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EURIPIDES

Little is known of the life of Euripides. He was bom
about 485 B.C. on the island of Salamis and may have
begun his career as a painter before turning to writ-
ing. In the drama competitions of 455 B.C. he won his
first chorus (a preliminary event) but lost the final
competition for tragedies. During his lifetime his plays
were often produced, but he won the Athenian
drama prize only four times. He died in 406 B.C.; some
(rather dubious) sources reported that he was acci-
dentally attacked and killed by the king's hunting dogs
while walking in the woods in Macedonia.

Euripides was a prolific writer, the author of some
eighty-eight or more plays, of which nineteen have
survived under his name. He was criticized by the con-
servatives of his time for introducing shabby heroes
and immoral women into his plays, a practice that they
considered degrading to the noble form of tfragedy.
However, audiences to whom his predecessors were
cold and remote found Euripides direct and appeal-
ing. And he must have made a strong impression upon
his fellow playwrights; such comic writers as Aristoph-
anes went to great lengths to parody and ridicule his
works and character. It is written in Greek accounts
that Socrates rarely went to the theater but always at-
tended a new play by Euripides. Upon hearing of
his death, Sophocies, the aging genius of the stage in
Euripides’ day, paid his younger contfemporary the
honor of dressing his chorus in mourning.

Euripides became immensely popuiar after he
died, and his influence altered drama forever. Consid-
ered by George Bernard Shaw fo be the greatest of
the Greek dramatists, Euripides is now regarded by
many as the originator of the dramatic sensibility that
developed into what we call "modern” European
drama.
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1

EURIPIDES (approximately 485-406 B.c.) was the youngest
of the great triad of Greek tragic poets; but so rapid was the
efflorescence of tragedy that he was adult when Aeschylus
was producing his greatest plays, and was himself survived
by the nonagenarian Sophocles. Because the three were so
close in time, because Greek literary art like Greek architec-
ture tended to preserve forms once perfected, and most of all
because the religious origins and associations of tragedy
dictated at least formal adherence to traditional usages, there
is a superficial sameness about the productions of all three.
Their themes are drawn from the same body of myth, their
dramatis personae are often identical, their stage conven-
tions of actors and chorus, costume and scenery, are the
same, and there is the same pattern of episodes of dialogue in
iambic meter separated from one another by elaborate choral
stasima in lyric meters. A near-sighted reader leafing through
a volume of collected plays could not quickly identify their
authors.

But the superficial similarities make the essential differ-
ences the more striking. Aeschylus and Sophocles have the
remoteness as well as the grandeur of the classic; what they
have to tell us is profound and momentous, but it belongs
in an abstract realm not immediately relevant to ordinary
experience. And in keeping with this remoteness their lan-
guage too, in its stateliness as well as its lyricism, is at a far

vii



viii INTRODUCTION

remove from the usual speech of ordinary men. Euripides, by
contrast, is nearer our own end of the spectrum; once we ac-
climate ourselves to the special conventions which his the-
ater demanded we can recognize that his premises and ob-
jectives and even his modes of expression are nearer our own
world than are the Elizabethans. In his program and out-
looks he is actually quite close to Ibsen and Shaw.

Even in his life and career Euripides stands apart from his
environment. Aeschylus had been a soldier; the epitaph which
he wrote for himself boasts of his prowess against the long-
haired Persians and says nothing of his poetry. Sophocles -
held important public offices and was celebrated for his so-
cial gifts. Euripides seems to have remained isolated from
his community. He is represented to us as a brooding and
bookish recluse, born of a mother who peddled vegetables,
unfortunate in two marriages, a misogynist, a misfit who
moved to barbarian Macedonia at the end of his life and whc
was eventually torn to pieces by Molossian hounds for his
general subversiveness.

That he was brooding and bookish is quite likely, and
he may even have isolated himself in an underground library
as he is alleged to have done. His unpopularity is indicated
by his lack of success in the tragic competitions. Where
Sophocles won many prizes Euripides is credited with only
four, and some of these may have been for posthumous re-
vivals. Even a masterpiece like the Medea took only a third.
He was denigrated by the comic poets; several of Aris-
tophanes’ plays contain uncomplimentary allusions to Euripi-
des’ life and works and he is the principal butt of the Frogs
and the Thesmophoriazusae. The removal to Macedonia is in-
deed an indication of discomfort in Athens; it is incon-
ceivable that a Sophocles would take such a step.

