods does so out of 

desperation, and that ultimately, the gods in that play will prove – not always to the characters’ 

satisfaction – that the gods still retain their traditional powers,” she wrote in 198920, and in her 

most recent work, she maintained that “the audience would have realized that Heracles had not 

suddenly turned into a philosopher proclaiming a new theology. Rather in his guilt and grief 

he is trying to deny an obvious reality.”21 

Omitting discussion at this point of other approaches to the gods which focus on the ambiguous 

nature of Heracles as a character both divine and human22, since these are easier to take into 

consideration in a discussion of critical responses to Heracles’ character, we are offered an 

extraordinary spectrum of scholarly appraisals of the role and nature of the gods in the 

Heracles. In sum, this ranges from those who believe that the play to all intents and purposes 

works to confirm traditional Greek views of the gods (primarily Lefkowitz), to those who 

suggest that it expresses belief but with exasperation and a wish for a better-constituted divinity 

(e.g. Mastronarde, Stinton), to those who see the play as suggesting that it was a sign of 

Euripides’ own belief in a more contemporary style of non-mythical god (e.g. Conacher, 

Kamerbeek, Brown). 

Critical treatment of Heracles and the philosophical background 

Given this extraordinarily broad range of responses, it would not be unreasonable to attempt to 

look at the play more deeply in the wider context of the philosophical trends of the period, in 

the hope that this might provide the means to move the debate forwards. Before doing so, 

however, one should acknowledge that previous scholars have certainly not passed by this 

matter, and a survey of these approaches is merited.  

Stinton is one of the first to allude to the Xenophanes-like quality of Heracles’ outburst in 1340-

6, but only to suggest that Euripides’ own beliefs cannot be tied down to Heracles’ statement 

and that the play does not propound “the ideally perfect and rational divinity which 

Xenophanes and Heracles desiderate and Plato supplied.”23 Halleran also notes the similarity 

of 1340-6 to Xenophanes, but does not look into the question of any further relationship 

between the Heracles and the Presocratic or wider philosophical background in his discussion 

 
20 Lefkowitz (1989) 72. 
21 Lefkowitz (2016) 54. 
22 For example Silk (1985), Papadopoulou (2005). 
23 Stinton (1976) 83-4. 
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of the gods in the play.24 Yunis comes to a conclusion which is ultimately similar to Stinton, 

arguing that Heracles in 1340-6 is drawing a distinction between that “which is truly god, and 

to which the term ‘god’ ought properly (ὀρθῶς) to be applied, and on the other hand, that which 

does not strictly belong to the class ‘god’ as he has marked it out, which in this strict sense is 

not god, but which sometimes, with less than perfect propriety, might be called ‘god’.”25 Yunis 

hesitates to investigate the idea that Presocratic ideas might have a deeper bearing on the play 

more widely as he is reluctant to consider the possibility that the Presocratic ideas from the 

earlier period might circulate or be transmitted in other manners outside that which can be 

securely attested by manuscript transmission or witnesses.26  

Papadopoulou27 discusses more fully the echoes of Xenophanes in 1340-6, but rather than 

asking whether there is more to be gained by a deeper analysis of Xenophanes’ and Presocratic 

ideas in view of the play, her main concern is to refute the idea as expressed by Michelini28 

that Heracles’ outburst undermines the veracity of the drama, as described above. 

Papadopoulou takes the unusual view, based on the argument of Eisenstadt29, that Xenophanes 

was not trying to undermine the traditional anthropomorphic and mythical approach to the 

gods, but that his critique of myths about the gods was based on ethical grounds, arguing that 

Xenophanes rejected traditional stories not because they were false, but because they were not 

ethical. She then proceeds to suggest that Heracles’ outburst in 1340-6 is not motivated by any 

disbelief in the traditional ideas about the gods. Rather, Heracles doesn’t disbelieve in the 

traditional stories, but his outburst is a rebellion against their nature. In this, Papadopoulou 

adheres to the arguments advanced earlier by Stinton30, Foley31 and Mastronarde32.  

Lefkowitz takes a similar line. Although she recognises the similarity of 1340-6 to Xenophanes, 

and also draws further parallels between those lines and statements made in the Euthyphro33 

and also by Euripides’ contemporary Antiphon the Sophist34, she still asserts that Heracles was 

 
24 Halleran (1986) 178. 
25 Yunis (1988) 162. 
26 See the rather strict discussion of the question in Yunis (1988) 163, n. 46; cf my own discussion of 
methodology in this regard above, p. 35-6. 
27 Papadopoulou (2005) 85-116. 
28 See above p. 141, and Michelini (1987) 275. 
29 Eisenstadt (1974). 
30 Stinton (1976). 
31 Foley (1985). 
32 Mastronarde (1986). 
33 For example, Socrates’ insistence that the gods cannot get any advantage from offerings made by mortals, 
Plato, Euthyphro (14e–15a). 
34 Antiphon the Sophist also denied that the gods could benefit from any offerings made by mortals (DK 
87B10). 
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not trying to act as a philosopher offering a new view of the gods, but rather in his “guilt and 

grief trying to deny an obvious reality.”35  

Based on this survey of previous critical responses to religion and the gods in the Heracles, I 

would argue that there is scope for a further analysis of the question. Such an analysis should 

take more deeply into account the possibility that there may be structural similarities between 

monistic Presocratic thought and the ideas about the gods as expressed in the Heracles, and 

that being aware of such similarities may assist in furthering the debate about the question of 

religion and the gods in the Heracles. I would also argue that further advances may be made in 

the interpretation of the play by applying the methodologies I developed in Chapter 2 to reading 

the text, bearing in mind the nexus between mystery cult, monistic Presocratic thought, and the 

portrayal of unities in opposites particularly in connection with the manifestation of the gods.  

Critical Treatments of Heracles’ Character and the Divine Connection 

It is not only with the direct question of religion and the gods in the play that a consideration 

of the monistic Presocratic background might be profitable. There are other areas of debate 

which although, to be sure, are interlinked with the matter of religion and the gods, also stand 

as separate questions in their own right. One of the leading matters which has exercised critics 

is the question of Heracles’ character, and the associated question of whether his madness was 

related in any way to his character or essential nature, or whether it was an external visitation.  

Wilamowitz was an early proponent of a psychological explanation for Heracles’ madness. He 

argued in his commentary on the play that Heracles represented a type of Doric heroic ideal in 

which was inherent a deep streak of violence and megalomania. These extreme qualities which 

gave him the capacity to be a great hero also led him ultimately to madness and the 

psychopathic episode in the play. Heracles’ pursuit of his labours, in which he necessarily 

became accustomed to killing and the expression as well as the experience of violence, 

mentally unbalanced him, and by the time of his return to Thebes, he was unable to restrain his 

inherent propensity to excessive violence.36  

Wilamowitz’s idea of a psychological connection between Heracles’ exercise of violence 

during the pursuit of his labours and his collapse into violent insanity has persisted as one 

leading strand of critical response. Kamerbeek came to the conclusion that “the connection 

 
35 Lefkowitz (2016) 54. 
36 Wilamowitz (1895) ad loc 127-132; see also Kamberbeek (1966) 10-11, and Riley (2008) 210-2. 
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between Heracles’ life up till then and his madness is very close.” He argued that “the violence, 

inherent in his glorious actions but used in the service of a noble end and controlled by reason, 

has a brief moment of absolute and destructive rule.”37 Girard, in his important analysis of the 

concept of sacrifice, argued that Heracles’ exceptional capacity for violence overwhelmed the 

ability of the sacrificial mechanism to control and delimit the violence, as well as the wider 

relationships between the divine and the human, and the agent of the sacrifice and the wider 

community.38 Assaël, although coming to a different conclusion about the question of 

sacrificial breakdown, grounds her analysis of the play on the same assumptions as Girard 

about the causes for Heracles’ madness.39 Some critics who follow this approach have taken 

the view that Heracles is more than just the damaged victim of the violence which he has had 

to deal out and endure over the course of his labours, but that he even takes a culpable pleasure 

in it. Fitzgerald argued that Heracles had a manifest aptitude for and enjoyment of slaughter, 

and “the proposed and eventual slaughter of Lycus” was really “amoral vindictiveness”. 

Moreover, he would not have had to have been in a state of insanity to have killed Eurystheus’ 

family. It would have been an action he would have rejoiced in if sane.40  

However, there is a contrary view that Heracles should not be seen as culpable for the killing 

of his family, and that his madness should be seen as a result of an external visitation. For 

Chalk, “Heracles is wholly good throughout”. The gods, in his view, are amoral, and Hera is 

entirely responsible for the visitation of madness.41 Conacher likewise saw Hera as being 

“directly responsible for the maddening of Heracles.”42 Hartigan is the most forthright in 

propounding this approach: “His madness is not a sickness that grows from within, resulting 

from some crime or deed he has done, nor is it an aspect of his character which is just now with 

divine assistance being revealed… what happens in the central scene of the Herakles is the 

destruction of a glorious and innocent hero by the wilful and wanton caprice of a spiteful 

divinity.”43  

More recently, a different approach has been developed by a number of scholars, which does 

not try to cast Heracles and the gods in such Manichean terms as the debate had tended to do 

up to that point. Instead, this new thread of discussion has tried to connect Heracles’ madness 

 
37 Kamerbeek (1966) 15. 
38 Girard (1977) 39-41. 
39 Assaël (2011). 
40 Fitzgerald (1991) 91-92. 
41 Chalk (1962) 15. 
42 Conacher (1955) 148. 
43 Hartigan (1987) 127-8. 
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to his ambiguous status which seems to transgress the boundaries between the human and the 

divine. One of the first to develop this idea was Silk, who argued that Heracles was not “mad 

all the time”, but that Hera’s visitation of madness upon him was not exactly as a result of her 

jealousy on account of his parentage. “There is no psychological continuity between Heracles 

now and before,” writes Silk, but “there is, rather, a metaphysical continuity between Heracles 

and the divine realm of which madness (as Greek ideology tended to affirm) was one part.” 

The need for Heracles to pay a penalty as expressed by Iris (841) originates from the fact that 

Heracles is a threat to the cosmic order “not because he is a man, nor indeed because he is a 

god, but because he is anomalous and neither.”44 This ambiguity about Heracles’ status is 

unbearable: “The combination of god and man is unstable and must be blown apart to permit a 

new, simpler and comprehensible stability, whereby Heracles becomes a suffering man in 

whom we can believe and to whom we can relate.” The play “dramatizes a conflict between 

the god and the man in Heracles, and ends by clearly destroying one element, the god, and 

isolating the other, the man. The whole shape of the play is calculated to throw the god-man 

opposition into relief.”45 

Silk’s notion of Heracles as a transgressive figure is elaborated by Papadopoulou. 

Papadopoulou argues that Heracles should not be treated in a blanket fashion as entirely good 

or bad. Rather, he must be seen as essentially ambiguous and ambivalent. Despite being a 

benefactor of humanity thanks to his labours, he also has a disturbing parallelism to Lycus.46 

In his valour and use of violence, good and bad become confused, and he has a tendency to an 

Achilles-like excess in his behaviour which tends to collapse the polarities between good and 

bad.47 In Heracles himself, polarities between the human and divine, but also the human and 

the bestial appear to break down.48 Heracles occupies a liminal status between the animal, the 

human, and the divine. This is further made manifest in the prevalence of the Dionysiac 

metaphor throughout the play, and indeed Heracles himself resembles Dionysus in his 

unbounded nature, and his superposition of benevolence and cruelty.49  

 
44 Silk (1985) 5-17. One might see Burnett’s earlier opinion, which puzzled scholars, that it was in fact Megara’s 
impiety in over-praising Heracles and emphasis on his god-like character which provoked the fury of Hera, as a 
forerunner of this approach. See Burnett (1971) 155.  
45 Silk (1985) 18. 
46 Papadopoulou (2005) 25-29. 
47 Papadopoulou (2005) 31-43. 
48 Papadopoulou (2005) 45-47. 
49 Papadopoulou (2005) 48-53. 
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Papadopoulou explores the presence of Dionysiac ideas in the Heracles. Following Seaford50, 

she also details the play’s allusions to mystery cult and discusses the connections between this 

and the ambiguity of Heracles’ own nature and the origins of his madness. However, despite 

her discussion of mystery cult, in her discussion of the nature of Heracles (as also with her 

discussion of the gods in the play) she does not attempt to go further by bringing out the 

potential connections between monistic Presocratic thought and the nature of Heracles’ 

character. Papadopoulou’s case for focusing on the ambiguity of Heracles could be further 

strengthened, and the debate over the whole area of Heracles’ character and madness advanced, 

if the monistic Presocratic background is taken into account, given its tendency to see in the 

coincidence of opposites and ambivalence the indication of a divine presence.  

The Heracles and the Monistic Current  

A monistic interpretation 

An useful starting point is the statement of Michelini that “No play of Euripides gives more 

prominence to divinities and to questions of religion than does Herakles.” Michelini observes 

that the Heracles is distinct to other plays in that the gods often appear in the prologues and 

epilogues to interpret the action of the play through genealogy and cult, whereas in the 

Heracles, the “deus ex machina is centralized as well, invading the play at its core.” This 

appearance of the gods at the centre of the play, argues Michelini, also puts in the foreground 

the contrast between myth and reality, and indeed profound questions about truth and reality.51  

Whilst approving of this observation, I would argue that it can be taken further. Rather as with 

Apollo in the Ion, it is the non-appearance of the gods throughout the entire play that puts them 

centre stage. The main subject of the play, in this case, is Zeus, and the constant attempts of 

the characters to discern his nature and actions. Zeus, however, is made manifest in a way 

which is accordant with the ideas expressed in the Monistic Current. Heracles, as the putative 

son of Zeus, shares in the divine qualities of Zeus which include ambiguity and transgression, 

as also found in the Monistic Current. Indeed, he shares many of the qualities of Dionysus as 

expressed in the Bacchae, but is distinct in that unlike Dionysus, he is mortal. Being mortal, he 

is unable to sustain the ambiguous and transgressive qualities partaking of the divine with 

which he has been endowed. This inability results in his madness and the murder of his family, 

and the final resolution is his decision, under Theseus’ tutelage, to eschew the divine elements 

 
50 Seaford (1994) 378-81. 
51 Michelini (1987) 267. 
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within him that give rise to his transgressive nature. His acknowledgement of the divine world, 

with its contrarieties, is to accept the incapacity of mortal boundaries in any attempt to conceive 

of it wholly, and that he has to adhere to mortal boundaries in order to survive.52 The discussion 

of the bow and the spear finds a place within this reading, in that it closely reflects the contrast 

between the unbounded, ambiguous nature of Heracles and the bounded nature of ordinary 

mortal life which Heracles, initially, eschews. Lycus is analogous to Pentheus, in that he 

attempts to put bounds on the divine in the person of Heracles and suffers accordingly. 

However, Heracles also wreaks the same damage on his family as Lycus intended to do, as he 

is also analogous to Lycus in desiring to bound his ambiguous divine nature within the mortal 

order.  

This approach builds on the ideas expressed by Silk, Papadopoulou and Mikellidou 

emphasising the ambiguous nature of Heracles and his possession of both divine and human 

attributes which, as a mortal (unlike Dionysus), he is unable to reconcile. It offers a different 

approach to the question of madness, arguing that rather than being a purely external visitation 

or else a result of an internal psychological disturbance, it comes as the consequence of 

Heracles’ failure to resolve and reconcile his divine and human traits – essentially, a failure of 

integration. The anger of Hera should be seen as a dramatization of this incapacity, rather than 

an active divine displeasure by a distinct deity. This reading also offers a different perspective 

on the problem of the sacrifice scene, varying the ideas of Girard, and later Papadopoulou to 

suggest that the sacrifice failed not quite because the violence inherent in Heracles was too 

great for the mechanism of the sacrifice to re-establish the boundaries in society between the 

divine and the human, but rather because it was part of an attempt by Heracles to define and 

bound the divine aspects of his nature which were not amenable to such definition. It adds 

further particularly to the ideas of Gregory53 and Mikellidou54 about the nature of Theseus’ 

reconciliation of Heracles’ with the mortal state, drawing him away from persisting in the 

divine parts of his nature. It also attempts to advance the difficult discussion about how to 

construe the meaning of Heralces’ expostulation in lines 1340-6. In essence, his description of 

the gods in those lines reflects his developing realisation that the divine realm is not to be 

bounded by finite ideas which relate to human terms, and that humans can therefore not expect 

reciprocality in any relationship with the divine world. As a result, he accepts the manifestation 

 
52 Such an idea reflects the concepts discussed in respect of the Bacchae by Reynolds-Warnhoff (1997). See 
above p. 92-4.  
53 Gregory (2011) 143. 
54 Mikellidou (2015) 331-2. 
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of the divine as being a disorderly and chaotic matter, essentially τύχη, in which the divine may 

appear in contrarieties or simple incoherence. This appears to be in accordance with the 

conception of the divine as expressed in the Monistic Current. It also takes us back to one of 

the most difficult questions of interpretation, that being of whether Heracles’ outburst in 1340-

6 is a repudiation of the mythic underpinnings of his own origins and divine parentage, as 

suggested by Michelini55, such that it undermines not only the story of Heracles’ own origins, 

but also the whole dramatic framing of the play, giving, as quoted above, “a self-referential 

suggestion that our interpretation of the play should not confine itself within the boundary of 

the fictional ‘reality.’”56 In this reading, I would adopt Michelini’s idea but with qualifications. 

Ambiguity and the coincidence of contraries, when expressed in relation to the gods, are the 

essence of the manifestation of the divine according to the notions of the Monistic Current. I 

would therefore argue that we should not so much be looking for an exact factual either/or truth 

in the question of who is Euripides’ actual father – Zeus or Amphitryon – but that we have to 

accept that a birth and connection with the divine could only be manifest through a level of 

ambiguity such that it is impossible to discern anything for definite. When one looks at the 

divine from the perspective of the mortal, ambiguity is the only truth. I would suggest that 

Euripides applies this idea to the whole formal and dramatic frame of the play in the way that 

Michelini describes, as a formal manifestation in the context of this particular drama of the 

concept of the ambiguous manifestation of the divine.  

Discussion of the Heracles and the Monistic Current  

The Ambiguity of Zeus 

It is possible to see the Heracles as a sustained attempt by its characters to discern the nature 

and actions of Zeus. Although Zeus is never presented in person as a character on stage or a 

deus ex machina in the Heracles57, the characters variously attempt to depend on his 

intervention, deprecate the possibility of him playing any part in human affairs, believe that 

 
55 Michelini (1987) 275. 
56 Michelini (1987) 275. 
57 It is important to note that although appearances by Zeus in person in Greek tragedy appear to have been rare, 
it is probably incorrect to believe that that there was a taboo against his personal appearance on stage. Wright 
(2018, 253-6), relying on Plutarch How the Young Man Should Study Poetry 2 (Moralia 16f) and Pollux 
Onomasticon 4.130, argues against Taplin (1977, 431-3) saying that Zeus appeared on stage in the lost 
Psychostasia of Aeschylus, and also that there is a case, albeit weaker (based on vase evidence and Mercury’s 
prologue speech from Plautus’ Amphitryo) that Zeus also appeared in person in Euripides’ lost Alcmene (Wright 
2018, 151-3). If this is so, the failure of Zeus to appear could be counted as a choice of the playwright rather than 
as something Euripides is bound to by convention, and thus is significant in terms of interpretation: Euripides 
chooses to keep him off stage, as a part of ensuring that he remains ambiguous, like Apollo in the Ion. 
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they have discerned his actions in the human plane in the course of the drama, doubt that the 

actions which have been attributed with certainty to Zeus in the past actually have any 

connection to him, doubt the very definition of the idea of Zeus, and find themselves at odds 

over whether Zeus is benevolent, malevolent, or else thoroughly negligent. Even in purely 

dramatic terms, Zeus is very much present in the play despite, or indeed on account of his 

absence.  

Zeus is the very first thing to be mentioned in the Heracles (1). The question of Zeus’ 

interaction with the human plane is raised at the very beginning of the play, where Amphitryon 

begins the prologue with an invocation of his sharing of his wife with Zeus (σύλλεκτρον, 1-2). 

This idea’s evocation at the very beginning suggests that it is should be treated as a prominent 

theme. It is a matter, as Amphitryon says, which is known to all mortals, but despite their 

knowledge of it as a fact, the nature of the union, and its practical consequences and benefits 

to all concerned will be a central mystery of the play.  

The theme of Zeus’ union with mortals and the ambivalent consequences of such unions are 

sustained by Amphitryon’s reference shortly afterwards in the prologue to Amphion and 

Zethus, sons of Zeus in a previous generation who were earlier rulers of Thebes (26-30). 

Neither Bond nor Barlow comment on the resonances of this reference in view of the theme 

established at the beginning of the prologue. Both Zethus and Amphion suffered the deaths of 

their children. These children, who were, like Heracles’ children, grandchildren of Zeus, either 

died directly at the hands of their parents or as a consequence of the behaviour of their parents, 

and in both cases as a result of the excessive behaviour of their parents. In the case of Amphion, 

his wife Niobe boasted to the goddess Leto about having more children than her, which led to 

Leto’s children, Apollo and Artemis, killing the children of Niobe.58 Some late witnesses attest 

that Amphion as a result went mad and attempted to attack Apollo’s temple, for which he was 

killed by the god.59 In the case of Zethus, about whom there is less detail extant than Amphion, 

he also suffered the death of his child. According to the scholia on Homer60, his wife Aedon 

grew jealous of Niobe for the number of her children and attempted to kill one of her sons, but 

instead killed her own son Itylos δι᾽ ἀφραδίας61, which can either be understood as through 

 
58 The story is first attested in Il. 24.602-17. 
59 Lucian De Saltatione 41 describes Amphion’s madness, and Hyginus Fab. 9 the attack made against the god 
without citing madness as the reason. Telesilla, a 6th-century BC witness to the tradition antecedent to 
Euripides attests to the death of Amphion at the hands of Apollo, but does not record the reason; see Telesilla, 
Frag 721 PMG.  
60 Schol. ad Od. 19.518 and Eustat., ad Od. 19.519. 
61 Od 19.523. For a discussion of the meaning of this phrase, see Levaniouk (2008) 7-11. 
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madness, or through carelessness.62 This invocation of Zethus is picked up later in the Heracles 

where the chorus, attempting to find comparisons for the suffering of Heracles in the loss of 

his children, lights upon the Attic version of the story, with Itys, the doublet of Itylos, and 

Procne (1021-4). The two stories suggest that the mortal families of Zeus, despite their divine 

antecedents, are prone to transgression, and particularly in the case of Amphion, against other 

gods, and that such offspring even of Zeus may be killed as a result of such transgressions. 

Madness on the part of Zeus’ offspring may also be a result of such transgressions and that 

madness may be associated with the killing of the children. The evocation of Amphion and 

Zethus prompts one to hold in mind the ideas of the ambivalent status of Zeus’ divine offspring 

and their transgressive tendencies as a way to view Heracles in the action to come.  

Megara’s first words in the play are also about the divine realm. She exclaims her distress at 

the ambiguity and inscrutability of the gods, ὡς οὐδὲν ἀνθρώποισι τῶν θείων σαφές (62).63 She 

is presented at the beginning of the play with Amphitryon huddled as a suppliant at the altar of 

Zeus the Saviour (48), a physical and dramatic presentation of the themes already described in 

the text, putting Zeus at the centre of attention. The text itself at this point serves to increase 

the sense of contraries and ambiguity surrounding the god, and those associated with him. 

Amphitryon evokes how the altar was founded by Heracles at a time of victory, having 

conquered the Minyans (50) as a monument to his victorious spear (καλλινίκου δορὸς, 49), but 

in that same place, in contrast to the noble and elevated language which portrays the foundation 

of the altar, the family lie on their sides on the bare ground, lacking food, drink and clothing – 

σίτων ποτῶν ἐσθῆτος (51-3), and although it is dedicated to Zeus the Saviour, σωτῆρος Διός 

(48), the family is ἀπορίᾳ σωτηρίας (54). 

Zeus also features close to the beginning of Lycus’ first speech. He mocks the idea that Zeus 

played a role in the parentage of Heracles. These are, he says empty boasts that Amphitryon 

spread throughout Greece (148-9). It should be noted that this dismissal of the idea of the shared 

parentage with Zeus is a prelude to the belittlement of Heracles’ labours and the discussion of 

the bow, a point to which I shall return shortly.  

 
62 It is notable that the allusion to Aedon and Zethus in the Odyssey (512-24) occurs in one of the longest 
extended similes in the Odyssey, and that the simile, referring to the song of Aedon after being turned into a 
bird following the killing of Itylos, acts to convey a profound ambivalence on the part of Penelope about her 
situation in Ithaca with the suitors. For further discussion, see Anhalt (2001).  
63 This topos certainly appears elsewhere in Euripides, for example IT 476, and also Hel. 1137-50. Its 
recurrence, I would argue, does not make it just a conventional or colourless tragic exclamation. In both cases 
mentioned, the ambiguity of the manifestation of the divine is a fundamental theme being dealt with in the 
play. The latter instance, from the Helen, will be discussed below.  
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However, Amphitryon’s treatment of Zeus is hardly deferential during this part of the play. 