_ But the gossip concerning his domestic life is clearly the

product of calumny and is in part proven to be such by frag-
ments of the thirdcentury B.C. biography of Satyrus, recov-
ered from papyri. The alleged misogyny, as anyone who reads
the plays can see, is the reverse of the truth. In his sympathy
for all the victims of society, including womankind, Euripides
is unique not only among the tragic poets but among all the
writers of Athens. If Euripides did not participate in the pub-
lic life of Athens he was at least aware, on the evidence of his
plays, not only of the intellectual but also of the political cur-
rents of his time. The Andromache, written early in the
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Peloponnesian War, shows a loathing of Spartan arro-
gance and cruelty and deviousness. The Trojan Women, pre-
sented while the Syracusan expedition was in preparation
and Athenian claims to moral superiority had been proven
hollow, shows his utter disillusionment The retributive death
is a palpable ficton Actually whenr news of Euripides’ death
reached Athen: Sophocie: dressed his chorus in mourning
to pay homage 1« his insufficiently appreciated rival
Fuller vindication came wn the generation: following His
plays continued to be applauded when those of Aeschylus
and Sophocler had come to seen- remote and irrelevant. It
is no accidem that whereas only seven each o! the plays of
these two have come down to us we have eighteer of Euripi-
des, or if we count the doubtful Rhesus nineieen More im-
portant than the ampler survival of his own work is the fact
that he, not Ansiophanes. is the ancestor of New Comedy

~4d hence of the main stream of European drama.
)

2

What makes it possible for us to regard Furipides as the
ancestor of New Comedy, what makes his theater more acces-
sible to us than Aeschylus’ or Sophocles’, is his descent
from the heroic ideal to what may by contrast fairly be called
the bourgeois. Dante justified calling his serious poem a
comedy, in a letter to Can Grande della Scala, on the grounds
that it moved from darkness to light and that, written in the
vernacular, it was accessible even to the kind of people who
congregate at the town pump. On these grounds many of
Euripides’ plays may similarly be called comedies. His lan-
guage too approaches the colloquial; his plays tend to move
from darkness to light. But most important, his personages
do not invite tragedy in order to illustrate the operation of
some grand ethical abstraction and to achieve heroism; theirs
is the humbler aim of surviving as tolerably as may be amid
conventional constraints which make tolerable existence dif-
ficult—not to die gloriously but to live happy ever after.

For achieving his end Euripides’ regular strategy is a very
simple one: retaining the old stories and the great names, as
his theater rcquired, he imagines his people as contempo-
raries subjected to contemporary kinds of pressures, and ex-
amines their motivations, conduct, and fate in the light of
contemporary problems, usages and ideals. An incidental



X INTRODUCTION

product of this approach is a critical deflation of the he-
roic outlook by something like a parody of the personages
who are its vehicles. In the Iphigenia at Aulis, for example,
Agamemnon and Menelaus are plainly pompous, ambitious,
ineffectual politicians, Achilles a braggart soldier, Clytemnes-
tra a middle class matron. The true heroine, whose selfless
virtue makes the rest of the cast look tarnished and vulgar, is
the simple Iphigenia.

But the main object of the new approach is to criticize the
antiquated conventions of a constricting social order which
bamper and oppress contemporary life. Plays like Alcestis,
Medea, Hippolytus justify themselves amply as drama; but
they acquire a new dimension of meaning if the reader is
aware that in each the victim suffers from, and by implication
criticizes, disabilifies enjoined by current Athenian usages.
The laws under which the audiences of these plays lived and
which they presumably accepted without question  denied
basic human rights to women and foreigners and bastards,
and the plays show the tragic consequences of this denial.