Although he calls to witness Heracles’ assistance rendered to Zeus in the Gigantomachy (177-

80) during his argument with Lycus, throughout the period before the return of Heracles he 

expresses deep frustration and confusion with respect to Zeus. Lycus, says Amphitryon, would 

be suffering death for his cowardice εἰ Ζεὺς δικαίας εἶχεν εἰς ἡμᾶς φρένας (212). This 

frustration boils over into outright hostility and rebuke after he concedes to Megara’s decision 

to surrender to Lycus (339-47). In an apostrophe to Zeus, he says that it was in vain that they 

shared the marriage and also in vain that they were spoken of as sharing Heracles as a child 

(339-40). Amphitryon attacks Zeus for his lack of reciprocality or concern towards those who 

are part of his family (341, 344-5), and argues that his own morality as a man is superior to that 

of Zeus (342). The following chorus (348-450) reflects these sentiments of Amphitryon. The 

chorus begins its song of Heracles εἴτε Διός νιν εἴπω, εἴτ᾽ Ἀμφιτρύωνος ἶνιν (353) calling to 

mind his double parentage and Zeus’ association with him, and yet his family is condemned to 

take a way which is  ἄθεον ἄδικον (433). Amphitryon makes a final appeal to Zeus in 498-501, 

but again declares μάτην πονῶ (501) – he has called on Zeus many times, but without result. 

Despite Zeus’ association with him and his family, Zeus’ failure to be manifest in any tangible 

way leads to Amphitryon’s bewilderment and outrage. 

On Heracles’ return, the treatment of Zeus changes radically. This change is articulated by the 

chorus. The previous doubts about the connection between Heracles and Zeus, and the agency 

of the connection, are all dispelled. They baldly exalt Heracles as Διὸς ὁ παῖς (696), whilst 

lauding the splendour of his achievements and describing the benefits that he has brought for 

mortals (687-700). Shortly afterwards, following the killing of Lycus, the chorus make a series 

of statements which, in the context of the previous confusion about the ambiguous nature and 

behaviour of Zeus, I consider to be particularly significant for the understanding of the play as 

a whole. In 798-801, the Chorus apostrophise the double marriage bed of Amphitryon and 

Zeus. They then address Zeus directly, saying:  

ὡς  

πιστόν μοι τὸ παλαιὸν ἤ-  

δη λέχος, ὦ Ζεῦ, σὸν ἐπ᾽ οὐκ ἐλπίδι φάνθη,  

λαμπρὰν δ᾽ ἔδειξ᾽ ὁ χρόνος  

τὰν Ἡρακλέος ἀλκάν…   (801-6)64 

 
64 “How the truth of this ancient siring by you, Zeus, shone forth to me when my hopes were gone! Time has 
revealed as glorious your strength, Heracles…” (Tr. Kovacs).  
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The old marriage has turned out (at least so the chorus think, at that mid-point in the play) to 

be πιστόν – believable, true or trustworthy – beyond all hope, and the role of Zeus in the affair 

has been made manifest, φάνθη. Zeus’ sure manifestation, believe the Chorus, is associated 

with the revelation of Heracles’ λαμπρὰν ἀλκάν. It is also associated with the passage of time 

(805), another important motif to which I shall return. The Chorus then proceed to say that it 

is possible to distinguish the good king from the ill-bred tyrant, an idea which picks up their 

previous lament in 655-72 at the apparent reluctance of the gods to distinguish between good 

and bad men. The return of Heracles and his impending destruction of Lycus signifies that 

justice is still pleasing to the gods, εἰ τὸ δίκαιον θεοῖς ἔτ᾽ ἀρέσκει (813-4).  

It is at this very moment where the Chorus believe that they have been able to discern clearly 

and without doubt the action of Zeus in the play – that the shared marriage was πιστόν, that the 

god behaves in a reciprocal manner, that Heracles is closely associated with Zeus and that, as 

a good king, he executes a justice which is approved by Zeus and which mortals can recognise 

– that Iris and Lyssa appear (815). As soon as the chorus (and the other characters) move from 

a constant state of seeing Zeus as being a completely ambiguous and incommensurable figure 

in their mortal understanding to believing that they have been able to perceive Zeus clearly 

within a conventional mortal framework, then everything which has tended to make them 

believe that they have correctly perceived and understood Zeus is turned upside-down. The 

family is not protected, but is killed at the hands of Heracles, who enacts the crime which had 

been intended by Lycus. Despite being seen as the offspring of Zeus, he is now stained with 

the most heinous pollution. As soon as the Chorus believe that Zeus has definition, this 

definition falls apart.  

After the appearance of Iris and Lyssa, Zeus again returns to a state of ambiguity in the way he 

is represented and understood by the characters in the play. Indeed, it should be noted that 

almost the first thing mentioned by Iris is Zeus and his role in Heracles’ parentage, and Iris 

moves to cast doubt on it: ὅν φασιν εἶναι Ζηνὸς Ἀλκμήνης τ᾽ ἄπο (826). Bond argues, contra 

Wilamowitz, that there is no intention on the part of Iris to pour scorn on the story or suggest 

that it is not true, since Hera’s whole enmity is based on Heracles’ paternity and also because 

Iris also refers to Zeus as πατήρ in 828.65 I would suggest, in opposition to Bond, that the 

formula does not suggest bland acceptance of the idea that Zeus is for certain the father of 

 
65 See Bond (1981) ad 826, 828.  
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Heracles. His assertion that Hera’s whole enmity is based on Heracles’ paternity is, in the 

context of the play, a begged question. I would argue that the purpose of Iris’ statement in 826 

is not necessarily to deny the idea of shared parentage outright, but rather to restore the sense 

of ambiguity which surrounded the idea of the double parentage which was present earlier in 

the play. Indeed, Bond himself sees this connection by linking 826 and critical language about 

divine births to the evocation of the ambiguity in 353-4.  

This return of ambiguity is seen after the departure of Iris and Lyssa. Shortly after Lyssa 

withdraws, the Chorus lament to Zeus:  

ἰὼ Ζεῦ, τὸ σὸν γένος ἄγονον αὐτίκα  

λυσσάδες ὠμοβρῶτες ἄδικοι Ποιναὶ  

κακοῖσιν ἐκπετάσουσιν.   (886-8)66 

The race of Zeus is going to be brought to nothing, with the juxtaposition of γένος and ἄγονον 

strongly emphasising the return of the ambiguous perception of Zeus, ground in contraries. 

Contrary to the belief the Chorus expressed earlier that Heracles would bring justice as an agent 

of Zeus, the Ποιναὶ (The Furies, or goddess of Vengeance) will come upon the house in a 

fashion that is ἄδικοι. We are also reminded at the very beginning of the messenger speech 

(923) that Heracles’ sacrifice for purification was taking place in front of the altar of Zeus, thus 

localising in a spatial and dramatic way the many ambiguities and meetings of contraries which 

have already been expressed in the text, and connecting them closely with Zeus.  

Amphitryon and the Chorus both return to their initial state of confusion and apparent hostility 

towards Zeus. The Chorus evoke Zeus at another important moment, immediately before 

Heracles wakes up. They ask him why he hates his son exceedingly, and why he has driven 

him into such a sea of troubles (1087-8). Amphitryon likewise demands ὦ Ζεῦ, παρ᾽ Ἥρας ἆρ᾽ 

ὁρᾷς θρόνων τάδε; (1127). In the last part of the play, where Heracles is in debate with Theseus 

and Amphitryon, Heracles also shows himself to be in a similar state of only being able to 

evoke or conceive of Zeus in ambiguous terms. In discussing his parentage, Heracles says Ζεὺς 

δ’, ὅστις ὁ Ζεύς “Zeus, whoever Zeus is” (1263) and shortly afterwards he tells Amphitryon 

not to grow angry at the mention of the role of Zeus in his parentage, πατέρα γὰρ ἀντὶ Ζηνὸς 

 
66 “Ah Zeus! Your son will be laid out in ruin, his sons gone, by spirits of madness, bloodthirsty and unjust 
spirits of punishment!” (Tr. Kovacs).  
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ἡγοῦμαι σ’ἐγώ (1264-5).67 Both Bond68 and Papadopoulou69 agree that the formula ὅστις ὁ 

Ζεύς is shocking in the context, being taken out of its normal context of prayers and hymns and 

placed in the different context of a debate about the behaviour and nature of Zeus and Hera.70 

Papadopoulou importantly observes that the use of the phrase in this context suggests not only 

that Heracles implies the question of what kind of a god would allow such terrible events as 

occurred to happen, but also that Zeus “has become strange to” Heracles, and indeed 

unintelligible.71 This notion that the gods are unintelligible finds its climax in 1340-6. The 

gods, says Heracles, do not bind other gods, and if they are truly gods they need nothing. Such 

a conception of the gods removes them from the field of human intelligibility, as they are 

removed from any capacity to be in conventional, defined and reciprocal relationships with 

mortals. As such, attempts to describe gods as reducible to such intelligible boundaries, as 

Heracles has realised, are “the wretched tales of poets” (1346).  

On this analysis of the treatment of Zeus in the Heracles, he appears in ways on the mortal 

plane which are always ambiguous and also suggest the meeting of contraries. It is difficult to 

discern whether he is active or inactive, present or not present, involved or not in the parentage 

of Heracles in every sense, concerned or not concerned with ideas of justice, or even capable 

of being discerned at all or acting reciprocally in the human plane. At the moment where Zeus 

appears to have been discerned (801-14), it is brought home most vividly that such discernment 

is completely misplaced. This presentation of Zeus is entirely concordant with the ideas of the 

Monistic Current that the underlying substance is a bearer of opposites, and that the underlying 

substance may remain a singularity, but its manifestations may change and include opposites, 

such that unity may be perceived in opposites.  

If it were the case, as argued by Lefkowitz, that Euripides is attempting to present a traditional 

picture of the behaviour and nature of the gods, then it would be instructive to consider this 

analysis of the picture of Zeus in the Heracles in comparison with a famous analogous event 

 
67 Heracles’ apostrophe here to Amphitryon in the middle of his speech suggests that in staging, Amphitryon 
may have made some dramatic and visual display of antipathy to the mention of Zeus. Hence, although not 
made explicit in the text, this apostrophe also suggests that Amphitryon’s antipathy and ambivalence is 
sustained beyond his own speeches.  
68 Bond (1981) ad 1263. 
69 Papadopoulou (2005) 94-5. 
70 A similar formula appears in a comparable context in Or. 418, when Orestes is at a loss over the situation he 
has been placed in by Apollo, and he finds the actions and behaviour of the gods unintelligible. Wright 
interprets it not as an expression of disbelief, as some others, but rather suggesting Orestes’ “hopeless 
ignorance leading to frustration”. See Wright (2008) 66. 
71 Papadopoulou (2005) 95. 
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from Homeric literature, the death of Sarpedon in Iliad 16, in which a mortal child of Zeus is 

caused to be killed. In this episode, there are a number of striking differences to the treatment 

of the death and suffering of Zeus’ progeny by Euripides. In the case of Sarpedon, Zeus is 

clearly presented as a deity with feeling for his offspring, saying to Hera “ὤ μοι ἐγών, ὅ τέ μοι 

Σαρπηδόνα φίλτατον ἀνδρῶν…”72 Zeus is shown visibly considering his using his capacity to 

change fates to allow him to escape from death.73 There is a clear expression by Hera of the 

reasons why it is necessary to allow the death of Sarpedon to occur.74 It should be observed 

that in this discussion, Hera’s demeanour is calm and rational, and despite encouraging the 

death of Sarpedon, she also suggests that he be treated with suitable honour and dignity in his 

death: there is an acknowledgement of a sense of order and reciprocality both between the gods 

and also humanity. There is also, most importantly, no doubt about the agency of the gods, and 

Zeus in particular, in the human actions and on the mortal plane of the episode. The actions of 

the gods are always visible, and the mortals are in no doubt about their presence or actions. 

Zeus sends a shower of bloody raindrops to the earth to honour his son.75 After the death of 

Sarpedon, his comrade Glaucus addresses Apollo to ask for aid in healing a wound he himself 

has received and thus to continue the fight to save Sarpedon’s body, and Apollo immediately 

accedes to this prayer.76 Even though Glaucus acknowledges that Zeus did not assist his own 

son, he does so in a bald and matter of fact way – ὃ δ᾽ οὐ οὗ παιδὸς ἀμύνει77 – and it does not 

lead to any agonised outpourings about the nature of the gods – whether Zeus is just or engaged 

at all in the business of mortals. Glaucus has full confidence that the gods are a part of the 

action, and this is not even up for question. Finally, Zeus himself commands Apollo to 

intervene to remove the body of Sarpedon to his native Lycia for burial, which Apollo does 

forthwith.78  

When this comparison is made between the Homeric and Euripidean treatments of such an 

incident, the differences are stark, and it becomes untenable to suggest that the Euripidean 

approach is traditional in the way that Lefkowitz argues. The certainty about the agency and 

presence of the gods in Homer is replaced wholesale in Euripides with uncertainty and 

contradictions. The extent of their agency in the Euripidean treatment is unclear. We are given 

 
72 Il. 16.433. 
73 Il. 16.435-8. 
74 Il. 16.440-57. 
75 Il. 16.459-60. 
76 Il. 16.514-29. 
77 Il. 16.522. 
78 Il. 16.666-83. 
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next to nothing in the way of a clear indication that Heracles’ return was timed by the 

intervention of Zeus to accord with the needs or prayers of the family.79 The characters of the 

drama are left in persistent doubt about the presence and nature of the gods, quite unlike the 

Homeric paradigm. Zeus does nothing to make his own concern for his family or the characters 

visible in the tragedy: if he had no active agency, and were no different from blind chance, we 

would be unable to tell, save from the mention given to him by Iris. There are no tears of blood 

from the sky. The reasons for Hera’s desire to visit madness on Heracles is also left remarkably 

vague and unarticulated, in comparison to the Homeric version where Hera’s reasoning about 

the need to allow Sarpedon to perish is fully articulated. As Silk says, this is a “surprising 

Euripidean silence”.80 For all the absence of a clearly articulated explanation of her anger, the 

level of her vehemence is much more elemental. If the reason for Heracles’ madness and the 

death of his family is a simple question of transactions between clear anthropomorphic gods, 

as in the Homeric world, then Euripides’ presentation of this as a reason is extraordinarily 

attenuated, whilst other ideas about the reasons for the madness are allowed to accumulate in 

the resulting vacuum.  

With this analysis in mind, the evidence, I would argue, leads us to conclude that with Euripides 

and the Heracles we are in a very different theological and philosophical world to Homer and 

the traditional concepts of the divine, and that the concepts underpinning the whole approach 

to the divine in the Heracles are the same as those which belong to the Monistic Current: 

apparent only in ambiguities and the coincidence of opposites and multiplicities.  

Euripides and the Monistic Zeus 

Having established the distinct quality of Euripides’ presentation of Zeus as being in concord 

with the Monistic Current, at this point I would like to support and develop this understanding 

of Zeus’ nature in the Heracles by reference to some other relevant texts. I shall now turn to 

look at some points in other texts of Euripides which may shed light on this ambiguous 

 
79 The only suggestion of any divine assistance in the timing or means of Heracles’ return is his avoidance of 
returning openly, thanks to a warning from an omen of birds that there was trouble in the city (595-8). 
However, Bond and Barlow both agree that this seems to have been included to avoid the impossibility in the 
plotting of having Heracles enter the city openly, and as such it is an “unconvincing” device (Bond) and “almost 
added as an afterthought” (Barlow). If this is meant to stand as a demonstration that Zeus is directing the 
moment of his return, it seems a very contingent way of making such a demonstration in comparison to the 
Homeric example. See Bond (1981) ad 595-8 and Barlow (1996) ad 596. 
80 As Silk (1985, 2) argues, “Heracles is sent mad by Hera, but why Hera does this is not made clear, nor even – 
on the surface – comprehensible.” 
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treatment of Zeus.81 I shall also turn again to the Derveni Papyrus, in which Zeus features 

heavily, and suggest that the manner of Zeus’ presentation in the Heracles draws from the same 

well of ideas as the Derveni Commentator. By taking all of these matters together, I hope to 

provide some credible evidence to strengthen my case that the ambiguity of Zeus’ nature in the 

Heracles (and hence, some of the other matters linked to the divine and mortal words in the 

drama) are connected with the ideas derived from the Monistic Current.  

Dillon82 alluded to a number of fragments which refer to Zeus in the context of early 

philosophy, and it would be instructive to turn to some of these at this point and to enlarge on 

how they may assist our understanding of Zeus in the Heracles. I shall turn first to Melanippe 

Wise. Although our knowledge of the full plot is lacunose, and our knowledge of its latter half 

is, in particular, completely lacking, enough of the plot remains to show that it bears a number 

of similarities to the Heracles. It includes divine offspring, in this case as a result of Melanippe 

being raped or seduced by Poseidon, and the attempt to kill them by the King, Aeolus, who 

believes them to have been the unnatural offspring of a cow.  

There are several striking parallels in Melanippe Wise with the presentation of Zeus in the 

Heracles that may allow us to broaden our understanding of the treatment of Zeus in the latter.83 

The first line of the play was reputed to have been Zεύς, ὅστις ὁ Ζεύς, οὐ γὰρ οἶδα πλὴν λόγῳ 

(TrGF 480), as spoken by Melanippe herself. This fragment is recorded by Plutarch84, who 

says that the line caused such an uproar that Euripides ultimately changed it to Ζεύς, ὡς 

λέλεκται τῆς ἀληθείας ὕπο. This fragment and Plutarch’s story has not been universally 

accepted. Cropp, in Collard, argued that the first version of a line was likely to have been a 

parody, and that the expression did not fit in with her character.85 However, the line is defended 

 
81 It is necessary, in such an exercise, to state the caveat that different plays by the same author may have 
different approaches to the same gods or characters. Nevertheless, similarities in the treatment of gods and 
characters are likely to occur and be indicative of a general and consistent approach by the same author.  
82 Dillon (2005). 
83 It is worth observing that Dionysius of Halicarnassus reports a story that Melanippe was treated as a 
mouthpiece for the personal views of Euripides. Although these later reports about Euripides are not generally 
held to be reliable, I would say that this account should not be completely dismissed as it does offer a credible 
and consistent understanding of Euripides’ views of Presocratic ideas and his treatment of them in the drama. 
See Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Rhetorica, 9.11 and discussion in Dillon (2005) 58.  
84 Plutarch, Amatoria, Moralia 756b-d. 
85 In Collard (1995) 266-267. 
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both by Luppe86, Dillon87, and also more extensively by Mayhew, who points to the fact that 

the line is similar to others in the attested works of Euripides88, but also, rightly in my view, 

that the expression is entirely congruent with the other “sophisticated and unorthodox claims 

concerning cosmology” that Melanippe is known to make for sure in the other surviving 

fragments.89 If we, as I argue we should, accept the veracity of this fragment, it shows that a 

character who was closely associated with the divine and the gods, in the person of Melanippe, 

treated Zeus in particular, and also the divine world with an equivalent sense of ambiguity as 

demonstrated in the Heracles.90 The parallel with the Heracles is particularly close, as 

Melanippe, like Amphitryon and Heracles himself, is trying to fathom out and deal with the 

consequences and meaning of a birth from a divine parent. One might also argue that Melanippe 

is in a similar situation to that of Tiresias in the Bacchae91 – a character of the play with 

particular insight into the divine world who acts as an interpreter of the mythological material 

of the drama, framing it in contemporary material doctrine – and hence her observations of the 

divine (as with the Derveni Commentator) should be accorded particular privilege when 

interpreting the play (albeit the argument is more difficult to make in this circumstance given 

the fragmentary nature of this text).  

Melanippe’s ambiguous treatment of Zeus in parallel to the treatment in the Heracles is borne 

out by a further fragment on the subject of justice. TrGF 506 has been variously attributed to 

the play Melanippe Wise, but also potentially to another play likely in the same trilogy, 

Melanippe Captive, with the balance of opinion pointing towards the former. Whichever the 

case, it is generally not doubted that the fragment was spoken by Melanippe, although the 

immediate context is not known.92  

δοκεῖτε πηδᾶν τἀδικήματ᾿ εἰς θεοὺς 

πτεροῖσι, κἄπειτ᾿ ἐν Διὸς δέλτου πτυχαῖς 

 
86 Luppe (1983) argues that the line is authentic, but was misattributed by Plutarch to the Melanippe Wise, 
when it was in fact the first line of the Melanippe Captive, and that the second version reported by Plutarch 
was actually the first verse of the Melanippe Wise, which he argues was the subsequent play, and the less 
troublesome line a response to the more shocking line of the earlier play. This would explain the existence of 
the two versions.  
87 Dillon (2005) 60-1. 
88 Mayhew cites, inter alia, not only Heracles 1263 but also Trojan Women 885-6 and Orestes 418. 
89 Mayhew (1999) 96. 
90 The parallel may also be drawn with Creusa’s treatment of Apollo in the Ion.  
91 See above p. 92-5.  
92 For this discussion see Collard (1995) 278 and Webster (1967) 147. 
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γράφειν τιν᾿ αὐτά, Ζῆνα δ᾿ εἰσορῶντά νιν 

θνητοῖς δικάζειν; οὐδ᾿ ὁ πᾶς ἂν οὐρανὸς 

Διὸς γράφοντος τὰς βροτῶν ἁμαρτίας 

ἐξαρκέσειεν, οὐδ᾿ ἐκεῖνος ἂν σκοπῶν 

πέμπειν ἑκάστῳ ζημίαν· ἀλλ᾿ ἡ Δίκη 

ἐνταῦθά πού ᾿στιν ἐγγύς, εἰ βούλεσθ᾿ ὁρᾶν. (TrGF 506)93 

Although we do not have the immediate context of the fragment, it still has a strong relevance 

to the Heracles. Melanippe, like Amphitryon and Heracles, who despite the close experience 

of the divinity in the person of Poseidon, conceives of a thorough disconnection between the 

divine perspective on the world and the mortal with regard to the specific question of justice: 

justice, as understood by mortals, is a matter which can only be enacted by mortals and is not 

commensurate with the perspective of the divine. Such an understanding, as Mayhew observes 

“does sound presocratic, or perhaps more accurately, Sophistic, in its apparent rejection of the 

traditional Olympian view of divine justice.”94 I would argue that the fragment certainly 

reflects the ideas of the Monistic Current, in that it posits that the divine perspective, which is 

unbounded, not reciprocal with the bounded, human world, and not amenable to manifestation 

in the mortal world in a coherent way, is incapable of dealing with justice on the mortal plane. 

As in the Heracles, it is only something which can be close by, in the words of this fragment 

(TrGF 506, 8).  

Other fragments from the Melanippe Wise which reflect the treatment of Zeus in the Heracles 

further develop this connection between the ambiguous treatment of Zeus and the Monistic 

Current, and in particular the cosmological underpinnings of these ideas from the Monistic 

Current. Aside from the fashion in which Heracles’ madness is manifested, which I shall 

discuss below, these cosmological underpinnings are not especially apparent in the Heracles. 

However, if we see the connection between the ambiguous treatment of Zeus in the Heracles 

and also in the fragments of the Melanippe Wise, then we may also argue that the Presocratic 

cosmological assumptions which generate the ambiguity of treatment of Zeus in the Melanippe 

 
93 “You think crimes leap up to the gods on wings, and someone writes them on Zeus’s folded tablet, and Zeus 
looks at them and delivers justice to men? Even the whole sky would not suffice for Zeus to write men’s sins 
on it, nor could he study them and send punishment for each of them. In fact Justice is somewhere here close 
by, if you are willing to see her.” (Tr. Collard and Cropp).  
94 Mayhew (1999) 99. 
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Wise were also drawn on by Euripides for the ambiguous treatment of Zeus in the Heracles. 

The evidence would suggest that taking the monistic Presocratic cosmological background into 

account in the Heracles would help us also understand the nature of Zeus and the gods in the 

play better, and by extension the other questions which have been raised in the critical 

discussion.  