It is Euripides’ Electra which affords our best illustration
of the process and effects of subjecting a traditional myth to
eXxamination by contemporary rather than heroic norms, be-
cause in this one instance we have parallel versions of the
story in the FElectra of Sophocles and the Choephoroe of
Aeschylus with which to compare it. The simple directness
of Euripides’ language and the relative realism of his ac-
tion is an implicit criticism of thé idealization of his pred-
ecessors, and the criticism becomes overt in the parody of
Aeschylus’ implausible recognition scene. But Euripides’ ob-
ject is not merely to offer a more realistic version of the
well-worn myth. The great names are only a masquerade:
what Euripides wishes to show is how the heroic deeds of
legend look when carried out by contemporaries, what the
people involved in such a story must be like, what the rele-
vance of the story may be in terms of ordinary attitudes and
behavior.

A startling innovation in decor announces these intentions
at once. Instead of the customary temple or palace facade
which tragedy regularly employed for its backdrop, we are
shown a ramshackle hovel; and the first speaker is a tattered
peasant. Electra is a self-pitying slattern obsessed with sex:
it is a new thing for tragedy to be concerned with lack of
proper cosmetics and a party dress. Orestes is a timorous
young ruffian who acts and talks like the vagabond he is
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and who has come skulking into Argos by a back way.
Clytemnestra 1s a well-meaning but wholly unimaginative
suburban housewife. Aegisthus seems a decent sort whom it is
hard to imagine as a villain or even a sinner. The murders are
stripped of any heroic dignity and are merely sickening.
Aegisthus is hewn down from behind while stooping for a
religious nitual, by a man he had courteously invited to share
in the ceremony and whom he had supplied with the
. cleaver. Clytemnestra is lured to her death by mother love:
Electra had pretended she required her assistance with a
newborn baby.

In the older versions the murders are softened by styliza-
tion and theology; they are part of the working out of a uni-
versal moral scheme and had been enjoined by irresistible
divine authority. For Euripides the matricide is a completely
unmitigated evil, and even the less heinous murder of
Aegisthus is inexcusable, for the Argives are quite recon-
ciled to the coup d'érat which brought him to the throne and
willing to let sleeping dogs lie. But Orestes is not so much a
villain as a pitiful victim of a code long antiquated and now
meaningless. To put the blame on Apollo is to make of him a
monster too horrible to contemplate, and many critics have
thought that it was part of Euripides’ purpose to discredit be-
lief in Apollo. Apollo does exist and his power cannot be
questioned, but it i1s not a beneficent power and it is not
responsible for the kinds of conduct for which men assume
its authority. What Euripides discredits is not belief in the
gods but the kind of belief which promotes such horrors as
the Electra exhibits.

Other of Euripides’ plays, and particularly those in which
the Argive royal household—Agamemnon and Menelaus,
Clytemnestra and Helen, Electra and Orestes—are involved,
employ the technique which the Electra illustrates. What
gives the family its distinction is of course the central role it
played in the Trojan war, and at every possible turn Eurip-
ides underscores the monumental folly of that war. The most
outspoken criticism of the war and of its frivolous cause is the
Trojan Women. Here we see not only the utter ruin with
which war afflicts the vanquished, but the utter demoraliza-
tion which it visits upon the victors. When both have been
demonstrated to the full we are shown the cause: in the midst
of the scarred victims blackened by the smoke of their burned
city and of the frightened victors there steps torth a bediz-
ened and sensuous and indifferent Helen.
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Because of his social criticism Euripides has been called
a liberal and because of his attitude to the gods a ration-
alist. If by rationalist we mean disbeliever the term cannot
apply to Euripides. In plays like Hippolytus or Bacchants
the gods may be cruel and vindictive but they surely exist
and they surely possess terrifying power. Nor is liberal the
right label unless by liberal we mean one who is generally
opposed to injustice and suffering. Actually Euripides’ views
on religion and society alike are expressions of a consistent
philosophic outlook which the teachers called sophists main-
tained and promulgated and which brought upon them the
hostility of such conservatives as Aristophanes. and Plato.

The principle at issue rests upon a distinction drawn be-
tween physis (“nature”) and nomos (“law” or “convention”).
Those aspects of the world and society which are such by
nature cannot be altered; man can only accommodate him-
self to them and make the best of them. But those aspects
which are the product of convention were created by man for
expediency’s sake; when they are no longer expedient they
not only may but should be altered. The gods belong to the
same category as gravity or the weather; to attempt to explain
their impingements upon the life of man is futile, for they
operate by no human rationale. All that man can do is to be
aware of the possibility of their impingement and take what-
ever precautionary measures are feasible. Even when he
has done his best he may still be tripped up by forces beyond
his control or calculation—and then we have tragedy.

But man himself needlessly adds to the tragic burden
by treating -aspects of his life which are in fact determined
by convention as if they were determined by nature. Once
upon a time the social code of the heroic age was useful
and appropriate; to be controlled by it when it is no longer so
results in such distortions of human values as we see in the
Electra. Is the different value attached to man and woman, to
Greek and barbarian, to freeman and slave, to the legitimate
and the bastard, due to a difference in physis or in nomos? If
it is due to a difference in physis then such tragedies as
those of Alcestis and Medea, of Andromache and Hip-
polytus, are inevitable; but if these wrenchings of humanity
are due only to convention they might have been avoided.

For the proper appreciation of these plays it is important
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to realize that the conduct which they suggest may be repre-
hensible is the conduct which their audiences accepted as the
correct norm. Admetus is not only a decent but an admirable
man by conventional standards, as his punctilious insist-
ence on entertaining Heracles shows. If his willingness to let
his wife die for him seems to us monstrous, it would not have
seemed 30 to his predominantly masculine Athenian audi-
ence. But a thoughtful spectator could hardly leave the the-
ater without having his mind opened to the possibility that the
assumption of masculine superiority is based mainly on smug-
ness. The children of an alien mother were not, in Athenian
law, entitled to privileges of citizenship; hence, Jason's repu-
dlauon of his barbarian wife and marriage thh a Greek
princess to ensure the future of Medea’s children would seem
correct and prudent behavior. It seems less so when Jason
puts the masculine and Athenian justification of his behavior
into words. He owes Medea no gratitude, he says, because
women always must serve men. Moreover he gave more
than he received because he brought Medea from lawless
barbary to the superior atmosphere of law-abiding Greece.
Only a very stupid audience could miss the irony. Medea’s hor-
rible murders are not condoned; but she would never have
been driven to commit them if her rights as a human being
had been recognized in the first place. Hippolytus, except for
his abnormal loathing for love, is an admirable young man.
He loathes love because that was the power which made him
a bastard. If convention had not put bastards (who are in na-
ture not different from other men) under disabilities, Hip-
polytus’ mind need never have been twisted, and the tragedy
need never have happened.

And so it is with other plays also. Tragedy is imphclt in the
nature of man as the sparks fly upward, but there is no reason
why man should compound the sorrow by regarding his own
conventions as laws of nature.

4

Nor is Euripides properly speaking a realist, though as com-
pared with his predecessors he goes farther along the path to-
wards realism than towards rationalism. Not only are the
heroic figures of legend reduced to ordinary humanity plagued
by the ills of contemporary society and sometimes dressed in
tatters, but peasants and servants and even children appear
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on his stage. Yet his plays are not transcripts of life but artis-
tic distillations in highly conventionalized forms. Verse was
mandatory for all ancient drama, even for the more relaxed
New Comedy of the next century and even for the Roman
adaptations of it in the centuries following. Euripides accepts
the convention not only of verse but of the equally artificial
line-for-line dialogue (stichomythia) and formal long speeches
(rhesis). But for his dramatis personae and their problems the
richly embroidered grandeur of Aeschylus would be ludi-
crous, and Euripides’ vocabulary and syntax as well as his
imagery are virtually colloquial. He is the first Greek classic
the student learns to read with confidence; Aeschylus is as
difficult as Shakespeare is for a foreigner learning English.