There are several fragments to take into account for this part of the discussion. TrGF 484, 

according to Cropp95 based on comments by Dionysius of Halicarnassus96 was delivered by 

Melanippe in defence of her babies in support of her argument that their birth must have been 

natural:  

κοὐκ ἐμὸς ὁ μῦθος, ἀλλ᾿ ἐμῆς μητρὸς πάρα, 

ὡς οὐρανός τε γαῖά τ᾿ ἦν μορφὴ μία, 

ἐπεὶ δ᾿ ἐχωρίσθησαν ἀλλήλων δίχα, 

τίκτουσι πάντα κἀνέδωκαν εἰς φάος, 

δένδρη, πετεινά, θῆρας, οὓς θ᾿ ἅλμη τρέφει, 

γένος τε θνητῶν. (TrGF 484)97 

The fragment, as Mayhew comments, can be seen as reminiscent of Hesiod98, but he goes on 

to observe that it can also be seen as both Orphic and Presocratic in nature.99 It posits an original 

material unity, from which a duality was derived and then visible, mortal created things. The 

idea and its presentation evoke the Monistic Current, and in particular the cosmology 

apparently described in the Derveni Papyrus. This fragment is of particular relevance because 

it seems to portray Melanippe evoking a Presocratic-style cosmological explanation to account 

for the birth of her children by Poseidon. The lack of the full text of the play prevents us from 

being more specific in commenting, but at the very least there arguably seems to be the same 

cloud of ambiguity operating over the presentation of the birth of the divine children in the 

Heracles as in the Melanippe Wise: in the Melanippe, Melanippe (as the person best acquainted 

 
95 In Collard (1995) 269. 
96 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Rhetorica 9.11. 
97 “The account is not my own, but comes from my mother that Heaven and Earth were once a single form, but 
when they were parted from each other into two, they bore and delivered into the light all things – trees, 
winged things, beasts, creatures of the sea, and the race of mortals.” (Tr Cropp and Collard). 
98 Hesiod describes the separation of the Sky from the Earth in Theogony 154-206. 
99 Mayhew (1999) 97. Line 2 of the fragment appears on a late antique alabaster Orphic bowl, see Delbrueck 
and Vollgraff (1934).  
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with the matter) presents the births as something associated with a divine material cosmology, 

a view which appears to be supported by her other extant statements about the nature of the 

universe. However, the births are still conceived of as being the result of the real presence and 

intervention of a god.100  

Another fragment, TrGF 487, even though being of an unclear context, shows that Melanippe 

appears to conceive of Zeus as being coterminous with the Aether, ὄμνυμι δ' ἱερὸν αἰθέρ', 

οἴκησιν Διὸς. Mayhew observes that she is swearing by Aether as if the actual god, and that 

this is a “central concept in much presocratic theology.”101 As Mayhew says, the treatment of 

the material substance as the divine points to Euripides’ conception of Zeus in the Melanippe 

Wise as being in accordance with the ideas expressed in the Monistic Current.102 I would argue 

that the same physical ideas which generate the approach in Melanippe Wise have also 

generated the ambiguous approach to Zeus and the divine in the Heracles.103  

To conclude this part of the analysis, it would be instructive also to refer to similarities between 

the ideas raised in these fragments, the Heracles, and also the Derveni Papyrus. Firstly, as 

discussed above in the first section104, the Derveni Papyrus also emphasises the identity of Zeus 

and the physical Aether. It also, as a result of this physical identification of Zeus with a monistic 

first principle, observes that the nature of Zeus in the field of mortal perception is necessarily 

ambiguous and difficult. This ambiguity and difficulty is particularly manifest in the Derveni 

Papyrus in its discussion about the naming of Zeus.105 I would argue that it finds its analogy in 

both the Melanippe Wise about the identification of Zeus, and also in the Heracles in terms of 

the consistently ambiguous approach to the nature of Zeus as discussed above.106 A particular 

 
100 It should be noted that an unidentified fragment of Euripides appears to echo this idea as expressed by 
Melanippe, where a rationalised Zeus in the person of physical Aether was responsible for a birth: ἀλλ' ἀἰθὴρ 
τίκτει σε, κόρα,/Ζεὺς ὃς ἀνθρώποις ὀνομάζεται, TrGF 877. 
101 Mayhew (1999) 99. 
102 Aeschylus (TrGF 70) from the lost Heliades states a similar sentiment with clarity: Ζεύς ἐστιν αἰθήρ, Ζεὺς δὲ 
γῆ, Ζεὺς δ᾿ οὐρανός, / Ζεύς τοι τά πάντα χὤ τι τῶνδ᾿ ὑπέρτερον. However, a discussion of Aeschylus is outside 
the scope of this thesis.  
103 A further unidentified fragment of Euripides, TrGF 941 (but which is tentatively attributed to the Thyestes) 
expresses the same sentiment as 487: ὁρᾷς τὸν ὑψοῦ τόνδ´ ἄπειρον αἰθέρα / καὶ γῆν πέριξ ἔχονθ' ὑγραῖς ἐν 
ἀγκάλαις; / τοῦτον νόμιζε Ζῆνα, τόνδ' ἡγοῦ θεόν. It is striking that Euripides not only states that the Aether is 
to be seen as Zeus, but also that he uses the word ἄπειρον, which is reminiscent of Anaximander.  
104 See above, p. 74-6.  
105 See above, p. 68, 74-6. 
106 The unidentified fragments TrGF 877 and TrGF 941 quoted above (p. 163 nn. 101, 103) both also include the 
idea of the ambiguity in the naming and identification of Zeus in connection with his physical and monistic 
nature. TrGF 912.1-3 - σοὶ τῷ πάντων μεδέοντι χλόην /πελανόν τε φέρω, Ζεὺς εἴτ' Ἅιδης / ὀνομαζόμενος 
στέργεις (“to you, ruler of all – whether you favour the name Zeus or Hades – I bring fresh verdure and a drink 
offering”) – also may support such an idea, although Mantziou observes that this particular fragment could 
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benefit of taking into account the Derveni Papyrus at this point is that it may be of assistance 

later in this section in discussions about the nature of Hera and also the idea of fate in the 

Heracles and its relationship to Zeus.  

The ambiguity of Heracles  

Having attempted to establish the idea of the ambiguity of Zeus in the Heracles and its 

connection to the Monistic Current, I shall now turn to how Heracles can be seen in this light 

throughout the play.  

I began by saying above that Heracles, as the putative son of Zeus, shares in the divine qualities 

of Zeus which include ambiguity and transgression, as also found in the Monistic Current. I 

also argued that he shares many of the qualities of Dionysus as expressed in the Bacchae, but 

is distinct in that unlike Dionysus, he is mortal. 

As briefly mentioned above, the Dionysiac characteristics of Heracles in this play have already 

been recognised by some commentators, particularly Seaford and Papadopoulou.107 I would 

like to extend this discussion of Heracles’ Dionysiac characteristics, and to argue (extending 

Papdopoulou’s suggestion that Heracles’ Dionysiac characteristics should be seen as signifying 

his transgressive nature) that they should be seen in the context of the ambiguous nature of 

Zeus and, by extension, the ideas from the Monistic Current; such a discussion will assist in 

the various debates which I have highlighted above about the reading of the play.108  

Although it is a trite observation, it is not inappropriate to begin the full discussion with the 

fact that Heracles, like Dionysus, is a son of Zeus by a mortal woman. Unlike Dionysus, 

however, he is not born a god. Euripides in this play does not allude to the prospect of his 

deification, and he must be seen as remaining firmly in the category of mortals. Thus, he is in 

the curious position of being mortal, but possessing many of the divine characteristics of 

Dionysus.  

The plot of the Heracles, as developed by Euripides, is strikingly similar to that of the Bacchae. 

In both plays, Heracles and Dionysus begin as outsiders to a city which has rejected them at 

 
also be seen more in the context of a magical invocatory ritual with the need to call up an unidentifiable god 
rather than just the context of Orphic ideas. See Mantziou (1990). 
107 See above, p. 147-8.  
108 Note that Papdopoulou says that the Dionysiac element is only introduced in any prominent way in the 
Heracles from 673, the celebrations by the chorus to welcome the return of Heracles. My argument extends 
this to suggest that the similarity is visible from much earlier and is fundamental to understanding the play. 
See Papadopoulou (2005) 50. 
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the prompting of a tyrant who scorns the notion of their divine origins. On this point of 

comparison, the similarities of Pentheus and Lycus are also considerable. It would be 

uncontentious to observe that they are, in general terms, drawn similarly as characters. 

However, there is one particular point of similarity in their behaviour which deserves close 

attention. Both Lycus and Pentheus appear to be obsessed with the idea of the imposition of 

boundaries. Amongst various examples from the Bacchae, the fruitless attempts of Pentheus to 

keep Dionysus in fetters (Ba. 503-14, 615-37) or else otherwise in confinement (Ba. 653-5) 

stand as particular examples of this trait in Pentheus. Lycus also suffers from the same habit. 

It should be remembered that both are also attempting to put such boundaries on characters 

who have divine associations: Pentheus on Dionysus, and Lycus on the family of Heracles, and 

also in various ways on the absent Heracles himself. Even before his entrance, he has entirely 

encircled the city with guards at the points of exit (83).109 In terms of dramatic stage 

presentation, Lycus is first seen keeping Amphitryon, Megara and Heracles’ children in virtual 

physical confinement huddled around the altar as suppliants. On his entrance, he immediately 

expresses his position as δεσπότης (141), and his capacity to act as he pleases whereas the 

family of Heracles have no similar freedom of action. His intention, expressed straight after 

this, is to put an end to the lives of all of them, a form of imposing limitations and boundaries 

(143). Even the very language he uses suggests attempts to put bounds on physical or temporal 

extension, for example τίν᾽ ἐς χρόνον ζητεῖτε μηκῦναι βίον (143), and ὡς ὑπὲρ τὴν ἀξίαν / τὸ 

πένθος αἴρεσθ᾽, εἰ θανεῖν ὑμᾶς χρεών (146-7). He insists as a matter of certainty that Heracles 

is bounded by being contained in Hades and is unable to return to earth (145-6). He also 

attempts to put boundaries on a matter which up to that point had been treated as indeterminate: 

the question of Heracles’ double parentage. He attempts to make this determinate by dismissing 

the divine component of Heracles’ parentage out of hand (148-9). He continues to impose this 

approach on the absent Heracles, with his belittlement of the Labours of Heracles, in particular 

suggesting that he did not have either bravery or strength, but that he was reliant on unheroic 

weapons (e.g. nets, 153) to kill the beasts in the Labours.   

If it is accepted that the idea of imposing boundaries is a predominant characteristic of Lycus’ 

behaviour, and particularly the attempts, like Pentheus’, to impose boundaries on characters 

who have divine associations, then this offers a useful context for interpretation of the bow- 

and-spear debate, which follows on from Lycus’ initial belittlement of Heracles’ heroism. 

 
109 This evokes Pentheus’ attempts to enclose the city of Thebes to prevent Dionysus’ escape, Ba. 653. 
Heracles, like Dionysus, is able to enter the city secretly (598).  
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Critics have found some difficulty in incorporating the bow-and-spear debate into the wider 

body of the play on the grounds of its prima facie irrelevance to the matter in hand, and also 

the apparent interruption to the dramatic action110, and on first glance one would certainly be 

forgiven for thinking that the debate played no integral part in the drama. Bond attempts to put 

the argument between Amphitryon and Lycus firmly in the context of the traditional debate 

between the validity of the hoplite soldier and the more mobile, light-armed solider, though he 

does not accept that the discussion bore a reference to contemporary events such as the siege 

of Pylos in 425 BC.111 Some critics, including Kamerbeek, have tried to further the debate by 

seeing the bow as one of the motifs which serves to unite the apparently disunified structure of 

the play.112 This approach is taken as a basis for reading the play by Hamilton, who suggests 

that the debate actually foreshadows the later events including the killings by Heracles and his 

redemption into a communal and civic fold by Theseus, who himself bears spears and is 

accompanied by hoplites.113 A similar line was argued by George shortly afterwards.114 Such 

an approach is useful, and can be taken further. Padilla also makes the helpful contribution 

about some of the qualities possessed by the bowman as put forward in the debate. In particular, 

he notes that the archer has the capacity to see on the battlefield without being seen,115 and also 

that despite the lower social associations held by the bowman, that there was a close association 

in Greek thought between the use of the bow and certain gods. He points to the frequent 

association between words with the τοξ- stem and the divine in Euripides, counting 17 such 

instances in the Heracles alone. Indeed, he observes that the quality of being able to use a 

ballistic weapon to strike from a distance without being seen was a divine characteristic, which 

was also shared by Zeus, thus bringing these various ideas together. Padilla argues that 

Heracles’ possession of the bow and his praise later as the “Child of Zeus” (696) places him in 

the same category as Dionysus or Apollo, but also served to mark him out as a transgressive 

and ambiguous figure.116  

With the discussion about Lycus’ instinct to attempt the imposition of definite boundaries on 

the divine and ambiguous, there is a way to advance this discussion, also taking into account 

some of these contributions from earlier scholars. Lycus’ interest in advocating the spear is not 

 
110 This difficulty was noted early by Kamerbeek (1966) 6. 
111 See Bond (1981) ad 161.  
112 Kamerbeek (1966) 6-7. 
113 Hamilton (1985). 
114 George (1994). 
115 Padilla (1992) 2. 
116 Padilla (1992) 3. 
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so much, I would argue, about communality, but rather about the fact that the hoplite practice 

he advocates is about keeping rank, and standing in line. It is analogous to his interest in the 

imposition of boundaries. The behaviour of the bowman is fluid. In battle, he does not have to 

keep rank and deal with blows face-to-face (163), but can run away and be mobile (161). Lycus 

paints a picture of the bow, which he finds suspicious because of its fluidity in comparison with 

the weapons and practice of the hoplites. Amphitryon adds to this picture, but sees it from a 

positive rather than a negative perspective. The bow has the capacity to attack without limits 

because more arrows can be produced even if a thousand have already been shot. However, the 

spear, if shattered, can provide no more assistance. This being so, the nature of the bow is 

incommensurate in comparison with that of the spear (190-201); the analogy of the unbounded 

and infinite divine in comparison to the bounded and mortal perspectives should already be 

apparent.  

The fashion in which the use of the bow is connected by Amphitryon with the divine nature 

has already been shown by the comments of Padilla above, which should be taken into account 

here. The divine nature of the bow and ballistic weapons is shown by the evocation in 

Amphitryon’s speech of Zeus’s thunderbolt (177-80). The bounded hoplite is not able to see, 

understand, or defend himself against the attacks of the bowman, whereas the bowman is able 

to see the hoplite and attack effectively at a distance – again a characteristic analogous with the 

divine. One might draw a comparison between this description of battle as put forward by 

Amphitryon and the scenes of fighting as described in the two messenger speeches of the 

Bacchae. In both cases, bacchants, fighting under Dionysiac divine inspiration, are able to see 

those who are attempting to confine them and attempting to hide from them (Ba. 714-68, and, 

including Pentheus as the protagonist in the battle, Ba. 1058-83). In the case of the latter, it is 

conspicuous that Pentheus is not able to see the Bacchants properly whom he is seeking, or 

indeed the real nature of Dionysus, whilst he himself is seen (see particularly Ba. 1075).  

It should also be noted in both cases that the Bacchants use their weapons in a ballistic fashion 

(Ba. 762-4, 1095-1110) in the same way as bows and arrows, with an impression given that 

they have a limitless supply of ballistic weaponry to hand, in a manner comparable to that 

described by Amphitryon. It is also noticeable in the first messenger speech that the people of 

Cithaeron attempted to take up conventional weapons, and in particular spears, against the 

Bacchants, but these were ineffectual. All in all, one may argue that the bow-and-spear debate 

between Lycus and Amphitryon could really be seen as a battle plan for the conflicts involving 

the Bacchants in the Bacchae. Seeing it in this frame, it lends further weight to the arguments 
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advanced particularly by Padilla that the perspective of the bow is both divine in character but 

also ambiguous and transgressive in its manifestation on the mortal plane, prone to breaking 

boundaries set by mortals and by mortal perception, and that such is the Dionysiac nature of 

Heracles who is the ultimate bearer of the bow in the Heracles. This ties into the ideas of the 

Monistic current, which sees the divine as unbounded and incommensurate with mortal 

perception except by manifestation in opposites. 

Lycus’ inclinations to impose boundaries continue to be seen clearly after the bow-and-spear 

debate. In response to Amphitryon’s words in praise of the bow, Lycus orders the trunks of oak 

trees to be cut from Helicon and Parnassus, and that the wood from these should be piled on 

all sides round the altar where the family are suppliants: the emphatic way he orders that the 

wood should be piled up around the altar on all sides, expressing the topographical and 

complete encirclement of the altar with the pleonastic πέριξ and ἀμφήρη (243)117, stresses his 

obsession with putting down boundaries.  

It is noteworthy that he mentions oak trees for this purpose, a tree frequently associated with 

Zeus,118 and that he orders the wood to be taken from Helicon and Parnassus. The latter 

especially is not geographically close to Thebes. This evocation of mountains which are not, 

particularly in the latter case, geographically practical for the immediate collection of wood119, 

but which have divine, and in the latter case Dionysiac associations120, and also the choice of 

oak with its association to Zeus, taken altogether continue the idea that Lycus is attempting to 

put boundaries on divine things. Lycus is using materials with relevant divine associations to 

encircle the family, who are also associated with Zeus.  

Both Seaford121 and Papadopoulou122, as mentioned above, comment on the Dionysiac imagery 

that is very apparent at the time of Heracles’ return. Heracles, following his reappearance, is 

hailed as φάος by his father (531) and Heracles also uses the word twice regarding his return 

(524, 563). The word suggests salvation and transformation in the context of mystery cult. 

Papadopoulou rightly cautions that the use of antitheses of light and darkness is a recurring 

antithesis in Greek literature, and it does not necessarily mean that allusion to mystery cult is 

 
117 Pace Bond (1981) ad loc, who argues that ἀμφήρη is not pleonastic.  
118 For the association of Zeus with oak trees, see Cusack (2011) 43-46. 
119 Bond (1981) ad 240ff observes that “from a realistic point of view it is ridiculous… Parnassus is much too far 
from Thebes”.  
120 For the Dionysiac associations of Parnassus, see McInerney (1997) 265; these were, of course well-known to 
Euripides who alludes to them frequently, e.g. in the Ion, 714-7. 
121 Seaford (1994) 378-81. 
122 Papadopoulou (2005) 48-54. 
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understood. However, observes Papadopoulou, in the Heracles it occurs in the context of the 

children being dressed in funeral clothes, and also in the context of frequent references to 

Heracles bringing ἐλπίς, hope, to the family (e.g. 771): all of these also belong to mystery cult, 

and it “recalls the hopes of the initiates of Dionysus”.123 Papadopoulou might also have 

mentioned that in the Bacchae the Chorus hail Dionysus in this way in the very similar 

circumstance of bringing salvation to them when Pentheus was attempting to act against them, 

ὦ φάος μέγιστον ἡμῖν εὐίου βακχεύματος (Ba. 608). This too suggests the Dionysiac nature of 

Heracles.  

Papadopoulou posits that “The abnormal situation in which Heracles’ family finds itself 

trapped as a result of Lycus’ evil, a situation which is elaborately illustrated by a dextrous 

exploitation of the dynamics of ritual, is restored to order with Heracles’ return to Thebes,” but 

that later it is his madness and murder of his family which signifies a violent reversal of the 

mystic transition.124 I should like to offer a refinement to this approach. I would argue that from 

the time that Heracles appears, he is required to reconcile his previous life which was 

transgressive, unbounded and drawing elements of divinity, into a frame in Thebes which is 

regulated, bounded, and constricted by the trammels of mortal order. Having lived an 

unbounded and wild life, he is now attempting to be domestic, and conventionally kingly, and 

also to establish a relationship with the gods that is seen as ordinary, bounded and reciprocal. 

In terms of the Monistic Current, this would be seen as trying to claim that the underlying 

substance of the divine could be perceived only in one form or mode, excluding the fact that it 

had to include opposites. For Heracles, being mortal, this is an impossibility, and it leads to 

disintegration, which is manifest in the breakdown of his finite perception into seeing contraries 

drawn together (the primary symptom of his madness), and the disintegration of the order 

around him into which he is trying to incorporate himself.  

From the time of his return Heracles had, in the words of Silk (but not quite with the same 

construction) “a continuity of excess,”125 which pointed to the persistence of his divine 

attributes after his homecoming.126 These are signposted even before his return by the 

celebration of his god-like strength and qualities (not to mention the reference to his double 

parentage from Zeus, 353-4) in the choral ode expounding his labours (347-451).127 In the 

 
123 See Papadopoulou (2005) 52, particularly n. 139. 
124 Papadopoulou (2005) 51-3. 
125 Silk (1985) 15. 
126 This is an idea alluded to by other authors including Padilla (1992) and George (1994) 150. 
127 This is the view of Silk (1985) 13. 
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context of the many Dionysiac allusions throughout the play, this ode could also be seen as 

highlighting the similarity between the peaceful and civilisation-enhancing aspects of Dionysus 

and Heracles, such as are more openly spelt out in the later choral ode at 673-86.128 This latter 

explicitly brings together Dionysus and Heracles.  

Heracles, after his return and on hearing what Lycus has done, decides to take revenge by 

killing Lycus. As Silk demonstrates by comparison to the Aeschylean Furies, the portrayal of 

Zeus in Hesiod, and indeed Poseidon elsewhere in Euripides129, the manner in which Heracles 

announces his revenge is not, at this point, mad, but rather is god-like in its presentation.130 

However, Silk could have gone further to observe that the punishment that Heracles says he 

will inflict on Lycus is the same in all respects as that which Dionysus visits on Pentheus: the 

destruction of the palace of the new tyrant (566-7); cutting off his unholy head (567); the threat 

to have it torn in pieces (568). The emphasis on the idea of Heracles’ enemies being torn in 

pieces continues with διαφορῶν (571), which Bond observes is used with great frequency in 

the Bacchae to describe the sparagmos.131 It should also be noted that both Lycus and Pentheus 

are described as ἀνοσίος (567, Ba. 614).132 Slightly later, there is a strong resemblance to the 

final exit of Lycus before his death and the final exit of Pentheus before his killing.133 In all of 

this, Heracles is shown to be behaving in a Dionysiac, god-like and transgressive fashion after 

his return.134  

This depiction of Heracles as maintaining a god-like nature, and manifesting the same 

following his return to Thebes, is a strong theme in the middle section of the play before the 

appearance of Iris and Lyssa. After its explicit association of Heracles and Dionysus, the 

Chorus also make an association between Heracles and Apollo. Heracles, like Apollo, becomes 

the recipient of a paean which magnifies the divine aspects of Heracles and which serves to 

occlude his mortal attributes. He is lauded as the son of Zeus (696), with the mortal contribution 

of Amphitryon not being directly mentioned. However, his heroism and deeds are said to have 

exceeded his noble birth (696-700). The simile is drawn between the Delian maidens singing 

 
128 Papadopoulou (2005) 50. Compare also Ba. 861. 
129 Aesch. Eum. 230f.; Hes. Op. 57; Tro. 88ff. 
130 Silk (1985) 13-14. 
131 Bond (1891) ad 571. Bond does compare this passage to a separate point, Ba. 849, where the manner of 
expression of Heracles and Dionysus in deciding to take action is also similar.   
132 Pentheus also has οὐχ ὁσίαν ὕβριν towards Dionysus, Ba. 374-5 
133 Bond (1981) ad 726-8. 
134 In the killing of Lycus himself, and the threats he utters against the Thebans who assisted Lycus, 
Papadopoulou argues that Heracles displays an excess reminiscent of Achilles after the death of Patroclus. See 
Papadopoulou (2005) 41. 
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before Apollo’s temple, and the Chorus singing before the doors of Heracles’ house (687-

90).135 This presentation of the divine nature of Heracles is reprised in the following Chorus at 

798-814, where the action of Zeus is portrayed as having been made manifest in the kingship 

of Heracles, and the actions which Heracles is enacting in Thebes.  

The excess of Heracles is manifest not only in the god-like manner of his treatment of Lycus, 

but also in his last labour, the descent into Hades and his return with Theseus and Cerberus.136 

His return from Hades – the ultimate transgressive act which blurs the boundary between 

mortal and divine – is alluded to in this part of the Chorus linked to the idea of Zeus, and again 

linked to the idea being made manifest in the deeds of Heracles (807-8). This association is 

made frequently at this stage in the play, twice again slightly earlier at 735-9 and 769-73. The 

references to Heracles’ association with mystery cults, and indeed his own initiation when in 

the underworld (613), serve not only to reinforce his association in particular with Dionysus 

and other mystery gods, but also to lay further emphasis on his excessive and transgressive 

qualities. This is the view of Mikellidou in particular137, who also argues that the liminal and 

transgressive nature of Heracles is also prominent in the first part of the play as a result of his 

absence on the katabasis, particularly in the constant questioning over whether he is alive or 

dead.138  

At the same time as Heracles is in this state which is fundamentally ambiguous and 

transgressive, he attempts to return and reconcile himself to the strict and bounded confines of 

ordinary civic and mortal life as a king and as a father.139 The idea of Heracles as being put in 

bonds by his return to the familial context is immediately shown in the dramatic stage context 

by the fashion in which they cling on to his clothes and refuse to let go (623-32, and also earlier 

when Megara tells the children to seize his robes the moment he returns and tells them not to 

let him go, 520-1) and then the way in which the connection is emphasised by the image of the 

children being towed by Heracles as little ships behind a boat (631-2). The idea of him 

attempting to fit into a mortal context here is further emphasised by his promise that he does 

 
135 Note that ναῶν (688) is a conjecture of Diggle, but is generally accepted. See Bond (1981) ad loc.  
136 Assaël (2011, 10) also observes that the feat of bringing another person back from the underworld is a “very 
exceptional event in Greek mythology”. 
137 Mikellidou (2015) 334-5. 
138 Mikellidou (2015) 333. Indeed, the pitiful questions of Heracles’ children as reported by Megara in 74-6 
evoke the desperate search of Demeter for Persephone, and further suggest allusion to mystery cult.  
139 Kraus (1999) argues that Heracles has many resemblances to Lycus, and I would argue that her observations 
are also applicable here. Just as Lycus tries to lay down boundaries to shore up his power, Heracles also 
attempts to do the same. 
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not have wings and that he does not wish to escape his family (628), and also his observation 

that all mortals are the same in loving their children (633). The statement here that “all mankind 

is equal” (πάντα τἀνθρώπων ἴσα), and that he includes himself under that heading, sits very 

uncomfortably with the discussion in the previous twenty-or-so lines about the fact that 

Heracles had just managed to descend to the underworld and return with Cerberus and Theseus 

(610-622). The juxtaposition of this transgressive act with the familial setting becomes even 

more stark when he moves immediately from discussing this almost unprecedented event to 

address his children in a light-hearted manner (621-2).140  

This necessity for Heracles to put himself within conventional boundaries is demonstrated most 

clearly in the sacrifice scene. Taking into account the structuralist analysis of the idea of 

sacrifice in Greek tragedy as being a ritual to establish and manifest clear boundaries between 

the divine and mortal realms – marking out that which is specifically human and ensuring that 

mortals stay specifically within these boundaries which have been made clear141  – Heracles’ 

participation in such a ritual becomes an absurdity. In his portrayal and conduct, it is clear that 

after his return to Thebes he retains the divine aspects of his nature, and yet he attempts by 

means of sacrifice to place himself in a relationship with the gods where, although mortal, he 

endeavours to retain and not to disown his divine nature and attributes. He also seeks 

purification in the ritual of sacrifice. However, on one analysis pollution can also be seen as 

the subsistence in an ambiguous state without boundaries, such as Heracles is in on his return: 

both impure and yet close to the divine.142 This attempt to muddy the categories and neglect to 

disavow the ambiguity inherent in the divine and impure state whilst trying to bind himself into 

a state of purity and clarity of relationship as between a mortal and a god is, I argue, the reason 

for the descent into madness, and why it occurs particularly in the context of the sacrifice.  