But it is only the dialogue which is simple and straight-
forward; the choral portions use all the resources of lyric and
their music and choreography appear to have required highly
trained performers. Because of their different mode, Eurip-
ides’ choral odes are more sharply set off from their contexts
than his predecessors’ and tend to become interiudes to fiil
the intervals between acts. Sometimes their connection with
the body of the play is tenuous and forced. In the Electra,
for example, an elaborate description of the arms of Achilles
is justified on the ground that it is wicked to murder a general
who had a soldier so handsomely equipped in his army. In
plays involving familiar characters and intrigue the chorus is
indeed an awkward anachronism. It is hard to imagine fifteen
women standing by while a mother murders her children.
Frequently the chorus is begged to abet some deed of horror
by keeping silent—which only underscores the implausibility.
Once Euripides shows his irritation at the incubus: when the
chorus of the Orestes explain that they have come to in-
quire after Orestes’ health, they are told to go elsewhere to
sing and dance and not disturb the invalid.

But Buripides makes skilful use of the incubus for provid-
ing a particular social background for characterization and
action, and for receiving lessons on behalf of the community
at large. Most plausible and most serviceable are the choruses
of ordinary women attached to a heroine who report gossip
they have overheard while washing clothes (as in Medea), or
accompany their mistress on a pilgrimage and enjoy and
describe the sights (as in Ion), or share their mistress’ exile
and nostalgia (as in Iphigenia Among the Taurians), or show
their sympathy for a member of their sex in deep misfor-
tune (as in Andromache). But even these typically “choric”
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functions tend to be transferred to the more economical
Nurse and confidante, of whom Euripides makes such ex-
cellent use. The chorus whose odes are at once the most beau-
tiful and the most essential to the play is that of the devotees
of Dionysus in the Bacchant. Perhaps it was because this
play was composed in Macedonia, where virtuosi choristers
were not available, that Euripides here reverted to older
modes.

5

The personages and the main outline of Euripides’ plays
were doubtless familiar to his audiences, for like his predeces-
sors’ they were for the most part concerned with

' Presenting Thebes' or Pelops’ line,
Or the tale of Troy divine.

But in the process of giving them greater contemporary
relevance and interest, Euripides introduced and often mor-
tised into the old stories intrigues involving love-stories,
recognitions, adventurous travels, hair-breadth escapes,
mostly drawn from folk motifs. To follow the novel and
more complicated plots the audience would need to be ap-
prised of locale, antecedent factors, and direction; this in-
formation Euripides supplies in his so-called “prologues.”
Actually all plays have prologues, for the term is properly
defined as “that portion of a tragedy which precedes the
entry of the chorus.” What is peculiar to Euripides is his
opening with a lengthy monologue which sets the stage for
the action. Sometimes the monologue is delivered by a minor
character, as in the brilliant example of Medea; sometimes it
is “protatic,” which is to say, delivered by a personage, fre-
quently a deity, who has no direct part in the play.

More significant than Euripides’ mode of opening a play
is his characteristic mode of concluding it. Frequently a god
appears “out of the machine” (a kind of crane which hoisted
the actor representing the god to a point above the level and
frequently out of the sight of the other actors), solves the
complications left by the preceding action and supplies a
happy ending. It was once the fashion to condemn this prac-
tice, for only a botcher could get his plot so involved as to
require so illogical a solution.

But the botching was surely intentional, and meant to
be disbelieved by at least the intelligent part of the audience.
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In almost every case where some deity imposes a happy
ending, the normal consequences of the action would be
disaster. In Iphigenia Among the Taurians we are told that
Thoas’ troops control the narrow passage through which
Orestes’ boat must pass, and that a strong wind is blowing
the wrong way. In Medea an angry mob bent on lynching
Medea is at her door. In Jon Creusa can never escape the
Delphian mob, and even if she should get safe back to Athens
Ion would always hate and fear her. And in all these cases
we are given grounds for doubting the miraculous solution.
In Ion the freshness of the tokens allegedly exposed in Ion’s
infancy, particularly the verdant olive branch, is remarked
upon. Medea’s earlier appeal to King Aegeus of Athens for
protection would make reasonable men doubt that she
could command a chariot drawn by dragons. In Iphigenia it
is doubtful whether Thoas would heed the Greek goddess, and
as in the other plays the whole story has cast doubt on the
benevolence of the gods.