To lend strength to this argument, I would return to lines 798-814, which as I mentioned earlier 

I consider to be crucial for this reading of the play. In these lines, I argue, are summed up the 

essential crux both of the perception of Zeus, and also of his offspring Heracles. In these lines, 

as discussed above, the Chorus declare that they have been able to perceive Zeus clearly, that 

his ambiguity passes, and that his action can be seen within the trammels of mortal existence. 

At the same time – coincident with Heracles being about to make the sacrifice – Heracles is 

 
140 Bond (1981) ad 628 observes that οὐ γὰρ πτερωτός in 628 should be seen as a joke for the children, similar 
to the dry humour of the Ithacans in Od. 1. 173 et passim.  
141 See Vernant (1980) 134-8 and also Foley (1985) 32-5. 
142 Papadopoulou (2005) 23; for the idea of the proximity of the impure and the divine in Greek religious 
thought see Bendlin (2007).  
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also declared to have entered into mortal society as a king and a purveyor of justice which the 

Chorus declare is divinely ordained. Yet, despite his apparent entry into this mortal order and 

boundaries, his ambiguous nature cannot be hidden away: the chorus still evoke his double 

parentage (798-801) and also the fact that he returned from the underworld, and thus the realms 

of death (807-8).  

A reading in the terms of the Monistic Current suggests that the reason for the madness is this 

attempt to reconcile these two irreconcilable approaches, and why madness – and the type of 

madness manifest by Heracles at the prompting of Lyssa – is the result. Heracles, as a bounded, 

mortal person, is attempting to manifest the divine in his own self. The divine, being at one 

with the underlying unity, is only manifest in the mortal, bounded world by the possibility of 

the co-incidence of opposites. Heracles’ insistence on attempting to bound himself, whilst not 

making any attempt to relinquish his divine characteristics, leads to the double-visions manifest 

in his madness, where things turn to become their opposite, exactly similar to the disintegration 

and double visions suffered by Pentheus in the Bacchae, and indeed also in the first messenger 

speech of the Bacchae.143 The divine in his nature refuses to be bounded, and shows itself as 

manifested in the coincidence of opposites all around him, which is intolerable and destructive 

to the mortal side of his nature.  

This argument, as promised above144, extends the approach of Silk and Papadopoulou, and 

serves to give their arguments further depth by the incorporation of the monistic Presocratic 

background. Silk argued that Hera’s anger and jealousy came as a result of Heracles’ 

ambiguous nature posing a fundamental threat to the division between the divine and the 

mortal: “the cosmic order will be upset, Heracles is a threat to it, not because he is a man, nor 

indeed because he is a god, but because he is anomalous and neither.”145 My own approach 

suggests that it is not so much a case of active anger from Hera, but rather that Hera is a neutral 

expression of a natural law which prevents the boundless and divine from being expressed in 

 
143 These double visions, or references to doubling where opposites seem to coincide (all reported during the 
messenger speech) include Heracles’ own question of why his labour should be doubled (937); the servants 
having a “double emotion” consisting of the opposites of laughter and fear (950); the servants’ confusion over 
whether Heracles was joking or mad (952); an evocation of him going up and down ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω (953) 
which recalls the frequent use of the phrase in similar contexts in the Bacchae (see above particularly p. 99-
102); confusion of his own house for the city of his enemy (953-5); proclaiming himself the victor over nobody 
in a wrestling match (959-61); the confusion between Eurystheus’ father and his own father (967-71); and the 
confusion of his own children for those of Eurystheus (971-1000). The madness also contains a Dionysiac 
breaking-down of distinctions between human and animal, where Heracles becomes like a bull and an animal 
being hunted (867-71); for discussion on this point see Provenza (2013).   
144 See above p. 147-8.  
145 Silk (1985) 18. 
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or confined by the finite and bounded mortal world. It is on this account that the only attempt 

made by Iris to articulate Hera’s motive does not make any reference to Hera’s jealousy (and 

indeed, the jealousy of Hera, as Lee observes, receives no emphasis at all in the former part of 

the play up to this point)146, but rather to the idea that θεοὶ μὲν οὐδαμοῦ, / τὰ θνητὰ δ᾽ ἔσται 

μεγάλα, μὴ δόντος δίκην (841-2). The only articulation of the cause of Hera’s anger is that the 

gods will be of no value and men will become great: in essence, that the sort of confusion 

embodied in the ambiguous status of Heracles will upend the division between the two worlds. 

This expression of Hera’s view can be seen as a response to the words of the Chorus 

immediately beforehand in 798-814 and its praise of Zeus and Heracles, where there is an 

attempt to marry the divine and the mortal together to produce the egregious and threatening 

glory with which Heracles is depicted: λαμπρὰν δ᾽ ἔδειξ᾽ ὁ χρόνος / τὰν Ἡρακλέος ἀλκάν (805-

6). I would argue that this line of approach fits better with the textual evidence and the wider 

religious and philosophical context than the Wilamowitz school of inherent madness in 

Heracles, with the variations on that approach. I would also argue that it does more to make 

sense of the evidence than the line of Foley that Heracles was not deranged by his labours and 

that there was no transgression on the part of Heracles, but that he was a model of piety, and 

that the fault, if any, lay with the Theban community, indifferent to the hero and ridden by 

stasis and a loss of hierarchy, abetted by Hera actively trying to enact the plans of Lycus.147 It 

also gives a fuller account of Hera’s enmity than Bond’s view that Heracles had committed 

ὕβρις.148 

A further piece of evidence which may assist in this argument is the Derveni Papyrus and its 

discussion in column III of the function of the Erinyes. On this point, one must first call to 

mind the nature of Lyssa, the instrument by which Heracles will be made to pay the punishment 

(δίκην) to ensure that men do not become greater than the gods (841-2). The origins of the 

myth of Lyssa are not fully clear. Duchemin149 and Webster150 both argue that the goddess 

appears to be the development of a trend of personification which came to fruition in the fifth 

century in the work of Aeschylus, and that the personification can also be seen in artistic 

developments over the period.151 In general, Lyssa appears to be very close in this treatment to 

one of the Erinyes. In some instances of surviving artistic representations, it is difficult to tell 

 
146 Lee (1982) 51. 
147 Foley (1985) 158, 161. 
148 Bond (1981) ad 841ff.  
149 Duchemin (1967). 
150 Webster (1967) 189. 
151 For a discussion of this trend see Stafford (2000). 
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the Erinyes and Lyssa apart.152 In the literary examples, although it is not always clear whether 

λύσσα should be taken simply as an abstraction or else as a full personification (Λύσσα), the 

idea of Lyssa or even just the abstract evocation of madness appears to possess many of the 

attributes and share many of the functions of the Erinyes.153 In the Heracles itself, Lyssa, who 

by this time is a full personification, there are also many similarities. They share the same 

parentage, Night and Ouranos (844) as the Erinyes.154 They are represented with a Gorgon-like 

appearance surrounded in snakes (884).155 They also bear a goad (κέντρον, 882).156 More 

broadly, Lyssa, like the Erinyes is also responsible for pursuing individuals for a transgression.  

However, it is notable that whatever the exact cause for Lyssa’s pursuit of Heracles should be, 

it is very different to that which is usual for the Erinyes. In the Homeric context, the crimes 

which they punish are “disobedience towards parents, violation of the respect due to old age, 

perjury, murder, violation of the law of hospitality, and improper conduct towards 

suppliants.”157 They also prevented mortals from gaining too much knowledge of the future.158 

In Aeschylus, they are also connected with the punishment of a particular crime, the matricide 

by Orestes being the prime example. It is striking, therefore, in the context of how the Erinyes 

were portrayed to that point, that Lyssa’s pursuit at the behest of Iris and Hera seems to be 

made without any clear crime or charge, save the idea of the need for Heracles to pay a 

punishment, and that men do not become greater than gods. Yet, it is noteworthy that in column 

III, 4-9 of the Derveni Papyrus, particularly taken in conjunction with the quotation made in 

the Derveni Papyrus of Heraclitus159 in col. IV 6-9 (and also the discussion in col. IV more 

broadly), gives a somewhat different account of the function of the Erinyes to that which was 

expressed in the Homeric and Aeschylean tradition. The Erinyes have not just a role in dealing 

with the punishment of individual culprits, but they also have a role as the servant of Δίκη or 

the gods on the cosmological scale, with the purpose of maintaining a “broader cosmic 

order”.160  

 
152 Duchemin (1967) 136; see also Aguirre (2010) 136. 
153 Duchemin (1976) 133-8. 
154 For Ouranos, see Hesiod Theogony 176, Bacchylides Fr. 55 (Jebb, 1905); for Night, see Aeschylus Eumenides 
321. 
155 Compare Aeschylus, Libation Bearers 1048. 
156 As does the λύσσα in Aeschylus, TrGF 169. For an artistic representation with a whip (albeit dated for the 
4th century BC) see British Museum, London 1917,1210.1. 
157 Entry in Dictionary of Greek and Roman Biography and Mythology. The Homeric references given 
respectively are Il. 9.454, 15.204, 19.259, Od. 2.136, 17.475. 
158 Il. 19.418. 
159 DK 22B2, Sext. Emp., Adv. Math. 7.133. 
160 Piano (2019) 25-6. 
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If we take this into account as one of the possible views circulating at the time about the 

function of the Erinyes in the context of discussions of Presocratic physical and cosmological 

thought, then the actions of Lyssa seem to make more sense. Lyssa, for all intents and purposes, 

is one of the Erinyes. She pursues Heracles not for any individual crime, but rather because he 

has overstepped the cosmic order, in attempting to constrict an unbounded divine nature with 

his own mortal person and circumstances following his return to Thebes. As with the Erinyes 

in column III of the Derveni Papyrus, Lyssa does not act alone. The Erinyes of the Derveni 

Papyrus act as one of the θεῶν ὑπηρέται161 and at the behest of Δίκη, and Lyssa acts at the 

behest of Hera, whose complaint about Heracles does not point to any particular crime, but 

merely points to an idea that the order of things is being overturned as a result of his actions 

(841-2).  

Lyssa’s apparently rational behaviour in pleading the case of Heracles to Iris (and by extension 

Hera) on the grounds that the benefits his labours and actions have brought both to gods and 

mortals alike have puzzled many commentators. Silk speaks for many in calling the dialogue 

between Iris and Lyssa “by any standard, extraordinary.”162 There is certainly some parallel 

with it in the dissent between Kratos and Hephaistos at the beginning of the Prometheus Bound 

(1-87), but this cannot stand as a sufficient explanation.163 However, taking Presocratic ideas 

into account may assist in making more sense of the debate between Iris and Lyssa. Lyssa, as 

Gregory observes, is portrayed by Euripides as having a series of resemblances between herself 

and Heracles.164 In particular, notes Gregory, they both share a genealogy which mixes a 

celestial and a chthonic background. They also share a whole host of Dionysiac 

characteristics.165 Gregory comments that this causes Heracles and Lyssa to “gradually 

combine” so as “to blur the distinction between divine intervention and human impulse.” As a 

result, she argues, “Euripides interiorizes Heracles' madness while retaining the traditional 

picture of madness as a force working from without.”166  

Whilst I would agree that this is one of the practical effects of this similarity which Euripides 

portrays, I would also argue that Lyssa also, on account of her mixed divine and chthonian 

origins, possesses a transgressive nature similar to that of Heracles, save that she is immortal 

 
161 Unlike the Aeschylean Eumenides, who are independent in their action: see Eum. 918, 1002. 
162 Silk (1985) 17. 
163 Papadopoulou (2005) 120. 
164 Gregory (2011) 137. 
165 Gregory (2011) 138; see also Seaford (1994) 353, and Papadopoulou (2005) 49-50.  
166 Gregory (2011) 137-8. 



 

177 
 

and capable of sustaining such a transgression. She has the capacity to descend and to take a 

view from the bounded and mortal perspective, by which Heracles has been a great benefactor 

for mankind and has promoted piety towards the gods. It is as a result of this capacity that she 

is determined to argue, from the same perspective as a mortal, for the merits of Heracles, just 

as other mortals such as Amphitryon do elsewhere in the play. The response of Iris, which she 

says would also be that of Hera, is the somewhat surprising οὐχὶ σωφρονεῖν γ᾽ ἔπεμψε δεῦρό 

σ᾽ ἡ Διὸς δάμαρ (857). Following this rebuke, Lyssa agrees to carry out the desire of Hera to 

visit madness on Heracles. This line, which goes unremarked both in the commentaries of Bond 

and Barlow167, is the cause of Lyssa’s acquiescence, and the point which causes Lyssa’s 

acquiescence is the command that she should not σωφρονεῖν. If we follow the analysis of the 

concept of σωφρονεῖν as put forward by Reynolds-Warnhoff168, in regard of the Bacchae, of 

σωφρονεῖν being the practice of mortals thinking in a mortal fashion, conditioned by an 

awareness of the perception of the divine unity of all things, and not attempting to arrogate to 

themselves divine prerogatives as a result of this awareness, then Iris’ and Hera’s command to 

Lyssa can be seen as an attempt on their part to stop Lyssa herself from being transgressive in 

the same way that Heracles himself is being. She must think in a divine fashion. The command 

to Lyssa not to σωφρονεῖν is another attempt by Hera and Iris to enforce cosmic boundaries, 

and it presages the same enforcement of cosmic boundaries which Hera and Iris seek to visit 

on Heracles.  

The Reconciliation of Heracles and the unbounded gods 

Recent scholarship on the Heracles is in surprising accordance about the nature of Theseus’ 

method of redeeming Heracles. It might be briefly described as leading Heracles to σωφρονεῖν: 

to think thoughts befitting to a mortal as a result of perceiving the divine. Silk comments that 

Heracles is led to dismiss his “divine patrimony”.169 Foley observes that Theseus in his attempts 

to reconcile Heracles makes no attempt to incorporate him into an “Olympian 

superstructure”.170 Padilla remarks that Heracles “endures the redefinition of his social status 

and will eventually be incorporated into the civic framework of Athens,” as opposed to being 

 
167 Lee (1982) writes on the paradox of a Λύσσα σωφρονοῦσα, and argues that the ultimate consequence is to 
compel the audience to consider the relationship and disparity between human justice and the divine 
perspective. Whilst I would argue that this is indeed the case, there are further reasons to account for the 
nature of Lyssa in the Heracles.  
168 Reynolds-Warnhoff (1997). 
169 Silk (1985) 17. 
170 Foley (1985) 151. 
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a hero who acts in an individual fashion.171 George likewise stresses this abandonment of heroic 

resolve on the part of Heracles, and the fact that he moves into a new status where help is given 

and received in the context of friendship and community, and that it is only in this context of 

mutual assistance that there may be any individual quest for glory and honour.172  

A number of scholars make it a clear part of their argument that Heracles’ abandonment of his 

divine characteristics and his consent to being incorporated into a community on the terms that 

Theseus has offered is a consequence of a change in his own approach to his relationship with 

the divine world. Assaël and Mikellidou both argue that it is from the mystery initiation 

undergone both by Theseus and Heracles and the conception of the sacred which arises from 

this that the concept of their redeeming companionship is developed.173 Gregory also points to 

Theseus’ insistence in his discussions with Heracles that Heracles is unable to affect or pollute 

the gods.174  

I would also follow this consensus on the broad nature of Theseus’ redemption and his 

integration into the society of Athens. I shall therefore avoid any detailed discussion of the 

evidence on this particular matter, but I should nevertheless discuss how this interpretation is 

concordant with the ideas from the Monistic Current, and also add some further points from 

the evidence of the text in support of this approach where I believe them to have been omitted. 

There are also points where scholars are at variance, namely the question of what leads Heracles 

to accept the help of Theseus and decline to commit suicide, the import of Heracles’ vexed 

statement about the gods at 1340-6, and the role of Hera. All of these questions are interrelated, 

and I shall attempt to make some contribution to the discussion using the monistic Presocratic 

reading.  

The idea of being bound, and of challenging boundaries, has received considerable attention in 

this chapter, as being a way that the contrast between the unbounded and infinite nature of the 

divine in monistic Presocratic thought and its tension with the bounded and finite perspective 

of mortals is dealt with in the play. Up to this point, the discussion of boundaries has focused 

on the first half of the play, up to the visitation of Lyssa. However, the importance of the idea 

persists in the dramatic and textual imagery throughout the second half of the play. The fact of 

Heracles’ emergence from the scene of madness being bound is, in this respect, extremely 

 
171 Padilla (1992) 9. 
172 George (1994) 157. 
173 See Assaël (2011) 9-10; Mikellidou (2015) 331-2. 
174 Gregory (2011) 143. 
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significant, but it has received surprisingly little comment.175 It is a matter which is presented 

to the audience in a visual fashion. It is also juxtaposed to the bodies of his wife and family, 

and also to the shattered remains of the palace, with him being bound to the fragment of a 

column. He remains bound in this way for a considerable portion of the second half of the play. 

His being bound is also referred to five times in the text (1009-12, 1035-8, 1055-8, 1094-7, 

1123-4). The frequency of reference to Heracles being bound and also the way in which it must 

have been presented dramatically, not to mention the many references to boundaries as a motif 

earlier in the play suggests that the idea of Heracles being bound was of very considerable 

importance. It is, I would argue, the inevitable conclusion of the madness brought by Lyssa. It 

was Hera’s intention to enforce the cosmic order by means of driving Heracles mad, and to 

compel Heracles to submit to the fact that he could not, as a mortal, sustain the contrarieties of 

the divine in his bounded mortal self. The final conclusion of the madness scene to demonstrate 

this, therefore, was for Heracles to be visibly bound. His being bound to a broken column from 

his house, moreover, lends further dramatic emphasis to this notion: it has also been broken 

apart as a result of the failed attempt to contain the divine within finite bounds, and suggests 

(like the palace of Pentheus) the disintegration that follows on from such a failed attempt. The 

idea that his being bound stands in opposition to the violence and contrariety of the divine 

presence is stressed by the fear expressed by Amphitryon that if the bonds are broken, Heracles 

will destroy the city, the house and his father (1055-6) – the divine contrariety being 

emphasised by the wordplay of ἀπολεῖ πόλιν (1055).176 Yet, although it is stands as a sign of 

Heracles’ failure, it also indicates the beginning of his reconciliation and his journey to thinking 

in a mortal fashion – to σωφρονεῖν – which is developed throughout the second half of the play.  

As Heracles recovers from his madness, his progress is marked by the establishment of 

conventional mortal boundaries, but also the gradual revelation that the divine world is 

completely incommensurate with the mortal, and thus that he has no capacity to be involved 

with the unbounded divine sphere, or even to affect it. Like Agave in dialogue with Cadmus in 

the Bacchae, Heracles first begins by recognising the boundaries of the cosmos – sky, earth 

and sun – and that he had previously been suffering from confusion (1899-1901). He also 

recognises that he has not returned to Hades (1103-4). As he begins his dialogue with 

Amphitryon, a note emerges that the gods have returned to their ambiguous and detached nature 

 
175 Barlow and Bond, for example, both omit mention of the matter in their commentaries.  
176 For discussion of Euripides’ wordplay to suggest Heracles’ “doubling” see Kraus (1999) 141-2. The contrary 
nature of the divine madness finds expression in a similar pun from Amphitryon later at 1133, ἀπόλεμον, ὦ 
παῖ, πόλεμον ἔσπευσας τέκνοις. This is similar to the concept of Satzparallelismus, discussed above, p. 103-4. 
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such as they possessed earlier in the play, before Heracles’ return and the belief expressed by 

the Chorus and others that the gods had become clearly manifest. Amphitryon tells Heracles 

that he had done things ἃ κἂν θεῶν τις, εἰ μάθοι, καταστένοι (1115), the implication being that 

the gods had not learned of the matter, and remained detached. This idea is repeated in his 

apostrophe to Zeus, ὦ Ζεῦ, παρ᾽ Ἥρας ἆρ᾽ ὁρᾷς θρόνων τάδε; (1127) and his subsequent order 

to Heracles to forget about Hera and think to his own situation, τὴν θεὸν ἐάσας τὰ σὰ 

περιστέλλου κακά (1129). The developing and recrudescent ambiguity in the treatment of the 

gods also appears in Amphitryon’s explanation of who or what was responsible for the killing, 

σὺ καὶ σὰ τόξα καὶ θεῶν ὃς αἴτιος (1135), also seen in his reply to Heracles’ further question 

as to whether he was personally responsible: οὐκ οἶδα πλὴν ἕν· πάντα δυστυχεῖ τὰ σά (1143).  

Amphitryon’s comments have begun to set out the path for Heracles’ reconciliation, but it 

requires a hard effort from Theseus to bring this to a successful conclusion. As various 

commentators have observed177, Heracles’ initial instinct at this point is to persist in a 

behaviour that is reminiscent of his individualistic and heroic past, and which manifests divine 

instincts, or a belief that his own actions and capacities as a mortal are commensurate with 

divine concerns. He threatens suicide (1148-52), and seeks solitude and withdrawal to prevent 

his miasma from infecting Theseus (1157-62). In describing him at this point, Amphitryon 

evokes his heroic nature by recalling his role in the Gigantomachy (1190-2) and also his 

transgressive, animal-like aggression (1211-3). He argues that his problems are out of the scope 

of human remedy, and that they are the direct concern of the gods (1253). He implies that he 

has the capacity to interact with the gods both through his potential to infect them with his 

miasma (1231) or his capacity to threaten them otherwise (1242).178 He sees his threats as being 

an equal and reciprocal threat to the actions of the gods (1243). His threat of death evokes his 

earlier transgression of descending alive into Hades (1247).  

Over the course of the discussion between Theseus and Heracles, there is a change in the 

approach of Heracles, whereby he begins to recognise and accept the need to operate in a mortal 

way, with boundaries. It is necessary to remember that his discourse, in dramatic terms, is 

delivered at the height of emotion, and that the progress of such a change is not necessarily 

going to occur in a smooth or coherent fashion. However, the progress of such a withdrawal is 

clear. Heracles recognises first that there must be a limit to sufferings, ἐν μέτρῳ μοχθητέον 

 
177 See above p. 176-7. 
178 The point holds good regardless of whether there is a lacuna before this line. Heracles’ threat is either to 
rebuke the gods with suicide (1241) or some other unspecified means if there is a lacuna.  
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(1251). He accepts the ambiguity of the role of Zeus in his own parentage, and states his 

preference for his mortal father (1262-5). He speaks in an off-hand and understated fashion 

about his labours (1269-77). Although it is a grand comparison, his likening of himself to Ixion 

tied to the chariot wheel again evokes the idea of him being bound, albeit his vision of being 

within boundaries, at this point, is still negative. Despite maintaining his heroic inclination to 

die or withdraw in 1281-1302, his exasperated question in 1307-8 after his discussion of Hera’s 

behaviour – τοιαύτῃ θεῷ / τίς ἂν προσεύχοιθ᾽; – is ultimately a recognition that there is no 

reciprocation to be had with the divine, as he was demanding shortly beforehand. Stinton says 

of these lines that Heracles is not “denying Hera’s power; he is condemning her behaviour as 

unworthy of a god.”179 I would say that it is rather that Heracles here is finally acknowledging 

that the nature of the gods is contrary and incommensurate with the human. What he presents 

as Hera’s jealousy in 1309-10 is not incompatible with the idea that Hera’s role and intention 

is to prevent the transgression of the contraries of the divine sphere into the bounded human 

sphere. This is also applicable to his presentation of the situation in 1262.  

Theseus advances Heracles’ reconciliation in 1313-37 through two means. The latter is to offer 

Heracles sanctuary in Athens, honour and fellowship in the context of polis life, and hero-cult 

after his death – rather than any suggestion that he might receive the sort of cult offered to 

someone who had been divinised; again, in this, Theseus is assisting Heracles in decoupling 

from the divine world.180 The former, which has caused more difficulty to scholars, is Theseus’ 

assertion of the necessity for mortals to obey fate οὐδεὶς δὲ θνητῶν ταῖς τύχαις ἀκήρατος 

(1314)181 – and that the gods in their affairs, which they conduct in a fashion which may on 

occasion be unlawful (1316) are also subject to the decrees of fate (1313-21).  

This context must be fully taken into consideration when an attempt is made to come to an 

understanding of 1340-46. Heracles’ words here cannot be taken in isolation, as they are a 

response to this statement, and the progress of this argument must be taken into account. 

Theseus has argued that both mortals and gods must obey fate. Heracles makes no response to 

 
179 Stinton (1976) 83. 
180 Papadopoulou (2005, 55) argues that even hero-cult carries with it some of the ambivalence that belonged 
to his earlier ambiguous status, but on this point I would agree with Foley (1985, 166) in her observation that 
in offering hero-cult rather than any sort of cult due to someone who had been divinised is a sign that 
Heracles’ status comes as a result of mortal, and Athenian approbation, rather than from the divine world – it 
is another indication of Heracles decoupling from the world of the divine.  
181 The use of ἀκήρατος in 1314 – “unmixed”, “undefiled”, “pure of” as a means of expressing this idea should 
be noted. It is a stronger way of suggesting the idea that no boundary can be maintained against the power of 
fate: “mixing” is a necessity.  
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the first point, that mortals must obey fate, and thus tacitly accepts the point. He however 

refuses to accept the second idea, that anything which truly belongs to the divine sphere is 

bound by fate, the power of other gods, or any sort of need or obligation. It is now natural for 

him to say this, as this is where his experience and the trend of the whole discussion have 

brought him. As a mortal, he has been unable, despite his extraordinary endeavours and even 

tendency to attempt transgressing into the divine sphere, to put the divine under any obligation 

to him. The contrary and ambiguous nature of the way that the divine has manifested itself in 

the mortal and finite plane has demonstrated that there is no dealing with or constraining the 

divine world, or even proper discernment of it. As a result, the only proper and sensible 

response is to not to deal with the divine sphere. The only proper sphere in which to deal is the 

mortal sphere. The divine, manifest and present in all things in contrary ways, is apprehended 

not as intention but as τύχη. In the face of the fact that the divine is incommensurable with the 

mortal sphere, the only mortal response is to withdraw from any pretentions to deal with or 

influence it (who would pray to a god such as Hera?) and rely on mortal fellowship. As it is the 

nature of mortals to be bound, bonds between mortals are acceptable and laudable, and the only 

viable response to the incommensurate nature of the divine.  

It is when Heracles voices this realisation about the nature of the divine and the cosmos that 

his intentions and actions change. When he comes to this new understanding of the nature of 

the world and the gods at a cosmic level in 1340-6, he realises that his attempts to threaten the 

divine for what has happened, by suicide or any other means, would amount to naught. The 

only context in which his actions or heroism have any meaning is the mortal. He submits to be 

bound in this frame, and also to accept the fact that all must submit to the divine in the form of 

τύχη.182 

Heracles’ conclusion points towards a cosmological notion which is completely in accordance 

with the Monistic Current. There is a further strand in which this is so. One approach to 

understanding why Hera was able to attack Heracles following his return to Thebes has been 

to argue that, rather like the Homeric model with Sarpedon as discussed above183, the various 

gods concerned – Zeus, Hera – divide up their control over Heracles rather like a timeshare. 

Zeus has control over Heracles until his return to Thebes, at which point he cedes this control 

 
182 The material support provided by Theseus is an obvious part of the solution to Heracles’ problem, but, 
contra to Fitzgerald’s argument that this was really the motivating factor and that Heracles was drawn towards 
these benefits by cowardice, it was in fact only the change in his underlying understanding of the cosmos 
which allowed him to accept Theseus’ offer. See Fitzgerald (1991).  
183 See above p. 156-7. 
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to Hera.184 However, this idea is absolutely incompatible with the cosmic view advanced by 

Heracles in 1340-6. If no god can put another in chains (1342) or be the master over another 

(1344) and if δεῖται γὰρ ὁ θεός, εἴπερ ἔστ᾽ ὀρθῶς θεός (1345), then the idea of gods binding 

themselves to cede authority to other gods is a logical impossibility. In fact, the further 

consequence of Heracles’ statement is that whatever is truly divine can only be a unity, because 

a duality of gods that have divine power and yet cannot put others in chains or be in chains 

cannot in any way co-exist. This conclusion is absolutely consistent with the ideas in the 

Monistic Current, and indeed is perfectly concordant with ideas expressed in the Derveni 

Papyrus.185 Thus, Hera and Zeus must be seen as different names, instantiations or qualities of 

the same unified divine matter.186 The perception of this on the mortal plane is seen as the 

ambiguous and contrary manifestations of τύχη.187 

 

 

 

 
184 This argument was recently championed by Gregory (2011, 136). 
185 See above, p. 73-8. 
186 On the single identity of the gods in the Derveni Papyrus, see Bernabé (2013) 23, and in particular col. XXII 
of the Derveni Papyrus. 
187 See col. XIX of the Derveni Papyrus, and also discussion about the identity of Μοῖρα and Zeus in Bernabé 
(2018) 341-8.  
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Chapter 6 : The Helen 
 

Introduction  

When scholars started to take Euripides’ Helen seriously1 as being something more than a piece 

of light entertainment2 or else a “farrago of fairy-tale and false sentiment”3, the idea that the 

play had a considerable philosophical and theological depth took a firm hold in the discourse 

about it. Since two significant treatments of the play by Burnett4 and Zuntz5, both published in 

1960, changed the whole tone of the discussion about the play, few scholars have opposed the 

notion that philosophy and theology were major themes of the play.  

However, since these earlier articles, a marked trend has emerged in how the philosophical 

background of the Helen is to be understood. Burnett argued that the materialist background of 

early philosophy was a considerable influence on the play. It was the earlier Anaximander, 

rather than the more contemporary Anaxagoras, who could be seen casting a spell over 

Euripides’ thinking in the Helen, even though, in Burnett’s view, Euripides went beyond his 

philosophical masters to develop his own ideas about the gods and cosmology in the play.6 

Other scholars in her wake, including Segal7, agreed that this earlier line of materialist 

Presocratic thought should also be seen as significant in interpreting the Helen, although Segal 

also took into account the potential influence of the Sophistic Movement and Gorgias.8 Since 

this period, it has been the case that the Sophistic background and Gorgias in particular have 

all but eclipsed the earlier Presocratics. Wright, to take one recent and important example, in 

his detailed treatment of the philosophical background of the Helen (in the context of 

Euripides’ other “escape tragedies” including the Andromache and the Iphigenia in Tauris)9 

concentrates strongly on the Sophists, whereas the earlier Presocratics end up being only 

peripheral to the discussion.10 My intention in this chapter, amongst other things, is to make a 

contribution to rebalancing this debate. I shall argue that whilst the ideas propounded in the 

 
1 A tendency which started to develop around 1960, a few years before Podlecki published his 1970 article 
entitled “The Basic Seriousness of Euripides’ Helen”. 
2 For example Paley (1874) 120; Schlegel (1923) I.123 (quoted in Segal (1971) 553-4. 
3 Norwood (1920) 262. 
4 Burnett (1960). 
5 Zuntz (1960). 
6 Burnett (1960) 159-61. 
7 Segal (1971) 608. 
8 Segal (1971) 610. 
9 See principally Wright (2005) 226-337. 
10 Most substantially Wright (2005) 267. 
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Helen are in many ways concordant with the Sophistic debates and concerns which are well 

attested for the late fifth century, it is the monistic concepts from Presocratic thought, rather 

than the pure epistemological concerns of the Sophistic Movement (as expressed, for example, 

in the works of Gorgias) that are the ultimate wellspring of the ideas for the problems with 

perception, and particularly the perception of the divine, as expressed in the Helen. 

There is a close nexus between the philosophical ideas expressed in the play and the treatment 

of the gods. Although some of the philosophical ideas and their necessary theological 

consequences are, in my view, as challenging and problematic as those to be found in the 

Heracles, it is noteworthy that commentators on the Helen appear to have been, with few 

exceptions, rather less troubled on this score. Zuntz originally suggested that Euripides was 

challenging the fundamental configuration of the traditional gods11, and Burnett12 and Segal13 

also supported this notion, but this concern appears, like the interest in the earlier Presocratic 

background, to have fallen away somewhat in more recent criticism. As part of this chapter, it 

is my intention also to point to the problematic nature of the gods in the Helen, and to argue 

that a full consideration of the Presocratic background is necessary to grasp the nature of the 

problem, and also the resolution towards which Euripides appears to be prompting us.  

The broader theological ideas are further connected to more discrete questions of interpretation. 

One strand of discussion is the role that mystery cult and ritual plays in the Helen. This 

discussion is closely connected to the long-standing problem of the third stasimon, which is 

generally understood to be a depiction of Demeter’s search for Persephone, but many 

commentators have found its wider relationship with the themes of the Helen overall hard to 

fathom. The difficulties have not been helped by serious textual corruption in a small number 

of vital lines14, such that some do not even accept that the subject of the stasimon is Demeter.15 

My intention is that a fuller consideration of the Presocratic background will help to advance 

the discussions on this score, particularly by suggesting ways in which both the third stasimon 

and other allusions to mystery cult throughout the play can be seen as linked to its broader 

philosophical and theological themes.  

 
11 Zuntz (1960) 204, 212-14. 
12 Burnett (1960) 159-61. 
13 Segal (1971) 581. 
14 The serious corruption of 1353-4 causes especial difficulty, thus obscuring the alleged misdemeanour which 
has caused the offence to the goddess described in the stasimon. The question will be discussed in detail 
below. 
15 For example Golann (1945). 
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The Helen: Previous responses and problems of interpretation 

Apart from a few brief references16, the Helen did not receive any consideration of its 

philosophical background in the twentieth century until Burnett, who gave a first substantial 

treatment to the subject in 1960.17 In contrast to these earlier scholars, she placed much more 

emphasis on the influence of the earlier materialist philosophers on the play rather than the 

contemporary Sophistic Movement. However, she took the view that although Euripides’ 

approach was born from the materialist beginnings, he had in this particular play developed it 

in his own distinctive fashion. Burnett argued that Euripides in the Helen (through Theonoe) 

conceived of “aither as being the immortal element to which the nous returns.”18 She first 

observed that this brought Euripides closer to the earlier Anaximander rather than the more 

contemporary Anaxagoras, particularly since, in her view, the use of nous in the Helen was not 

in the “immortal, creating sense”, but the “secular, psychological sense” as the “intellectual 

and rational part of man”. However, Euripides had developed this by moving beyond the 

“Anaximandrian justice of reparation,” which was served by being “paid between the 

Opposites as they passed back into the Boundless” as was inevitably the case when the life of 

a person was ended in death with the return of his body to its original elements. Such materialist 

beliefs, she argued, provided for a “chilly immortality” which was unable to hold to account 

the “wilful acts of injustice such as Theoclymenos had meditated”, since ordinary mortals could 

only be compelled to do justice by punishment or rewards. In Theonoe’s speech at 1013-6, 

Euripides therefore reconciled this need for practical justice in the mortal sphere by endowing 

each person’s nous with a personal immortality.19 Justice is seated at a cosmic rather than a 

human level, and the justice which Theonoe serves, says Burnett, is “the phenomenon of a 

dualistic universe”. In Theonoe’s own person, justice is united with aither. However, argues 

Burnett, aither is not for Euripides “the single first substance”.20 Creation, she says, citing 

Euripides’ fragments Nauck 386 (TrGF 839) and Nauck 1012 (TrGF 1012), occurs in 

Euripides’ view when aither was paired with earth. This being so, she goes on to posit that the 

Helen, in reflection of this duality, “recognizes a double system of causation and morality, 

influenced perhaps by the Opposites of Anaximander”. One should note in this overview of her 

 
16 Solmsen (1934), Griffith (1954). Verrall (1905, 48) thought the Helen no more than a house-party 
amusement. Grégoire, in his French edition, discussed the possibility of influence from the Sophistic 
Movement, Grégoire (1950, 28-30). 
17 Burnett (1960). 
18 Burnett (1960) 159. 
19 Burnett (1960) 160. 
20 Burnett (1960) 161. 
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treatment that Burnett also links the occurrence of the Demeter myth to the treatment of 

philosophy and cosmology in the Helen, in particular tying it to the development of the idea of 

immortality.21  

Burnett, in my view, made important progress in the interpretation of the play by recognising 

the importance of the Presocratic background in the Helen, and also its connection to mystery 

cult. However, I would argue that her application of the ideas from the Presocratic background 

in the play are open to challenge. First, she focuses her attention too closely on one fragment 

of Anaximander, rather than taking into account the wider panoply of physical ideas which 

belong to the Presocratic corpus and which are relevant.22 Indeed, it seems strange that she 

neglects any discussion of the more obvious connection between the Helen and the ideas of 

Diogenes of Apollonia, given the latter’s exposition of air as the underlying substance.23 I 

would argue that a wider consideration of the Presocratic background might call into question 

her analysis of Euripides’ cosmology as being ultimately dualistic in the Helen, and also her 

assessment of whether Theonoe and Euripides were truly being innovative in the late fifth-

century context by suggesting that the nous or individuality of a person possessed some sort of 

immortality. On this latter point, it is conceivable that had Burnett had access to a text of the 

Derveni Papyrus when writing this article, she might have come to a different viewpoint. 

Indeed, the recovery of the Derveni Papyrus prompts a reassessment of the Helen from 

Burnett’s materialist Presocratic viewpoint, since, as discussed above24 it is similarly concerned 

with the nexus between early materialist philosophy, mystery cult, and ideas of nous, and is 

well placed to shed light on Euripides’ own approach.  

Segal’s 1971 treatment of the play adopted many of the ideas of Burnett about the philosophical 

background, but incorporated them in a framework which served to give primacy to the 

contemporary Sophistic Movement. Segal treats the thinkers of that period and their concerns 

as fundamentally responsible for generating the features of the Helen which, under another 

analysis, could also be seen as more deeply attributable to materialist Presocratic thought. 

 
21 “The Demeter-Persephone motif offers a promise at the outset that Helen will not be held captive forever, 
and since the Eleusinian myth cannot be separated from the idea of immortality, it arouses a suspicion that the 
play may also be treating of a profounder sort of hope.” Burnett (1960) 155-6. 
22 As I argued above in chapter 2, it is necessary to have a methodology of taking wider currents of thought 
into account across the whole range of textual remains rather than focusing on a small number of specific 
fragments. See above p. 33-6. 
23 Burnett does make a glancing allusion to the idea in a footnote, merely to mention that Grégoire found the 
idea attractive later in his career, but she does not pursue any substantive discussion of the idea herself. See 
Burnett (1960) 163 n. 24. 
24 See above p. 73-8. 
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Much of Segal’s treatment of the Helen is given over to an inventory of the phenomenon of 

“doubling” throughout the play. He expatiates on the frequent recurrence of the idea of true 

reality being juxtaposed to a reflected appearance in various motifs and scenarios throughout 

the text, which, in his words “reflects the mirror-like confusion with ‘reality’ [that] confronts 

the human participants.”25 The eidolon of Helen in this context, he says, brings about a number 

of closely related themes: “man’s illusions about reality, the emptiness of war, the problem of 

the nature of the gods and of a simple anthropomorphic conception of the gods.”26  

Segal acknowledges the connections between aspects of the Helen and materialist Presocratic 

ideas. He states that the emphasis on the aither had “affinities” with concepts put forward by 

Anaxagoras or Diogenes of Apollonia27, although he drew back somewhat from endorsing 

Burnett’s thesis of a connection with Anaximander.28 He observes that the aither itself is 

subject to the phenomenon of doubling, and that it “occupies a middle position between reality 

and appearance”.29 On the one hand, Hera draws the delusive eidolon from the aither, thus 

connecting it with the equally delusive clouds, but on the other, as spoken of by Theonoe, it is 

a thing “worthy of reverence” and “immortal”.30  

Segal tied the phenomenon of doubling to the philosophical background and the dualism which 

he claimed, relying on Burnett’s analysis, was attributable to the materialism of the 

Presocratics. However, following the earlier lead of Solmsen31, primacy is given in his own 

analysis to the influence of Sophistic thinking. The Sophistic interest in the antithesis between 

appearance and reality, linked to simultaneous concerns with the reliability of language and the 

nature of art, ultimately were the motive intellectual force behind the play, and the dualism 

which Segal argued is drawn from Presocratic thought is a parallel to this. Segal concludes that, 

in the end, Euripides suggests that although there are “romantic” (in the literary and generic 

sense) hints of a resolution in the vision of Theonoe and also the idea of artistic enchantment32, 

and that the various antitheses which are highlighted by the phenomenon of doubling are 

simplistic, a duality is a necessary part of the real world: “In the last analysis human life cannot 

 
25 Segal (1971) 562. 
26 Segal (1971) 567. 
27 Segal (1971) 591. 
28 Segal (1971) 608. 
29 Segal (1971) 590. 
30 Segal (1971) 590-1. 
31 Solmsen (1934). 
32 For the treatment of artistic ideas, see Segal (1971) 610-2. 
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be reduced to clear-cut dichotomies. ‘Reality’ is elusive and ambiguous precisely because it is 

itself a perpetual dialectic between what ‘seems’ and what ‘is’.”33 

Segal’s broad exposition of the theme of doubling in the Helen is of abiding value. Indeed, 

many of his conclusions on the subject continue to be worthwhile and valid. These include: 

that the polarities expressed throughout the play should not be taken as clear cut; that truth can 

be difficult to discern in one or other side of a polarity; and that there are occasional intimations 

of some sort of “romantic” resolution beyond them.34 I would also argue that these ideas are 

sound, despite the fact that Segal was very much drawn to see the career of Euripides and the 

nature of his tragedies through the lens of modern work, particularly that of Shakespeare, and 

was influenced to project the concept of Shakespeare’s movement into a late romantic phase, 

beyond tragedy and comedy, onto Euripides.35  

However, I would take issue with Segal’s treatment of the philosophical underpinning of the 

play on two particular points. First, it is perfectly reasonable to suggest a connection between 

the contemporary Sophistic Movement and works such as the Helen. Many of the concerns and 

the ideas evoked in the Helen are parallel to those advanced by Gorgias and his contemporaries. 

However, I would argue that whilst the Sophistic Movement is contemporary to Euripides and 

that many of its concerns are also similar, it is rather to Presocratic thought that we should look 

for the intellectual underpinnings of the Helen. The treatment of physical ideas, their 

connection to the world of the divine, the consequences for the mortal world of the drama, and 

the role of mystery cult all suggest that the ideas of the Monistic Current are those which play 

the most fundamental role in providing the philosophic foundations of the Helen. Moreover, 

one must also bear in mind that the materialist ideas of the Presocratics should not be seen as 

an earlier stratum of thought which was eclipsed in prominence by the Sophistic Movement. 

Rather, they were still contemporary even in the latter part of the fifth century, as attested by 

texts from those such as Diogenes of Apollonia and the Derveni Papyrus. Second, I would also 

 
33 Segal (1971) 609. 
34 Wright (2005, 291) critiques Segal’s tables of polarities and argues that they are not amenable to such neat 
analysis, and Torrance (2009, 5) not naming Segal but very likely having him in mind, says “it is often unwise to 
treat Euripidean dramaturgy in terms of simple binary oppositions.” I would argue that Segal’s work is valid on 
this score, in that it does not see the polarities as ultimately clear-cut, and that the polarities it expresses are 
not the final word in his exposition of the play. However, one might profitably modify this approach by 
reference to the more recent work of Zeitlin, who says that “Helen’s mode of being in the world is predicated 
on multiplicity and proliferation” rather than just polarities. See Zeitlin (2010) 263. 
35 For example Segal (1971, 613) but frequent allusion is made to what Segal considers to be Shakespearian 
patterns in Euripides. This tendency was criticised by Wright (2005) 233. Whilst it is sensible to be cautious on 
this matter, I would argue that Segal’s evocation of a Shakespearian archetype has not clouded his assessment 
of Euripides on the merits of the original textual evidence.  
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argue that Segal’s reliance on Burnett’s analysis of the consequences of the physical ideas from 

the Presocratics also leads him to broad conclusions about the Helen which are perhaps not as 

fully worked out as they could be. Had Segal not followed Burnett’s notion that the framework 

drawn from the Presocratics was dualist, and instead read the Helen from a monist perspective, 

then he would likely have come to a different explanation for the role of the aither and the 

reasons for which it manifests itself in polarised ways. Indeed, such an explanation would be 

able to go further. I submit it would be able to give an account of the further polarities which 

he identified in his analysis. It would also account for the fact that, as Segal said, the polarities 

are not clear cut and that it can be difficult to discern a truth in one or other polarity. It would 

also suggest a reason for the existence of polarities, and the nature of the apparently evanescent, 

“romantic” resolution of them.  

These articles of Burnett and Segal have defined the parameters of the more recent debate about 

the philosophical background of the Helen. The balance of opinion has tended towards the lead 

given by Segal of giving primacy to the Sophistic background. Arnott argued that Euripides 

was “fascinated by the Sophists” although he was not one himself. For Arnott, Euripides’ 

“verbal cleverness” partly reflected the sophistic emphasis on rhetoric, “but partly also 

Euripides’ own intellectual preoccupation with precise analysis of motives and ideas.”36 Zagagi 

similarly held that the Helen was a typical production of the Sophistic milieu.37 Pucci, strongly 

influenced by Cassin’s study of the character of Helen in the classical Greek corpus in the light 

of Sophistic thought38, develops a reading of the Helen which follows the Sophistic concerns 

of the conceptual impossibility of distinguishing the appearance from the real, and the 

consequent ontological problems which are raised by this difficulty.39 Wright briefly concedes 

that earlier philosophers, in particular Parmenides and Heraclitus as well as the atomists, show 

a concern for the discrepancy between sense-perception and true being. However, he argues 

that the principal inspiration behind it is Gorgias, and his work On What Is Not, and also the 

Encomium of Helen.40 Wright, it should be noted, points to the close proximity in time of the 

publication of these two works by Gorgias and the performance of the Helen in 412 as being 

the cause of Euripides paying such strong attention to the various Sophistic themes raised by 

 
36 Arnott (1973) 49-50. 
37 Zagagi (1985) 85-6. 
38 Cassin (1985). 
39 Pucci (1997). 
40 Wright (2005) 269-78. It should be noted that Pucci (2012, 56) also considers that the earlier Parmenides 
and Heraclitus may have played a role in the scepticism towards sense-perception in Euripides, but he also 
gives more weight to the contemporary sophists in the discussion.  
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them. Meltzer, similar to Wright, states that Helen’s scepticism about sense-evidence “reflects 

the prevailing attitude of the sophists”41, although he goes on to quote Guthrie in finding the 

origins of such Sophistic scepticism in the Presocratics.42  

The objections I raised above to the Sophistic treatment also stand with respect to these works 

by more recent scholars. However, I should also add that it is not my intention here to make 

any determination on the idea, raised particularly by Guthrie in Meltzer, that the Sophistic 

Movement’s concern with the fallibility of sense-evidence found its origins in Presocratic 

thought; such is outside the scope of this thesis. However, even if this were to be the case, my 

own point would still stand that Euripides’ intellectual concerns in the Helen primarily spring  

from the material ideas behind the Presocratic thinkers, rather than any immediate concerns 

about ontology or epistemology belonging to the Sophistic Movement, even though the 

Sophists themselves may have been influenced themselves by these concerns from the earlier 

Presocratics.  

Some recent scholars, however, despite the more general tendency since Segal to assign 

primacy to the Sophistic Movement, have still given significant weight to the material 

Presocratic background. Assaël grounds her analysis of the Helen squarely in the idea that 

Euripides has taken the ideas of the physical philosophers about the nous and the aither as the 

point of departure. However, she sees Euripides as having gone beyond the philosophers both 

in terms of ideas and of method. Euripides has moved on to a poetic path from the philosophical 

path to derive the notion of the immortality of the individual nous, rather than just accepting 

the idea of the indestructability of certain elements and the presence of such in humans.43 

Assaël argues that Theonoe’s views accord with those of Euripides, and that in her mantic and 

divinatory practices, one can see the ideas of the materialist philosophers put into practical 

effect. The rites which surround her appearance on the stage should be taken as “philosophic 

ritual” which springs from a material attempt to secure her communion with the divine aither.44 

Theonoe’s knowledge is of a divine quality, but it is still “purely human”. Her knowledge 

comes not from any sort of mystical or prophetic inspiration, but the active work of 

philosophising from human knowledge.45 No nature or degree distinguishes the human or the 

 
41 Meltzer (2006) 202. 
42 Guthrie (1971) 15. 
43 Assaël (2001) 61-2. In this, she appears to be very close to Burnett’s idea of Euripides going beyond the 
thoughts of the Presocratic materialists and the notion of a “chilly immortality” to derive an idea of the 
immortality of the individual soul. However, she does not refer to Burnett’s important 1960 article.  
44 Assaël (2001) 68. 
45 Assaël (2001) 64. 
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divine intelligence, as there is also a continuity between terrestrial and ethereal substance, and 

also modes of existence. Indeed, she notes, the divine substance of the aither can assume many 

different states.46  

Assaël’s views on the Helen are more in accordance with my own, and I shall rely on her work 

in my own analysis. However, I would distinguish my own approach on a number of points. 

First, Assaël follows Burnett in seeing a material dualism in Euripides.47 Moreover, her 

analysis of the Helen does not integrate the phenomenon of doubling and the fallibility of 

perception with the multiplicity of the aither and the corollaries which must be drawn from this 

about the perception of the divine; indeed, despite her acknowledgement that the divine 

substance can assume many states, this avenue remains unexplored in her own treatment.  

Egli also argues for the likelihood of Presocratic influence. Aside from highlighting the 

discussions about the Nile which feature in a number of Presocratic fragments which, she points 

out, may be reflected in the evocation of the Nile in the first lines of the play48, she also gives 

some consideration to the significance in Presocratic terms of the aither and the nous in the 

Helen. Like Assaël, she points to the likely influence from Anaxagoras and, in a more 

significant fashion, Diogenes. She points to the “unique nature” of the doctrine of the 

immortality of the soul as expressed by Theonoe, and suggests both Diogenes and Orphic 

influence as possible antecedents to it.49 She also suggests that the scepticism towards the 

conventional ideas of the gods which Euripides evokes owes more to the approach of the earlier 

Xenophanes rather than the more contemporary Protagoras, and that indeed Euripides’ views 

might be closer to Xenophanes as a reaction against the “more radical agnosticism of 

Protagoras.”50 However, she argues that Euripides and Xenophanes are likely to be distinct in 

their approaches, as Xenophanes is working from what she calls an “arche theory”, that is 

taking a single physical element as a first principle, whereas she, again like Assaël, thinks that 

the approach of Euripides is that of a dualist between the body and soul.51 On this account, 

although I would say that Egli’s ideas of the reference back to Xenophanes are useful, I would 

take a different approach and argue for a monistic understanding of the text.  

 
46 Assaël (2001) 65-8. Zuntz puts forward a similar idea, without any deep reference to the background of 
material Presocratic philosophy. See Zuntz (1960) 204, 213. 
47 Assaël (2001) 57. 
48 Egli (2003) 72-7. 
49 Egli (2003) 105-7. 
50 Egli (2003) 133-4. Pucci (2012, 58) also argues that Helen speaks like Xenophanes when she denies that the 
gods can be in any way imperfect.  
51 Egli (2003) 135. 
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One should move next to consider how scholars, particularly those who have followed the idea 

that the Helen is underpinned by Presocratic material notions, have understood the 

representation of the gods in the play, especially with reference to the intellectual background. 

One should also consider how and to what extent scholars have reconciled Euripides’ 

representation of the gods in the Helen with the intellectual background, and whether there is 

room for a further development in connecting the representation of the gods with this 

intellectual background.  

It is a mainstream view in modern criticism that Euripides, in the Helen, is moving beyond 

conventional notions of the gods to an approach which is more fully based on a philosophical 

understanding. Indeed, critics have long recognised a tension between the traditional machinery 

of the Olympian pantheon and the way in which the divine world is actually represented by the 

characters. Zuntz was one of the first modern critics to give sustained attention to the question. 

The gods appear in Euripides’ plays, says Zuntz, first of all because they are an indispensable 

part of the myth. Their meaning depended on the way in which Euripides chose to develop 

them and the way in which they were portrayed.52 In the Helen, they became subsidiary to a 

higher unified force. Zuntz conceived of the importance of the idea of aither in the play, but he 

did not connect it to the Presocratic material background. He argued, however, as Assaël later 

did, that it was Theonoe’s connection with the aither which gave her prophetic authority and 

the capacity to “choose the right”. The aither, says Zuntz, is “higher and purer than the sphere 

of the gods”.53 Theonoe’s connection with this higher power gives her the capacity to look 

down on the ordinary Olympian gods, making her able to give “curious intelligence” about 

them or even, apparently to make a decision for the council of the gods about the fate of 

Helen.54 The difficulty in discerning the gods is a constant motif in the play, and from the first 

messenger speech this looks forward to the new approach where there is something higher than 

the conventional gods.55  

Burnett, writing at the same time, draws a similar distinction to Zuntz, but articulates the idea 

somewhat differently. Helen and Theonoe, she says, both draw a distinction between the gods 

in the plural and a “single divine force which is sometimes theos, sometimes daimon.” The 

gods in the plural are associated with the “things that are and the things that shall be, the realm 

 
52 Zuntz (1960) 202. 
53 Zuntz (1960) 213, 204. 
54 Zuntz (1960) 204-5. 
55 Zuntz (1960) 214. 
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of the seer, where justice has no meaning”. It is because there is strife between the gods (plural) 

that Helen and Menelaus are in the power of Theoclymenos, and such strife was also the cause 

of the bloodshed at Troy.56 Burnett conceives of a divine force, separate from the gods but co-

existent with them. The aither, in her understanding of the play, although not the single first 

substance, is also the seat of justice, to which Theonoe has special access.57  

The similar approaches of Zuntz and Burnett, I would argue, make a reasonable beginning to 

dealing with the problem, but they are in need of further refinement. For a start, if we are to 

question Burnett’s belief that Euripides is taking a dualist approach, then the way that Burnett 

uses this supposition to connect the philosophical background to the divine machinery also has 

to be called into question. Neither is able to give any deeper account of the role or position of 

the gods in the plural vis-à-vis the higher power. Relevant questions might include what is the 

exact nature of these gods in the cosmological scheme, and how do they (or how and why do 

they not) relate to the aither in contrast to Theonoe? Should they actually be seen as separate 

from the aither? Moreover, it would also be reasonable to ask whether there is a connection 

between justice and the aither just as Burnett maintains there is.  

More recent critics who have followed the lead of Burnett and Zuntz have not elaborated on 

these initial positions or made any substantial attempts to answer these questions. Post argued 

that Theonoe represented “the true concept of divine power in human life as opposed to the 

silly interference that is attributed in traditional mythology to such vain and silly gods as Hera 

and Aphrodite”. He offers no detailed discussion of how this relates to the philosophical 

background.58 However, he does suggest that Theonoe is perhaps meant to “play the part of 

Athena”, without giving any clear account of how this is to be reconciled to a hierarchy 

established on the basis of “true divine power”.59 Papi argues that the higher code of justice 

which Theonoe pursues is not only different to but “even in opposition to Zeus”. Despite 

Helen’s assertion that “god hates violence”, she observes that Zeus not only “does not hate 

violence, but has provoked the war.” There is “complete independence between the sphere of 

Zeus and that of the prophetess [Theonoe]”.60 However, similar to Post, Papi does not offer a 

fuller account of the status of the gods or how they relate to the philosophical background, save 

 
56 Burnett (1960) 161. 
57 Burnett (1960) 161-2. 
58 Post (1964) 102. 
59 Post (1964) 103. 
60 Papi (1987) 32. Contrast this to Burnett (1960, 155) who suggests that Zeus and aither are to be seen as 
coupled together.  
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to note the importance of the idea of the aither, which, however, she merely observes is 

“mysterious”, whilst not trying to integrate it with the divine nature.61  

As for the Sophistic readings, although I have argued that they have various shortcomings, they 

do generally possess the merit of having done more to integrate their approach to the 

philosophical background with the question of the gods. Wright gives considerable coverage 

to the question, and his approach could be seen as paradigmatic. In brief, the very incoherence 

of characters on theological and cosmological matters is the point. Humans are unable to 

comprehend the universe and language is inadequate to express meaningful truths. This is 

particularly the case of human perceptions of and interactions with the gods. For Wright, the 

final result is that Euripides’ gods are “omnipotent, capricious, cruel, unfathomable”, and that 

it is not possible for humans to make any sense of them.62 I would concede that the Presocratic 

material approach has a good deal in common with the Sophistic approach. The divine world 

is, at first sight unfathomable and apparently cruel and capricious. However, the Presocratic 

reading is in the end an optimistic approach, contrary to the pessimism of the Sophistic view. 

The Presocratic reading holds that there is a cosmological and material reason for the 

apparently capricious and unclear behaviour of the divine, and that a deeper, though difficult 

order underlies the cruel appearance of the manifest world.   

One other part of the divine architecture of the play which should be accounted for by any 

commentator is the extended evocation of the mother goddess in the third stasimon. Burnett 

argues that she is an elemental counterpart to “Zeus-aither”, and that she is “one of the original, 

all-creating forces of the Euripidean cosmology, the Mother of All, who brings forth man and 

his food, and the race of beasts”.63 The presence of the ode in the play serves both philosophical 

and formal ends. The “Eleusinian myth”, says Burnett, “cannot be separated from the idea of 

immortality, [and] it arouses a suspicion that the play may also be treating of a profounder sort 

of hope”. Since the stasimon comes at a point where Helen’s escape is not yet assured, it 

suggests some sort of hope to come, just as Persephone was not to be left in the underworld for 

ever.64 Whilst Burnett’s understanding of the dramatic significance of the stasimon might well 

be correct, her connection with the cosmology of the rest of the play seems somewhat puzzling. 

If Demeter is to be associated with an element which is separate to and apparently opposed to 

 
61 Papi (1987) 33. 
62 Wright (2005) 362-383. Wright does, in this work, argue like Lefkowitz that Euripides’ and Homer’s gods are 
similar in presentation.  
63 Burnett (1960) 155. 
64 Burnett (1960) 156. 
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Zeus-Aither and the medium in which the individual nous is to reside, one must ask how it is 

the case that hope, immortality or justice is to be found in the opposing element, to which, it 

seems, belongs the injustice and other problems of the world of the drama.  

Other responses, it should be noted, have been offered by later commentators to the question 

of Demeter and this stasimon. The problem is complicated by the corruption of the text. 

Dimock suggests, in broad terms, that the stasimon and evocation of Demeter offers an 

alternative to the Homeric world view, offering immortality and transcendence, communion 

with the divine “found by Dionysus’ music”, thus offering a slightly different approach to 

Burnett.65 Others have suggested that the play as a whole can be seen as parallel to the structure 

of mystery rites. Golann suggested that the stasimon (with a different reading of the text) was 

actually referring to a more primal Helen who was another abducted vegetation goddess.66 

Foley, in the same vein, argued that whole the structure of the Helen corresponded to that of 

the Eleusinian mysteries, and that even if the plot could not be seen as exactly parallel in every 

respect, the audience was still likely to interpret the play with this background in mind.67 More 

recently, Swift has argued that the Demeter Ode concerns the upset and later reconciliation of 

the goddess to Helen’s permanent transition into a married state.68 Sebo takes an interesting 

and original line, perhaps inspired by the environmental concerns of our own age, to argue that 

the stasimon should be seen at the heart of a reading which understands the play as being an 

aetiology for human ills, particularly war and famine.69 Most recently of all, Castiglioni has 

argued that the wrongdoing of Helen which is alluded to in 1353-5 is actually her refusal to 

indulge in the “wild and irrational” but “authentic” world of cult. This approach is based on a 

not easily defensible assumption that “the Dionysiac promise of happiness is for this world, not 

for the next”.70 Whilst I would certainly agree that it is most important to be aware of the 

presence of allusion to mystery cult in the Helen, and that it is a not insignificant matter, I 

would argue that the approaches in these articles fall short in that they have not attempted to 

reconcile the mystery aspects of the play with the philosophic background. I would also treat 

 
65 Dimock (1977) 21. 
66 Golann (1945). 
67 Foley (1992). For a critique of this approach see Wright (2005) 355. 
68 Swift (2009). 
69 Sebo (2014). 
70 Castiglioni (2018) 261. 
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these recent approaches with caution, particularly as both make some very corrupt lines of the 

text (1353-5) do a lot of heavy lifting.71  

The Helen and the Monistic Current  

A Monistic Interpretation 

For an interpretation of the play which is primarily concerned with its philosophic and 

theological content, the obvious starting point is Theonoe. In the words of Post, she seems to 

encapsulate “the true concept of divine power in human life”.72 On a brief survey, she is 

unquestioningly credited by all the other characters with the unerring capacity to tell both 

present and future through divination (13-14). She appears to have a particular knowledge of 

the cosmic role of the elements and to use this knowledge to ensure her sanctity (865-72). She 

has the capacity also to know in real time the transactions of the gods in the presence of Zeus 

(878-9) and, remarkably, a casting vote in resolving their dissent (887).  

I would be following in the lead of Burnett, Zuntz, Post and Assaël in making Theonoe the 

principal focus in an investigation of the philosophical and theological essence of the play. In 

particular, I would also be following Burnett and Assaël in arguing that Theonoe’s 

characteristics owe something to the ideas of the Presocratic materialist philosophers. Indeed, 

Theonoe’s powers appear to be derived from a connection to the aither. However, I would 

argue, contrary to the previous commentators, that no dualism of elements should be seen in 

the play. On a survey of the concept of aither in this play, taken together with references to it 

elsewhere in the Euripidean corpus, and particularly the fragments which appear to be in 

accordance with the ideas expressed in the Helen, the aither should be seen as the single and 

underlying element, thus being derived from the Monistic Current.73 As the single and 

underlying element, it is not only divine, but its manifestations are seen in contrarieties and 

contradictions, ambiguities and the difficulties in perception. It is from this origin that we see 

the phenomenon of “doubling” as described in particular by Segal amongst others, not to 

mention the apparent subservience of the divine characters in the play to the aither and 

Theonoe.  

 
71 It is quite unclear that Demeter is angry with Helen, or that ὦ παῖ of 1356 is addressed to Helen; in fact, this, 
pace Dale (1967) ad 1301-68, is not really likely. The matter will be discussed more fully below, p. 211-5.  
72 Post (1964) 102. 
73 The allusions to mystery cult visible in the play also form an important part of this discussion; indeed, 
Theonoe as a somewhat unconventional seer with esoteric knowledge of the divine based on a knowledge of 
the material is arguably close in nature to the commentator of the Derveni Papyrus. 
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The concentration on the aither as the single underlying and divine element in the play, not to 

mention the connections to mystery cult and the similarities to ideas expressed in the Derveni 

Papyrus (as per the methodology described in chapter 2), all suggest that monistic Presocratic 

material thought was much more influential in the genesis of this play than the Sophistic 

background, as represented in particular by Gorgias’ Encomium of Helen and his treatise on 

On What Is Not. The Sophistic background suggests an approach based on an abstract 

consideration of epistemology and ontology. However, these considerations in the Helen itself 

do not derive from an abstract approach, but from a basis of the contemplation of material 

principles and their connection to the divine. These material angles are for the most part absent 

from the remains of Sophistic writing at this period. However, the ambiguities in the 

manifestation of the divine and ideas very similar to “doubling” are visible in the earlier 

Presocratic thinkers and are clearly connected to the idea of a single material, divine underlying 

element. This approach has an important effect on the understanding of the play. If one follows 

a Sophistic reading, one would take the Helen as suggesting not only that perception is 

fundamentally unreliable but also that nothing is fundamentally knowable. However, from the 

Presocratic perspective things look rather different. Whilst perception is unreliable and those 

looking from a mortal perspective are subject to the phenomenon of doubling, this does not 

mean that nothing is fundamentally knowable. On the contrary, the phenomenon of doubling, 

by a sort of via negativa, points to a positive set of facts about the divine which lies beneath 

finite perception: that it lies in a single material unity, and that it can only be perceived in 

contraries. Thus, the conclusion from a Presocratic reading is ultimately an optimistic reading, 

as opposed to the pessimism of a Sophistic approach. With a monistic Presocratic approach, 

there is something positive which in the end can be known.  

Discussion of the Helen and the Monistic Current  

In terms of this thesis, Theonoe is certainly an unusual and somewhat unlikely character to 

appear in a Euripidean tragedy. She knows all things concerning the gods, as well as all things 

that are and are yet to be (13-14, 317-20). Yet, more than this, she has the surprising and 

unexpected tendency to make pronouncements on these matters which are direct and 

unambiguous. She reveals without ambiguity to Helen and the Chorus that Menelaus is still 

alive, and that he has suffered from a long and difficult journey (515-27, 873-5). She has the 

capacity to tell her brother Theoclymenos that Menelaus has arrived in Egypt (823). She also 

describes directly the conflict between the Olympians over the fate of Helen (878-886). 

Theonoe’s unusual nature is betokened by the fact that she does not apparently fit into any 
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conventional mould as a prophet or seer. Although her capacity to know all things in the present 

and future is signified by a conventional formula τά τ᾽ ὄντα καὶ μέλλοντα (14) used to describe 

the ability of prophets74, she is not herself described as an oracle. In the discussion between 

Helen and Menelaus, Helen states that Theoclymenos has an ally in his house θεοῖς ἴση (819). 

When Menelaus asks φήμη τις οἴκων ἐν μυχοῖς ἱδρυμένη; (820), with φήμη being taken as a 

metonym for a “domestic oracle [which was] a regular part of a leader’s household in the heroic 

age”75, Helen says that although she has a prophetic name, Theonoe, it is not the case that it is 

a prophet as such, but rather just Theoclymenos’ sister (821-2).  

There appear to be two sources for Theonoe’s prophetic capacity. The first source is given by 

Helen in the prologue. According to her, Theonoe received the ability from her grandfather 

Nereus, the sea-god (15). However, the second source appears to be her close association with 

the element aither. I shall examine the question of aither and Theonoe’s connection to it 

shortly, after a discussion of the idea of Theonoe receiving her prophetic skills as an inheritance 

from Nereus; I shall argue that both of these sources should be seen as analogous, indeed 

perhaps as another previously unremarked instance of doubling.  

For the discussion of Theonoe and the idea of her inheriting her prophetic skill from Nereus, it 

is important to consider Euripides’ wider treatment of the myth of Helen in Egypt. The general 

consensus is that the story of Helen’s sojourn in Egypt was known at least since the time of 

Stesichorus.76 Stesichorus’ treatment portrayed Helen remaining resident with Proteus, and 

may also have included the idea of an eidolon going to Troy.77 The version preserved by 

Herodotus78, which is likely to have originated with the work of Stesichorus, also makes 

Proteus the leading character in the tale on the side of the Egyptians.79  Euripides’ revision, 

therefore, is striking in that it removes this primacy in the tale from Proteus to Theonoe, and 

that it also provides a genealogy associating her both with Proteus and Nereus, but attributing 

her prophetic abilities to Nereus.  

It is necessary to ask why Euripides should have decided to make these changes. One 

explanation, as suggested by Burian, is that it allows for the plot to accommodate the thread of 

 
74 Allan (2008) ad 13-15, compares the formula in ln 13 to Il 1.70 which describes Calchas.  
75 Allan (2008) ad 820; also Burian (2007) ad 820. 
76 Pace Wright (2005) 107 n. 14. I omit here the discussion of whether the motif had Hesiodic origins.  
77 Allan (2008) 18-28; Burian (2007) 7. For Stesichorus’ Palinode (fr. 91a Finglass) see Davies and Finglass 
(2014) 330-43. 
78 Herodotus 2.112-20. 
79 Burian (2007) 7. 
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Helen being in danger from Theoclymenos.80 Whilst this is undeniably the case, it is likely that 

there are other reasons for this adaptation besides sheer dramatic necessity. I would argue that 

one important reason to consider is that Euripides is making a strong allusion principally to the 

Eidothea and Proteus of the Odyssey, but also to the Nereus of Pherecydes, and that this allusion 

is of relevance for understanding the nature of Theonoe’s abilities in the Helen, not to mention 

the nature of the gods in the play more widely.  

In the Helen, Euripides preserves a significant part of the Homeric architecture of the episode 

of Eidothea and Proteus.81 In the Homeric version, Eidothea and Proteus are favourable to 

Menelaus and assist his return to Sparta, along with Helen. Menelaus and his sailors are in 

desperate straits, stuck at Pharos by the Egyptian coast, unable to get home and short of 

supplies. He has to go through a process of winning over Proteus by wrestling with him until 

he stops changing shape, but once he does so he is able to learn many necessary things from 

him; and it was Proteus’ daughter Eidothea who advised him that he would be able to compel 

Proteus to give his assistance by means of wrestling him. In the Euripidean version, part of the 

name of Eidothea is recalled “Eido” (11), before it is changed to Theonoe. Menelaus and Helen 

are both stranded in Egypt, and Menelaus along with his sailors are short of supplies and unable 

to get away without assistance. Menelaus, following advice from Helen herself, has to 

supplicate Theonoe for help, and uses a threat of violence (to take place at Proteus’ tomb) in 

order to get his way. Theonoe, following a promise that she will help Menelaus, reveals 

information from her prophetic knowledge which assists him to escape, including the need to 

pray to Hera and Aphrodite (1024-7). These structural similarities suggest that the Homeric 

account must be kept firmly in mind.  

In the Odyssey, knowledge is only granted to Menelaus after he has wrestled Proteus and 

compelled him to give up changing shape.82 It is similarly the case for Nereus, another 

instantiation of the Old Man of the Sea. In the early account of Pherecydes, attested in the 

scholion to Apollonius of Rhodes 4.139683, Heracles wrestled with Nereus who, having passed 

through elemental instantiations of fire and water, finally returns to his original shape and tells 

Heracles the directions to the Garden of the Hesperides.  

 
80 Burian (2007) 8. 
81 Od. 4.355ff. 
82 Od. 4.366ff. 
83 FGrHist Pherecydes F 16. 
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In the Helen the figures of Proteus and Nereus are present but do not have any active 

participation in the action. In the case of Proteus, despite his earlier literary reputation which 

consists both in shape-shifting, knowledge, and virtue, it is only the latter which is prominent 

in terms of the text of the Helen. However, I would argue that the concept of shape-shifting 

which belongs to earlier stories of Proteus and Nereus, and indeed other instances of the Helen 

in the Egypt story, is transferred by Euripides in the Helen from Proteus himself to the element 

of the aither. The aither itself, I would argue, assumes from Proteus and Nereus in the 

structures of the earlier stories the qualities of shape-shifting, divinity and prophecy.  

The aither, like Proteus, has shape-shifting qualities. It is from the aither that the eidolon of 

Helen is created (32-4,84 583-5). In both instances, there is an emphasis on the living and 

corporeal reality of the eidolon that is created from the aither. The eidolon is ἔμπνουν (34) and 

βλέποντα (583). It seems to be substantial and material. Indeed, it seems considerably more 

substantial than similar eidola in Homer, for example the eidolon of Iphthime85, who is 

fashioned by Athena to speak to Penelope in a dream. Nevertheless, it is back into the aither 

that the eidolon of Helen is assumed (605-15, 1219).  

It is also most important to note that the eidolon, composed as it is from the aither, is described 

by the chorus as “ἱερόν” (1136). Indeed, the aither throughout is endowed with divine qualities. 

Theonoe describes it as ἀθάνατον (1016) and also the place to which the γνώμην… ἀθάνατον 

(1015-6) of the dead reverts after death. It appears to be closely associated with the gods. Zeus 

moves through the aither (215-6) as do the Dioscuri (1496). The real Helen herself, despite her 

original status and apparent physical reality, also seems to be closely associated with the aither. 

She was caught up in folds of aither and hidden in a cloud by Hermes after the creation of the 

eidolon, a matter which was directed by Zeus, λαβὼν δέ μ᾽ Ἑρμῆς ἐν πτυχαῖσιν αἰθέρος / 

νεφέλῃ καλύψας — οὐ γὰρ ἠμέλησέ μου / Ζεύς (44-6). This point is reprised by the chorus at 

247. Indeed, it is not just that the real Helen was hidden in the aither, but there is a suggestion 

that in her conception and generation she is also connected with the aither. The chorus says 

that Zeus passes through the aither to beget the real Helen from Leda, and also that Helen’s 

life which springs from this event is “no life”, αἰὼν δυσαίων86 (214-6), a striking expression of 

the coincidence of opposites, and a notable juxtaposition of the idea next to the idea of her 

 
84 In this instance οὐρανοῦ (34) is used as a synonym for aither. Burian (2007, 27 n. 69) comments that 
Euripides uses the two words interchangeably.  
85 Od. 4.795-839. 
86 There will be further discussion of the frequent use of this rhetorical device, satzparallelismus, in the Helen 
below, p. 209-10. 
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generation being related to the aither. Thus, the confusion between the behaviour and nature 

of the real Helen and the eidolon which has been observed by scholars (particularly in the latter 

part of the play) has an analogue in this point, in the suggestion that it is not only the eidolon 

which comes forth from the aither, but also the real Helen as well.  

A further divine quality of the aither is that it is closely associated with Theonoe and her 

capacities as a seer. Theonoe’s first appearance on stage, which, despite the great deal of 

discussion about her does not occur until about half-way through the play at 865, begins with 

a ritual which appears calculated to connect her with the aither. She enters with attendants, one 

of whom she requires to fumigate the “recesses of the aither” so that she can draw the “pure 

breath of heaven,” ἡγοῦ σύ μοι φέρουσα λαμπτήρων σέλας / θείου δε σεμνὸν θεσμὸν αἰθέρος 

μυχούς, / ὡς πνεῦμα καθαρὸν οὐρανοῦ δεξώμεθα (865-7). This being the first matter she refers 

to at her initial appearance, it is clearly of some weight. Given the many connections 

established to that point between the aither and the divine world, to which Theonoe will also 

shortly afterwards claim a connection both as a seer and also an arbiter of future divine action, 

the implication should be drawn that Theonoe’s physical connection to and reception of the 

aither – the emphasis being on her physical reception of it in πνεῦμα καθαρὸν οὐρανοῦ 

δεξώμεθα (867) – is an essential component (beyond her reputation for virtue) in her 

connection with the divine world. As the Odyssean Eidothea is able to give initial counsel to 

Menelaus through her connection with Proteus, so in the Helen Theonoe is able to give counsel 

to Menelaus through her relationship with the aither87 (and her capacity to influence it) as the 

substitute of Proteus, which has the Protean qualities of shape-shifting, divinity, and the seer’s 

ability to declare what is and what is to be.  

Euripides’ treatment of the aither not only looks back to the earlier traditions of Proteus and 

Nereus, but also looks forward to the contemporary ideas of the Monistic Current. Indeed, I 

would suggest that Euripides saw the similarities between the nature of the Old Men of the Sea, 

Proteus and Nereus, and the ideas expressed in the Monistic Current: divinities which, of their 

nature, constantly changed their form and manifested themselves as a multiplicity of contrary 

forms, but maintained a constant divine and imperishable substance beneath this apparent 

variety. Euripides’ replacement of Proteus in the Helen myth as an active character with the 

concept of aither is a conscious attempt to connect the earlier myth with the scientific and 

 
87 Melanippe similarly, in the Melanippe Wise, also seems to draw her capacity for seer-like knowledge both 
from a combination of inheritance from her mother (TrGF 484) but also thanks to the capacity for physical 
observation (TrGF 483).   
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material ideas of the contemporary world. In the evidence which has been discussed so far, the 

ideas contained in the Monistic Current all appear, to a certain extent, to be present in the Helen. 

The aither is cast in the role of the single underlying substance. It has the capacity to generate 

things in the manifest and material world – both the eidolon and, as is suggested, the real Helen 

also. The aither is a bearer of opposites, and manifest in opposites. Again with reference simply 

to the evidence just treated, the aither is responsible for the generation of the eidolon, which 

has a strongly physical material appearance, but also, seemingly, the real Helen herself, as well 

as being the medium through which the gods themselves move. From the aither, Helen derives 

her birth into a life which is an αἰὼν δυσαίων (213). Besides these manifestations in contrary 

ways, the aither, as discussed above, is also divine. 

There is support to be had from a number of Euripidean fragments that Euripides saw the aither 

in these terms. Some of these fragments have been alluded to in the discussion about the 

Heracles above in chapter 588, but they are also important in the context of the Helen. In TrGF 

941, which is derived from an unidentified play, an exact equivalence is drawn between Zeus 

and the aither: ὁρᾷς νῦν τόνδ' ἄπειρον αἰθέρα / καὶ γῆν πέριξ ἔχονθ' ὑγραῖς ἐν ἀγκάλαις; / 

τοῦτον νόμιζε Ζῆνα, τόνδ' ἡγοῦ θεόν. This is similarly the case in TrGF 877, again drawn from 

an unidentified play, but which is likely to be a choral address to a goddess such as Athena, or 

perhaps, suggests Collard, Dikē89: ἀλλ' αἰθὴρ τίκτει σε, κόρα, / Ζεὺς ὂς ἀνθρώποις ὀνομάζεται. 

Zeus and aither are the same in the fragments, and the aither is thus to be regarded as divine. 

More than thus, the fragments also portray the aither as Zeus’ own particular dwelling. TrGF 

487 from the Melanippe Wise, which was likely spoken by Melanippe, declares ὄμνυμι δ´ ἱερὸν 

αἰθέρ', οἴκησιν Διός.90 Similarly, TrGF 839 from the Chrysippus portrays the aither as the 

realm of Zeus (TrGF 839.1). It also emphasises the physical and material quality of the aither, 

particularly its imperishability, and the fact that anything born from it returns to it, and that 

aither may then bring forth other creations from itself in a different form (TrGF 839.8-13). An 

important point to draw from this for the Helen is that the fact that Zeus is portrayed as dwelling 

in the aither should be seen as the equivalent of him actually being materially the same as the 

aither. This strengthens the idea of absolute divine identification between the gods and the 

aither in the Helen where the aither is portrayed as the medium through which the gods move 

(215-6, 1496). It also lends further weight to the idea of a certain identity both between the real 

 
88 See above, p. 158-63. 
89 Collard and Cropp (2008) ad loc.  
90 I have argued above why I consider these lines, spoken by Melanippe, should be given a particular weight in 
interpretation. See above, p. 158-63, and also the discussion about Tiresias in the Bacchae, p. 92-5.  
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Helen and the divine world, as well as the eidolon and the divine world. It also suggests that 

the other divinities in the play should be seen as connected to, and indeed subsidiaries of Zeus 

and the aither. Theonoe’s ability to understand the the divine realm, since it comes from her 

connection to the aither91, is also the cause of her capacity to influence the divine realm and 

mediate between the claims of Hera and Aphrodite in the manner of a Homeric Zeus 

determining a quarrel amongst the gods.92  

Burnett and Segal both argued that in terms of philosophy the Helen should be understood as 

being based on a dualist foundation.93 Indeed, a suggestion of elemental dualism can also be 

seen at the entrance of Theonoe, where following the fumigation of the aither in 865-7, she 

sees to the purification of the path, which may suggest a material dualism between the aither 

and the earth, as some commentators argue Xenophanes in particular should be understood.94 

There is some support for this approach in other fragments of Euripides. TrGF 839 itself 

describes Zeus as ὁ μὲν ἀνθρώπων καὶ θεῶν γενέτωρ (TrGF 839.1), but the earth as μήτηρ 

πάντων which receiving moisture from Zeus generates mortals, vegetation and beasts (TrGF 

839.2-7). A similar idea is expressed in fragments of the Antiope. TrGF 195, likely spoken by 

Amphion (another offspring of Zeus with a tendency towards speculative knowledge), states 

ἅπαντα τίκτει χθὼν πάλιν τε λαμβάνει. TrGF 182a, which is known more certainly to be a line 

of Amphion, states Αἰθέρα καὶ Γαῖαν πάντων γενέτειραν ἀείδω. However, for reasons stated 

above95, I would argue that greater weight should be given to a further fragment of the 

Melanippe Wise, TrGF 484, which is again spoken by Melanippe herself. This states: κοὐκ 

ἐμὸς ὁ μῦθος, ἀλλ᾿ ἐμῆς μητρὸς πάρα, / ὡς οὐρανός τε γαῖά τ᾿ ἦν μορφὴ μία, / ἐπεὶ δ᾿ 

ἐχωρίσθησαν ἀλλήλων δίχα, / τίκτουσι πάντα κἀνέδωκαν εἰς φάος, / δένδρη, πετεινά, θῆρας, 

οὓς θ᾿ ἅλμη τρέφει / γένος τε θνητῶν.96 In addition to the reasons stated above on p. 161, I 

would argue that this fragment should be accorded greater weight in understanding the 

cosmological nature of the aither, as it claims for itself a precedence to the views expressed 

elsewhere in which the aither and the earth are seen as separate. It acknowledges the existence 

of such views as expressed in TrGF 839, but states that any idea of a dualism between the 

aither and the earth should be seen as temporally sequential to an original state where the two 

 
91 And not, as Meltzer (1994, 250) suggested, asking whether Theonoe should be seen as an agent of Zeus.  
92 Such an approach would be in accordance with, and indeed a development of Zuntz (1960). 
93 See above, p. 186-8.   
94 See above, p. 53-4.  
95 See p. 161. 
96 For translation see above, p. 162 n. 97.  
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were a single form (μορφὴ μία).97 It also is similar to the cosmology expressed by the 

commentator of the Derveni Papyrus, as I have also argued above in chapter 2.98  

This approach arguably has further support throughout the fragments, albeit that the context 

for these fragments is not so clear, but that it shows that these ideas are at least visible in their 

own right within the Euripidean corpus. The aither in TrGF 941 has the quality of being watery, 

ὑγραῖς ἐν ἀγκάλαις, and the idea of Zeus/aither as being moist and giving off moisture-

spreading drops is also given in TrGF 839.3. This suggests that the aither has the qualities of 

different elements, and is thus arguably interchangeable with them. Furthermore, Cropp and 

Collard observe that in the sources for TrGF 877, Zeus receives his name because the aither 

“seethes” (ζεῖ) with fire.99 It is not clear, they observe, whether the etymology was given by 

Euripides from a further part of the text which was not preserved, but if so it would suggest 

that the aither has within it the qualities of a further, different element. Indeed, TrGF 330.3, 

which sees the aither as being divine in quality, in that it is the same as τύχη, comes close to 

this in stating that the aither θέρους τε λαμπρὸν ἐκλάμπει σέλας, also evoking its potentially 

fire-like qualities.  

The aither, the divine and doubling  

The ideas of the Monistic Current state that the underlying unity of the cosmos, which is divine 

and imperishable, will manifest itself in the realm of finite perception in ways which are self-

contradictory or in absolute contraries. The contrary fashion in which the divine world is 

manifest in the drama is as a result of the underlying material unity.  

Manifestations of the aither in itself, as a divine substance, all adhere to this precept. As 

discussed above, it is the medium and very substance of Zeus. However, it does more than this. 

It receives the γνώμην… ἀθάνατον of the dead (1016). Its substance also generates from itself 

the eidolon of Helen, and also, as argued, the real Helen. In this, the aither already manifests 

itself in contraries: divine and mortal; the fake eidolon and the real character of Helen. The 

idea of doubling, as expressed by Segal and articulated by other commentators, has its origin 

 
97 This parallels Osborne’s understanding of Empedocles, in which the four elements are derived from a single 
origin. See Osborne (1987, 42-6) and also p. 39, n 3. One might also refer back to the discussion about 
Tiresias’s representation of Demeter and Dionysus above, p. 86, 92-5, which suggests, in the syncretism of 
Demeter and Dionysus, a reconciliation of the different material elements such that they would be viewed as 
different modes of the same original element. There appears to be an allusion to this syncretism in the Helen 
itself (Hel. 1358-65), and see also Allan (2004) 144. 
98 See above, p. 73-8.  
99 Collard and Cropp (2008), ad loc.  
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from this beginning, and it is strongly connected to the way in which the divine is manifest 

throughout the drama.  

As mentioned above, Helen’s life, which takes its birth from Zeus passing through the aither, 

is αἰὼν δυσαίων (213). All matters which are concerned with the origin of Helen and her 

connection with the divine world are manifest with equal contraries. Similar to Heracles 

himself in the Heracles, she also appears to have a double parentage, either Tyndareus or Zeus, 

and emphasis is placed at the beginning on this ambiguous beginning (18-21). As with 

Heracles, she herself casts doubt on the actual story of her own divine origin and its manner 

(21, 259). The same ambiguity is cast on the fate of her brothers, the Dioscuri. At the end of 

the play, they, like Zeus, are portrayed as moving through the aither (1496).100 However, 

notwithstanding this connection with the divine substance of the aither, in the description of 

Teucer, they are described in opposites and contrarieties. Teucer says of them τεθνᾶσι κοὐ 

τεθνᾶσι (138); there are two accounts of their fate that he is able to give, δύο δ' ἐστὸν λόγω 

(138).101 They have either become gods in the likeness of stars, he says (140), or else they 

killed themselves on account of Helen’s conduct (141).102 Despite Helen’s invitation to him to 

determine which of the accounts of their fate are stronger – πότερος ὁ κρείσσων; (139) – Teucer 

declines to do so, commenting that further discussion would make him lament twice, οὐ διπλᾶ 

χρῄζω στένειν (143), thus extending the motif.  

The contrarieties, ambiguities and coincidences of opposites which belong to the parentage of 

Helen are extended to her appearance in the drama more generally. Juxtaposing her own beauty 

with the beauty of the three goddesses in the contest, she comes to regard her beauty – a quality 

she shares with the goddesses – as a misfortune, τοὐμὸν δὲ κάλλος, εἰ καλὸν τὸ δυστυχές (27, 

also see 260 and 305). Juxtaposed to her description of her concealment in the folds of the 

aither by Hermes, λαβὼν δέ μ᾽ Ἑρμῆς ἐν πτυχαῖσιν αἰθέρος / νεφέλῃ καλύψας (44-5), is her 

description of the bifurcation of her identity – her name rather than Helen herself becomes the 

 
100 They are also, at this moment, despite their portrayal in the divine context, described as παῖδες Τυνδαρίδαι 
(1497) stressing a mortal rather than divine parentage. This, again, suggests a coincidence of opposites.  
101 Allen (2008) ad 138-9 observes the allusion to Protagoras’ statement that “for every issue there are two 
opposing λόγοι, the weaker (ἥττων λόγος) and the stronger (κρείττων λόγος)… (DK 80B6).” Although language 
drawn from the Sophistic Movement is used here, in the context of the Helen where such language is linked to 
concepts of Material Monism, it should be interpreted in that context: its effect is to manifest, by doubling in 
language, the ideas which arise from Material Monism, rather ideas of the Sophistic movement of problems of 
epistemology.  
102 Note the striking contrast to the presentation of the Dioscuri in Odyssey 11, 298-304, where the two are 
presented as being alive and honoured by Zeus on alternate days, and dead on the other alternate days. 
Euripides, by contrast, turns this into an ambiguous superposition, which has the effect of emphasising the 
coincidence of opposites in this case.  
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object of the war (42-3), and cursed on account of the many who died, even though she herself 

was innocent of any blame; it was a matter of divine contrivance (52-5). She reprises this 

bifurcation at the end of the prologue (66-7). Shortly afterwards, Teucer, whilst failing to 

recognise her, lambasts the real Helen for being so much an image of Helen (71-7). This 

ambiguity and misperception is tied to Helen’s connection with Zeus and the divine by 

Teucer’s calling to mind Helen’s parentage at the end of his attack, Διὸς κόρης (77). The 

bifurcation of her identity is maintained throughout her dialogue with Teucer. At the conclusion 

of their dialogue, Teucer tells the real Helen that even though her body is similar to Helen, their 

minds are not alike, but very different (160-1).  

The difficulties of Menelaus in recognising the real Helen are also a sustained motif. They 

begin in 470, when the Old Woman acting as doorkeeper at Theoclymenus’ palace tells 

Menelaus that the real Helen is there, and again her connection to Zeus is flagged up in the 

dialogue, with the Old Woman describing her as ἡ τοῦ Διὸς. Indeed, the ambiguity of her nature 

and parentage is emphasised by the Old Woman herself to Menelaus, where in her next 

contribution to the stichomythia she clarifies that Helen is ἡ Τυνδαρίς παῖς (472). Menelaus’ 

difficulty in perceiving that the real Helen is his original wife persists in their dialogue from 

560-92, with the idea of contraries in perception of Helen (or doubling) being a sustained part 

of the discussion. For example, Menelaus asks rhetorically whether he is a man with two wives 

(571), and whether Helen could have been in two places at once, both at Troy and in Egypt 

(587). Menelaus’ attendant similarly confuses the real Helen for the eidolon in 616, 

understanding her disappearance as having been some sort of practical joke. Despite the 

confirmation of her identity to Menelaus, the ambiguity about Helen’s nature persists. The 

Chorus in 1144-48 highlights how even though the truth of her identity has been uncovered, it 

appears paradoxical that someone who is of a divine nature and of divine parentage can have 

such an unholy reputation: σὺ Διὸς ἔφυς, ὦ Ἑλένα, θυγάτηρ: / πτανὸς γὰρ ἐν κόλποις σε Λήδας 

ἐτέκνωσε πατήρ. / κᾆτ᾽ ἰαχήθης καθ᾽ Ἑλλανίαν / προδότις ἄπιστος ἄδικος ἄθεος.103 The 

ambiguity is also preserved by her behaviour later in the drama in her scheme to escape from 

Egypt, which appears to have divine sanction following the intervention of Theonoe. The fact 

that the plan appears to have divine sanction is important; in order to allow the plan to succeed, 

Helen uses a sustained ambiguity and double meanings in her discussions with Theoclymenos. 

The deception of him with sustained doubling and ambiguity in order to achieve success in her 

 
103 “You, Helen, are Zeus’s daughter: your father came on wing to Leda and in her embrace sired you. Yet you 
are reviled throughout Greece as traitor, faithless, lawless, and godless.” (Tr. Kovacs).  



 

208 
 

plan is linked ultimately to a divine initiative, or divine approval. For example, she is deceptive 

about the identity of Menelaus in 1201, giving the impression that he is a shipwrecked sailor, 

and uttering the double-handed wish : μόλοι γὰρ οἷ σφ᾽ ἐγὼ χρῄζω μολεῖν. She does this again 

in 1205, imagining her husband in the rags of a shipwrecked sailor when it is in fact Menelaus 

himself before them, οἴμοι, δοκῶ μὲν κἀμὸν ὧδ᾽ ἔχειν πόσιν. Many further examples of the 

motif can be seen from 1288-1300, and in the further dialogue between Helen and 

Theoclymenos in 1390-1440, which it would be otiose to quote here at length. The main point 

is that in the way she is manifested, her connection to the divine world causes her to be manifest 

in a way which is replete with contradictions and ambiguities, just like her counterpart, the 

eidolon.  

The eidolon itself, derived as it is from the aither and described, as mentioned above, as ἱερόν 

(1136), is subject to similar contrarieties and ambiguities of perception similar to that of the 

real Helen herself. Shortly after Helen describes the genesis of the eidolon from aither (34), 

she relates that Paris believed that he held the real Helen, but did not, καὶ δοκεῖ μ᾽ ἔχειν / κενὴν 

δόκησιν, οὐκ ἔχων (35-6). Teucer’s perception of the eidolon similarly is erroneous, despite 

his insistence on the fact that he saw the real Helen in the eidolon with his own eyes as he was 

also seeing the real Helen with whom he was in dialogue in Egypt (118-9); Helen’s connection 

of the eidolon with the divine, although correct – σκόπει δὲ μὴ δόκησιν εἴχετ᾽ ἐκ θεῶν (119) is 

angrily dismissed by Teucer. The eidolon and the real Helen, although opposites – fake and 

real – become entirely confused and superimposed. Menelaus experiences the same confusion 

after his conversation with the Old Woman. He asks whether his wife (the eidolon) has been 

carried off from the cave in which he left her (475), and finds himself hopelessly confused at 

the presence of another person named Helen, the daughter of Zeus (483-99). His confusion and 

insistence over the reality of the eidolon and the falsity of the real Helen continues in the 

dialogue between them when they meet up to the entry of his Attendant, at which point he is 

on the verge of leaving the stage still not accepting the identity of the real Helen: καὶ χαῖρέ γ᾽, 

Ἑλένῃ προσφερὴς ὁθούνεκ᾽ εἶ (591). Menelaus’ Attendant himself, although he sees and 

reports correctly on the disappearance of the eidolon, misunderstands what he has seen, and 

does not accept that the eidolon vanished, but that it was the real and only Helen escaping as a 

trick. In his instance, the attendance also confuses the eidolon with the real, and two Helens for 

only one.   

The question of ambiguities, contrarieties and the coincidence of opposites extends from the 

characters which are closely connected to or derived from the divine – Helen and her eidolon 



 

209 
 

– to the manifestation of the gods themselves more generally throughout the drama. The notion 

that the gods are difficult to discern and act in contrary fashions is strongly and directly marked 

as a theme on more than one occasion. Menelaus’ Attendant, having accepted that the Helen in 

Egypt was the real Helen, exclaims ὁ θεὸς ὡς ἔφυ τι ποικίλον / καὶ δυστέκμαρτον. εὖ δέ πως 

πάντα στρέφει / ἐκεῖσε κἀκεῖσ᾽ ἀναφέρων (“My daughter, how changeable and inscrutable is 

the divine! How thoroughly does it turn everything now this way, now that” (tr. Kovacs), 711-

3).104 The paradoxical nature of the divine as a whole is also sharply considered after the 

evocation of the εἴδωλον ἱερὸν (1136). The Chorus asks ὅ τι θεὸς ἢ μὴ θεὸς ἢ τὸ μέσον, / τίς 

φησ᾽ ἐρευνάσας βροτῶν / μακρότατον πέρας ηὗρεῖν / ὃς τὰ θεῶν ἐσορᾷ / δεῦρο καὶ αὖθις 

ἐκεῖσε καὶ πάλιν ἀντιλόγοις / πηδῶντ᾽ ἀνελπίστοις τύχαις; (“what is god, what is not god, and 

what lies between? The farthest bourne is reached by him who sees that what gods send veers 

first this way, then that, and once more this way, with outcomes wavering and unexpected” (tr. 

Kovacs), 1137-43). The will of the gods can only be manifest in ambiguity and the meeting of 

contraries, and the nature of the gods themselves to mortal perception is difficult to discern as 

a distinct and clearly circumscribed category. Shortly afterwards this idea is further reinforced: 

“I do not know what reliable, what true word about the gods I can find among mortals” (tr. 

Kovacs), 1148-50); the clear discernment and articulation of the divine amongst the mortal 

sphere is an apparent impossibility.105  

The other gods are presented in this general vein. Menelaus speculates whether there could be 

a mortal man called Zeus in addition to the god Zeus as an explanation for the appearance of 

two Helens (490-3), which leads to a speculation about whether there could be two men by the 

name of Tyndareus, two cities of Troy and two Spartas. The contrary nature of the Dioscuri as 

presented by Tyndareus has already been discussed above. Hera and Aphrodite, at the centre 

of the play (880-91), have in their circumstances a structural resemblance to the frequent 

coincidence of opposites. They are balanced in their opposite desires for each other to fail in 

their intentions over the fate of Menelaus and Helen. The conduct of each reflects the other in 

deception, and wishing to show the other to be deceitful. As Theonoe explains, Hera wishes to 

demonstrate that the gift of Helen to Paris, as an eidolon, was a deceit (883), whereas Aphrodite 

 
104 Diggle deletes 713-9 of this speech. I would argue for the retention of these lines, particularly as ἐκεῖσε 
κἀκεῖσ᾽ (713) fits in with a pattern of opposites being juxtaposed in two words which is seen elsewhere 
throughout the play, and which will be discussed below. The similarity to 1138-40 should also be noted. Allan 
(2008, ad 711-3) compares the lines to Ion 1512-4, and Burian (2007, ad loc) notes ἀναφερω as being a word 
favoured in late Euripides, with the meaning here similar to that in Phoen. 1410 and 1732.  
105 As Allen (2008, ad 1148-50) notes, these lines are a “notorious crux”; I follow the text he uses, which is that 
of Kovacs, and which seems the most convincing.  
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wishes the deceitful nature of the gift to be concealed, thus herself being deceitful in wishing 

to conceal the true nature of the eidolon, and approve of Hera’s original deceit in the first place 

(884-6).  

This same coincidence of truth, deceit and ambiguity also involves the pronouncements of 

Theonoe herself in her capacity of seer. Theonoe, it will be remembered, is universally 

acknowledged as having the capacity to give a true pronouncement on, as Helen says, τά τ᾽ 

ὄντα καὶ μέλλοντα πάντ᾽ (14), and no character in the play expresses any doubt about her 

special ability in this regard, for example Teucer (145), the Chorus (317-21), and it is implicitly 

understood that Theoclymenos will also trust her in the same way (823-7). However, on two 

of the occasions where reliance is placed upon her for true knowledge, although she either 

delivers it correctly, or else acts in a way which she accounts as pious, the delivery of the 

information is either so incomplete as to render it worthless, or else it is manifest in deceit. In 

the first instance, when Helen seeks to know from Theonoe whether Menelaus is still alive, 

although Theonoe returns a response which appears to be clear and unambiguous, her account 

of his location is vague such that it is of no immediate use to Helen in identifying Menelaus 

(528-40)106; indeed, their first meeting is one of hostility on Helen’s part which could have 

been averted were Theonoe less ambiguous in her pronouncement (546-58). After this, 

although Theonoe is aware of the presence of Menelaus and the intention of Helen and 

Menelaus to escape by aggressive and deceitful means (which included an untrue account of 

religious rites and sacrifice and led to the killing of many Egyptian sailors), she concealed this 

from Theoclymenos on the grounds that it would not be pious to allow him to be in a position 

to marry Helen by force or prevent her departure from Egypt. Thus again, a matter which is 

apparently divinely sanctioned can only be made manifest by deceitful means. This brings a 

reconciliation between the behaviour of Theonoe, who does have some access to the divine, 

with the condemnation expressed by Menelaus’ Attendant of the business of prophecy (744-5, 

749-51). Even if the prophets such as Calchas and Helenus did perceive that the Helen at Troy 

was an eidolon, their failure to express it as being so ultimately put them in the same category 

of behaviour as Theonoe.  

The recurrent instances of ambiguities and the coincidence of opposites which have been seen 

in the manifestation of the aither, Helen, the gods and the divine world, are frequently reflected 

 
106 Although Willink, amongst others, argues for the deletion of these lines or portions of these lines (530-40) 
as they repeat to an extent the material delivered immediately beforehand, Burian (2007, ad 528-40) makes a 
strong case for their retention based on their dramatic validity.  
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in the very style of the writing. The use of Satzparallelismus is very frequent. Seaford, in his 

original discussion of Satzparallelismus, although it was focused on Aeschylus, adduces one 

example from the Helen in passing: γάμον ἄγαμον (690).107 Focusing on the Helen, there are 

indeed a striking number of other examples of Satzparallelismus of the exact same form from 

690 as quoted by Seaford: ἀἰὼν δυσαίων (213); ἔργα ἄνεργα (363); ἄφιλος φίλων (524). 

Beyond this, there are also a very considerable number of further examples of 

Satzparallelismus exhibited in slightly different ways, but all generating a close juxtaposition 

of opposites. I list here a number of conspicuous examples from the text108: καὶ ξύν γε πέρσας 

αὐτὸς ἀνταπωλόμην (106); τεθνᾶσι κὀυ τεθνᾶσι (138); ἀδίκως μέν, ἀλλὰ τἄδικον τοῦτ᾽ ἔστ᾽ 

ἐμόν (281); ἐκεῖσε κἀκεῖσ᾽ (533, also 713); οὐκ ἔχοντ᾽ ἔχειν (611); τὸ κακὸν δ᾽ ἀγαθὸν (644); 

χάριτος ἢ λύπας (655); τ᾽ ἔλιπον οὐ λιποῦσ᾽ (696); σωθεὶς δ᾽ ἐκεῖθεν ἐνθάδ᾽ ἦλθες ἐς σφαγάς 

(778); ἀποῦσα γάρ σε καὶ παροῦσ᾽ (861); δυσσεβείας ὅσιον (1021); μὴ θανών, λόγῳ θανεῖν 

(1050, 1052); λευκῶν μέλανας (1088); γέρας, οὐ γέρας (1134); ὅ τι θεὸς ἢ μὴ θεὸς (1137); ζῆν 

ὁ κατθανὼν (1287); μὴ δούλευε σοῖς δούλοις, ἄναξ (1428); δεσποτῶν κρατήσεις δοῦλος ών 

(1630); κακίστην… εὐσεβεστάτην (1632); καλήν γε προδοσίαν (1633). One might also 

consider the oxymoronic Euripidean coinage μελαμφαές (518).109 Given this considerable 

number of examples, I would argue that the ambiguities and coincidences of opposites in the 

plot and action are reflected in the very style in which the text is written. The Helen, exhibiting 

Satzparallelismus in its style as well as in the nature of its characters and plot, and also a 

specific and deep concern with mystery cult (which is itself evoked by Satzparallelismus110) 

and the relationship between the material elements and the divine, all suggest the influence of 

the Monistic Current according to the methodology I proposed in chapter 2.  

It should be seen as a further conclusion from these points that, as suggested earlier, the material 

ideas of the Presocratic philosophers is likely to have had a much more fundamental bearing 

on the Helen rather than the ideas of the Sophistic Movement. It is undeniable that the 

ambiguities and difficulties of perception discussed above which belong to the Helen are 

parallel to those concerns expressed particularly in the work of Gorgias. However, the 

connection that can be seen in the Helen between the ideas of material philosophy, the divine 

 
107 Seaford (2003) 148. 
108 I take the term slightly more loosely than Seaford, to include juxtapositions of a similar quality but forming 
a part of sentences, e.g δυσσεβείας ὅσιον (1021).  
109 Burian (2007, ad 518-22) comments that such Euripidean compounds were parodied by Aristophanes; his 
line in Ra. 1331, ὦ νυκτὸς κελαινοφαὴς ὄρφνα, with the oxymoron κελαινοφαὴς, is very similar to the 
Euripidean μελαμφαές. 
110 See above p. 103-4. 
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world, mystery cult, and the development of these ambiguities, is something that takes the 

intellectual origin of the Helen beyond Gorgias or the contemporary Sophistic Movement, 

where this background to the ideas is not generally to be found. Indeed, the idea that there is a 

connection between Material Monism and contrarieties and difficulties in perception may be 

seen as early as Xenophanes and Heraclitus, and it finds contemporary expression in the 

commentator of the Derveni Papyrus.  

The Third Stasimon 

This argument has an important bearing on the vexed question of interpretation of the third 

stasimon, which has the most sustained open allusion to figures of mystery cult in the drama. 

A number of previous responses have been described above.111 To recap, Burnett rather 

unsatisfactorily suggested that the mother goddess figure should be taken as a dualistic 

counterpart to Zeus-aither. Swift, Sebo and Castiglioni all focus on the idea of Helen being 

accused of some sort of wrongdoing. Swift saw this as being related to Helen’s marriage. Sebo 

connects it to a more general aetiology of human suffering. Castiglioni explains the 

wrongdoing as Helen’s refusal to join in with cult. Golann suggested a connection with an 

original vegetation goddess worshipped in historical times, and more recently Foley argued 

that the Helen was structurally based on the Eleusinian mysteries. I do not wish to make any 

pronouncement on Foley’s argument, save to say that I would agree that it is likely that an 

Athenian audience may at the very least have been put in mind of the mysteries as she argues. 

However, I wish to follow a different tack in interpretation.  

Given the question of wrongdoing and the central question of lines 1353-7 in particular, my 

discussion must necessarily start with the text.112 These lines have caused considerable 

difficulty to scholars.113 There is, I would argue, something unsatisfactory about the idea that 

 
111 See above, p. 194-6.  
112 I am highly indebted to Nicholas Lane for discussions which led to these ideas expressed about 1353-7, and 
the critical suggestion about the text is thanks to him. I am also thankful to Professor David Kovacs, who also 
participated in the discussion.  
113 In general, all attempts to amend L have been based on the assumption that the Chorus is at this point 
diverting its attention from an aetiology of Demeterʼs acceptance of Asiatic elements into her rites to an attack 
on the behaviour of Helen herself, and then returning to that account. Thus, Hermann amended the original 
(also taking the meter into account) ὧν οὐ θέμις οὔθ' ὁσία ἐπύρωσας  ἐν θαλάμοις to ὃν οὐ θεμις σ', οὐσ' 
ὁσία 'πύρωσας ἐν σοῖς θαλάμοις, but also proposes 'πύρωσας ἄνδρ' ἐν θαλάμοις on the grounds that the 
Chorus may here be referring to Paris. Hartung reads ἐπηύρω ⟨σοῖς⟩ ἐν. Paley and Heath read ἔκυρσας εὐνῶν, 
and Paley suggests the English rendering “A union which it was unlawful and unholy for you to have (κῦρσαι), 
you met with in your own marriage chamber; and so you incurred the anger of the great mother by not paying 
due respect to the sacrifices of the goddess”. Grégoire corrects ἐπύρωσας to ἐπειρῶ, and Kovacs more boldly 
suggests ὃ δ' οὐ θέμις σ' οὔθ' ὁσία νύχευσας ἐν σοῖς θαλάμοις. Only Dindorf takes a fundamentally different 
approach, holding that the lines refer not to Helen, but to Aphrodite and her inspiration of love in Pluto below 
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the Chorus are addressing Helen about a wrongdoing which she had done. There is no 

suggestion in the text before the Chorus that Helen had committed any transgression, save 

develop the deception about the death of Menelaus. Yet, as has been discussed, deception is 

common to Helen, Menelaus, Theonoe, and even the gods, at least Hera and Aphrodite. It 

would make little sense to argue that Helen should be singled out for deception as her 

wrongdoing, when it is a transgression common to many other characters. Indeed, aside from 

this, the real Helen is conspicuous in having spurned an advantageous marriage to 

Theoclymenos and maintained her chastity for the sake of her marriage connection with 

Menelaus. This lack of anything definite in which to root the wrongdoing of 1353-7 suggests 

why so many different explanations have been found by different critics. One must go further 

and ask if it is really credible, as is accepted almost unquestioningly by many critics, that these 

lines are actually addressed to Helen at all. In 1356 she is addressed as ὦ παῖ. Yet, if this is to 

be interpreted as Helen, it seems very much out of place. In 212, the Chorus address her as 

γύναι, and in 225 as πότνια. It seems much more likely that the “child” referred to here in 1356 

is not Helen at all. Rather, this section should be treated as an apostrophe to the child of 

Demeter, Persephone.  

Lane suggests that the transmitted text may conceal at this point an original question and 

address to Persephone (and perhaps Demeter in the person of the Chorus). Lane makes the 

following tentative suggestion about the passage:  

‹μ›ῶν οὐ θεμισ‹τ᾽› οὔθ᾽ ὅσια  

[ἐ]πύρωσας ἐν ‹γᾶς› θαλάμοις,  

μῆνιν δ᾽ ἔσχες μεγάλας (or μεγάλαν) 

ματρός, ὦ παῖ, θυσίας  

οὐ σεβίζουσα θεᾶς; 

ʻSurely you did not burn what you should not have and what is unholy in the cavities 

of the earth, or harbour [great] anger towards your great mother, child, disregarding the 

rites of the goddess?ʼ  

This is just one possible conjecture and other suggestions of this order could be made, but the 

main point is that the lines could very likely be seen as an address to the absent Persephone, 

 
ground in Hades; he amends 1354 to ἐπῶρσας ἐν γᾶς θαλάμοις. It is striking that the option of the lines being 
addressed to Persephone does not seem to have been considered.  
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absolving her for any personal responsibility in the abduction, and thus also having the effect 

of consoling Persephone that her daughter was not culpable for her own disappearance, but that 

rather Hades himself was to blame. If one were to accept this approach, then it would not be 

possible to build the interpretative edifices on these lines such as Swift, Sebo and Castiglioni 

have attempted to do. It also requires a further suggestion to be made about the whole place of 

the stasimon in the totality of the drama.  

It would be useful to summarise the content of the stasimon. In 1301-18, the goddess searches 

for her daughter who has been snatched. The rape appears to have been approved by Zeus ἐξ 

οὐρανίων (1317 and following lacuna). In 1319-37, the misery of the goddess for her missing 

child blights life and leads to the cessation of sacrifices. In 1338-52, Zeus seeks to soothe the 

goddess’s rage by sending the Graces and Muses to dance before the goddess and shout 

“alalai”. Aphrodite takes up the cymbals and drum (which both are well-known as instruments 

of mystery cult) and the goddess takes up the aulos. In 1353-65, following the dismissal of any 

culpability on the part of Persephone, as discussed above, there is a final encomium to the 

paraphernalia of mystery cult, in particular the fawnskin, thyrsus, and the bullroarer, ῥόμβος 

(1362). The power of these mystery cult implements and rites, it should also be noted, receive 

particular praise for their power (1358). I forbear to comment on 1366-8, given the highly 

corrupt state of the text and the great difficulty of restoring it with any sense.  

In sum, Zeus sees to it that the goddess is presented with or associated with the paraphernalia 

of mystery cult – dances, drum, cymbals, fawnskin, thyrsus, bullroarer – and the intention 

behind this is to distract her from the loss of her daughter, ahead of her daughter’s restoration. 

This, although not described in the stasimon itself, must be expected as a standard part of the 

myth, and also must be seen as being alluded to by the mystery cult paraphernalia (not to 

mention, in structural terms, by the parallel of Helen’s escape from Egypt). It would, I argue, 

be too extreme to think that Euripides is suggesting here, as some commentators have 

suggested114, that Persephone is not going to return, and I would further argue that one could 

only understand this as being the case if it were explicitly spelled out by the Chorus or 

otherwise.  

I would argue that there is a parallel to be seen with the use of mystery cult paraphernalia here 

in the Helen, and its representation and uses in other instances. Levaniouk discusses how many 

pieces of mystery cult paraphernalia, particularly the bullroarer, but also the mirror, rattles, 

 
114 E.g. Sebo (2014). 
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drum, cymbals, not to mention the action of dancing, were seen in the myths and some 

surviving texts from mystery cult, particularly of Eleusis and also of Dionysus, as being 

initially deceptive.115 The myths relate that Dionysus, as a child, was distracted by dances of 

the Kouretes, toys and beautiful playthings, as a prelude to his dismemberment by the Titans.116 

The paraphernalia as used in the mysteries initially is a mark or instrument of the deception 

whereby the initiate is conveyed from the original state of uninitiated innocence and ignorance 

to the frightening state of revelation, which may be considered terrifying, as the death of their 

earlier state. However, as Levaniouk goes on to remark, the paraphernalia of the mysteries 

“also point to something that is not a deception… at first the play with its athurmata 

[playthings, or mystic paraphernalia] is a trap that quickly leads to horror, but after the horror 

the play resumes… with full knowledge of the mysteries, and this time it is no longer a mere 

illusion. The athurmata are both deceptive in the short run and promising in the long run… 

[they] point to what is to come on the other side of the encounter with death.”117 Indeed 

Euripides, suggests Levaniouk, appears to allude to this concept in TrGF 272, τίς δ'οὐχὶ χαίρει 

νήπιοις ἀθύρμασιν; “Who does not take pleasure in childish illusions?” (Levaniouk’s 

translation).118 Levaniouk also comments on a further apparent oxymoron reminiscent of a 

Satzparallelismus in connection with the mystic paraphernalia. The whirling of the bullroarer 

in 1361-2 creates κύκλιος ἔνοσις αἰθερία, which Levaniouk translates as a “rotating earthquake 

in the air”. Not only does this invoke the idea of the aither in connection with the mystic 

paraphernalia, but also, as she argues, following Seaford, the “very paradox of this expression 

may represent the language of the mysteries”. A similar confusion of sky and earth in the 

context of a mystic vision is to be found in Euripides’ Cyclops (578-80), as well as in a fragment 

of Aeschylus’ Edonians, TrGF 57.11. These particular lines unite the manifestation of aither 

in the mystic paraphernalia, as well as the coincidence of opposites.  

In sum, to bring these ideas together, I would argue that the third stasimon is a portrayal of the 

mollification of the goddess by the deceptive means of the mystic paraphernalia. Whilst the 

paraphernalia is deceptive in that, in a playful manner, it distracts the goddess from her misery, 

it also vindicates the whole idea of deception and playfulness in the way that the gods and 

divine will become manifest. The will and consolation of Zeus are made manifest to the 

 
115 Levaniouk (2007) 166-73. 
116 Levaniouk (2007, 166-9) quoting, inter alia, the 3rd century BC Gurob Papyrus, Clement of Alexandria 
Protreptikos 2.17-18, and Arnobius Adversus Nationes 5.19.  
117 Levaniouk (2007) 174-5. 
118 Levaniouk (2007) 174. Collard & Cropp (2008) translate as “Who does not take pleasure in childish toys.” 
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goddess by means of the Graces and Muses dancing, and offering the playful mystic 

paraphernalia to the goddess. The paraphernalia also signify the coincidence of opposites, 

horror and playfulness, implicit in the mystery rites, but also the prospect of transition to a 

better state, and in this case the return of the goddess which is in prospect. This is in parallel to 

the many deceptions which form a part of the Helen, and which have been described above. 

The third stasimon offers an explicit parallel between the ideas of revelatory deceptiveness in 

the mystery cults as proffered by the mystic paraphernalia, and the necessarily deceptive and 

ambiguous way in which the divine world more generally is manifest in sustained ambiguity 

and coincidence of opposites – as expressed in the Monistic Current – throughout the drama as 

a whole. Deception and the concomitant sense of ambiguity, as expressed by the frequent 

phenomenon of doubling and occurrence of the coincidence of opposites and multiplicities 

throughout the drama, are connected by the third stasimon to mystery cult ritual and notions 

expressed in the Monistic Current.  
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Chapter 7 : Conclusions  
 

This thesis began with a challenge to the notion, championed by Lefkowitz and Kovacs, that 

the gods are represented in the same fashion both by Euripides and by Homer. I argued that 

although Homer’s gods were similar in form to those in Euripides and possessed a number of 

similar traits – including a desire for praise and an inclination towards vengeance – Homer 

represented them in a fashion that was far less ambiguous. They frequently appeared in their 

own persona, and any deceptions they practised were generally for a purpose, and limited in 

time and extent. This included the disguises they effected, which were often seen through, and 

also their attempts to manipulate the way that mortals perceived things, which were remarkably 

limited in scope. The mortals in Homer, whilst not always knowing whether their prayers 

would be answered, do not as a rule evince any existential doubts about the nature of the gods 

or suggest that they perceive them as being paradoxical in their behaviour or character.  

In Euripides, however, the gods are presented in a manner in which paradox is the keynote. 

Their behaviour, appearances, and character are often marked by contrarieties, and also 

ambiguities (as other characters struggle to discern something definite in the face of the various 

contrarieties). The Euripidean gods are perceived as having such a troubling character not just 

by mortals, but even by other gods within the plays. I argued that the plays at the very least 

prompt audiences to ask why the gods are presented in this paradoxical and riddling way, and 

that there is a need to investigate what reasons could be given for this presentation of the gods.  

I proceeded to argue, in the second chapter, that the best explanation for this presentation of 

the gods is that Euripides has been influenced by a trend of monistic thought which is 

particularly visible in the remains of a number of Presocratic thinkers, including the Milesians, 

Xenophanes, Heraclitus, and later on in Diogenes of Apollonia, and also crucially the Derveni 

Papyrus, as well as a number of other witnesses including various eristic authors and medical 

writings. I put forward a number of broad interrelated monistic ideas derived from these 

remains which I called the Monistic Current, which attempt to reflect and articulate in a general 

way in these thinkers the connection between material monism and the nature of the divine. 

Crucially, the notion of the coincidence of opposites, or unity in multiplicity, is linked in these 

texts to the idea of monism and the manifestation of the divine. In this, I argued that a similarity 

is to be found with the way that the gods are presented in Euripides’ plays. I would venture to 

say that a particular contribution of this thesis is to offer a more historically-based reading of 
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the peculiarities of Euripides and his representation of the gods, and which attempts to view 

the plays not from any anachronistic standpoint, but within their own contemporary intellectual 

and religious context. 

In this chapter I also dealt with various methodological points relating to the interpretation both 

of the Presocratic material, and also Euripides. With regard to the Presocratics, I argued, in 

opposition to the approach of Cherniss and others, that it is possible to reconstruct the ideas of 

the Presocratic thinkers as they would have been in the sixth and fifth centuries despite the fact 

that they were transmitted and mediated by a number of later authors such as Aristotle. With 

regard to reading Euripides in the light of the ideas derived from the Presocratic thinkers, I 

argued that the better methodology is not to focus on looking for exact echoes of Presocratic 

fragments in the Euripidean text, as earlier scholars such as Nestle did, but rather to look at 

how the ideas may be more broadly reflected in the plays. This might be seen, inter alia, in 

terms of structures, the behaviour and presentation of the gods, characterisation, and linguistic 

trends.  

I also argued that the Derveni Papyrus offers another important methodological point for 

reading Euripides. The Papyrus shows that there is a close nexus between material monistic 

ideas derived from Presocratic antecedents, the motif of the coincidence of opposites, or unity 

in multiplicity, mystery cult, and the manifestation of the divine. I argued that where a number 

of these elements are to be found together – for example mystery cult, the coincidence of 

opposites, the manifestation of the divine, and also prima facie reference to Presocratic thought, 

then one can confidently surmise that the ideas expressed may be connected to and accounted 

for by material monism.  

Chapters 3-6 offered close analyses of four Euripidean plays – the Bacchae, Ion, Heracles, and 

Helen – as to how the ideas of material monism derived from Presocratic thought are made 

manifest in the presentation of the gods. This range of plays set in varying contexts – for 

example Bacchic mystery cult, the Delphic oracle, the context of a purificatory sacrifice – offer 

a demonstration that the notion of material monism can underlie the presentation and behaviour 

of the gods in a number of different situations. Across these plays, it is possible to see not only 

clear allusions to monistic ideas in themselves, but also the fact that the way the gods act and 

become manifest is dictated by the ideas of the Monistic Current – with the coincidence of 

opposites or unity in multiplicity as the leading motif – all as derived from Presocratic thought. 

The crucial point is that Euripides is taking these contemporary ideas about materialist 
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philosophy and its relationship with the divine, and clothing them in the traditional vesture of 

the gods in the context of the tragic stage.  

There are a number of consequences from this as to how the plays should be interpreted. The 

plays are not “rationalising” or attempting to make a mockery of the original myths, as the 

followers of Verrall contend. Nor, as the school of Lefkowitz argues, are the gods motivated 

by the same sort of desires as humans, but raised, in a Homeric fashion, to an extreme degree: 

greedy of praise, and ready to “respond to perceived slights by the greatest cruelty,”1 or are 

else otherwise indifferent to the suffering of mortals. Rather, they behave as they do because 

they attempt to manifest in dramatic form an unbounded quality which the monistic trend 

derived from a number of Presocratic thinkers held was an essential characteristic of the divine. 

It is not right to say that they are acting from a wilful caprice which they could consciously 

suspend. Rather, it is an inescapable and irrepressible aspect of the divine nature. Human 

relationships with the divine go awry for a subtly different reason than a failure to do them 

honour, or an ignorant misstep which is then visited by a furious and disproportionate 

vengeance. Instead, the failure is in the attempt by mortals to think that they can circumscribe 

the divine in any way. Such attempts to delimit the divine might range from Pentheus’ battle 

with Dionysus – his refusal to see the god in all things, and his attempts to limit the fields in 

which the divine could be allowed to operate or be manifest – to the attempts by the characters 

in the Ion or the Helen to find a coherent narrative, without deception, of the behaviour of the 

gods, to the failed attempt by Heracles to be as unbounded as a god, although mortal. In all of 

these cases, it is not the case that a divine justice is propounded that is consciously either 

extreme, delayed, or capricious. Rather, the interaction between the mortal, finite world and 

the world of the unbounded divine is such that reciprocality is not possible. The only humans 

who avoid perdition are those who realise and accept the inability of the divine to be bounded 

by their own finite perceptions and indeed human expectations of justice, reciprocality, or 

coherence.  

In one sense, this is not far different in practical terms from the view advanced by the school 

of Lefkowitz. From the perspective of a mortal, under both readings the humans can still 

encounter overwhelming consequences from a misbegotten interaction with the divine sphere. 

Yet, Euripides’ presentation of the gods, based on monistic Presocratic thought seems to offer 

an advance on earlier Homeric conceptions, and a deeper understanding of the actuality of the 

 
1 Lefkowitz (2016) 193. 
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divine, rather than offering a radical break with the past in terms of how practically humans 

relate to the divine world. However, there are important differences and distinctions. One of 

most noteworthy is that, unlike interpretations of the plays in the light of the Sophistic 

Movement (and indeed Lefkowitz’s Homeric reading), this approach suggests that Euripides’ 

plays offer the prospect that something positive of the divine world is actually knowable by 

humans. It is not the case that knowledge of the divine is impossible. Rather, it is obtainable 

for humans, but that this knowledge is not amenable to finite categorisations. The acceptance 

that the divine can be perceived when one sees a unity in opposites, or a unity in multiplicity, 

is different to the scepticism expressed by those such as Gorgias or Protagoras: something 

positive is knowable, but it is known in categories which are not those in which ordinary 

knowledge can be expressed. This, ultimately, despite the individual suffering many characters 

experience (and indeed, their suffering from their failure to perceive and accept the divine in 

opposites and multiplicities points the way to this positive knowledge) suggests that the plays 

should be treated as being more optimistic about the relationship between humans and the gods 

than either the school of Lefkowitz or readings in the light of the thought of the Sophistic 

Movement contend.  

There are a number of areas which this thesis has not been able to cover in the space allowed, 

and which would be amenable to further research. In the first place, there has only been room 

for an analysis of a small number of plays. It would be desirable to analyse a wider number of 

the plays to survey whether these monistic ideas can be detected in the presentation of the 

divine. A particular area of interest would be the earlier surviving plays, Alcestis and Medea, 

which, at first sight – the transgressive nature of Medea, as grand-daughter of Helios, and in 

the Alcestis the many juxtapositions in the presentation of Heracles and the frequent allusion 

to mystery cult – would be ripe for investigation. It may be that such an investigation would 

adduce that these monistic Presocratic influences may be found even earlier in Euripides’ 

career than in the relatively late plays which I have dealt with in this thesis. It could be the case 

that these concerns are much less to the fore in the plays which have more of an overtly political 

content, such as the Children of Heracles, but a number of other later plays, particularly the 

Orestes and the Iphigenia in Tauris would also benefit from such an analysis. Nonetheless, 

further investigation might also provide new ways the Monistic Current could approach 

questions of tragic politics. Another particular area which would benefit from further 

investigation than has been possible here is the connection between the idea of τύχη in 

Euripides’ plays and the Monistic Current.  
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There would also be merit in a wider investigation into the connection between monistic 

Presocratic thought and the whole genre of tragedy in the fifth century. My own discussions 

have been limited to Euripides, rather than trying to deal with the question of the whole genre. 

Seaford has come closer to addressing this question in his treatment of Aeschylus in Cosmology 

and the Polis. However, there would be room for a wider dedicated study to consider whether 

there is a much more profound link between monistic ideas from Presocratic thinkers and 

tragedy as a genre.  
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