It is not that Euripides means to ridicule the gods or even
question their power. If they are measured by the norms
of humanity, as the unenlightened in the audience would
tend to measure them, they would indeed appear to be
authors of evil. With other thinkers of the fifth-century en-
lighteiment, Furipides conceived of gods and men as follow-
ing disparate modes of behavior. What the gods do is be-
yond human control or even understanding; man must
follow his own modes. The people in Euripides do and suffer
as they do because they are the sort of people they are. If
the palpably improbable endings of the plays are disregarded
they would be not only more credible but more tragic and
more meaningful. And if Euripides had been forced so to
manipulate the action as to make the traditional or the
bappy ending its natural conclusion, he could not have
made the human issues so clear-cut or the passions so violent.

It would appear, then, that Euripides is intentionally mov-
ing on two levels. It is no sop to conservatism when the
gods out of the machine provide explanations (called “etiolo-
gies”) for some traditional usage or institution. So much
Euripides could accept; what he objects to is making the
gods responsible for the motivations of men confronted by
human crises. If you insist on the traditional or happy ending,
he seems to be saying, here it is; but I shall make it as hard
as I can for you to accept and 1. hope you will not. For a
Medea to escape punishment is not truly a bappy ending,
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however much we may condemn society for warping her
character and making her violence inevitable.

6

If at his own conjuncture in the history of social and
religious thought Euripides exploited the god out of the
machine so effectively, his doing so made it impossible for
any successor to use the device except as a piece of archaism
or a jest. And so with the chorus, and so particularly with the
dramatis personae inherited from the heroic age. No serious
artist could again cultivate the old form, and the pensioners
of the Ptolemies who attempted it found no audiences. What
they and their successors produced were nothmg more than
imitations, to be exhibited like specimens in a museum of
antiquities.

But the essential Euripides did have a progeny. Freed
from the constraints of the heroic names with their massive
and rigid associations, playwrights could create frankly con-
temporary characters and consequently invent plots to il-
lustrate their interaction. So far New Comedy is the heir of
Old, for Old Comedy too (represented by Aristophanes)
was free to invent character and plot. But in its serious ob-
jective of examining the problems and motivations of
ordinary humanity, New Comedy, and all of European
drama which derived from it, descends not from Aristophanes’
farces but from the drama of Euripides.

Euripides’ central innovation, which is reducing the heroic
to the contemporary, brings in its train other innovations
which connect him with New Comedy and modern drama.
There is, for example, a new concern with sexual passion,
which the older poets did not consider a sufficient motiva-
tion for tragedy. There is a new concern with intrigue and
suspense, surprise encounters and recognitions, and these
elements must have verisimilitude according to contemporary
standards. Most of all, there is concern for psychological un-
derstanding.

The images of the tragic personages which are accepted
as symbols in European literature were fixed by Euripides.
This is true not only of a Medea or Hippolytus, who do not
appear in the surviving work of Euripides’ predecessors, but
even and especially of Electra and Orestes, who do. It is
through Euripides’ lenses that we see these figures even in
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Aeschylus and Sophocles. And even for these, Euripides’
lenses may well be right; the point is that he was concerned
with accurate psychological perception. His predecessors
were not. Their personages tend to be types, almost mathe-
matical symbols, to illustrate the operation of some uni-
versal principle, and the spectator sees them only frontally,
at the point of conflict. Euripides shows us his characters in
the round. We learn =nough of their general attitudes and
antecedents to see why they behave as they do, and they are
firmly enough established as real persons for us to surmise
how they might act in other encounters.

When psychological analysis is in question it is to be ex-
pected that a dramatist would show special interest in abnor-
mal personalities; and here Euripides’ delineations are true
and illuminating. Often he provides a gauge for deviation
by means of a foil who is normal—a nurse or a Pylades no
longer mute. But it is in his treatment of abused and thwarted
women that Euripides shows his keenest insights. It was his
understanding of women, paradoxically, that gave him the
reputation of being a misogynist,

7

For the modern reader whose access to Euripides must
be through translations it is more natural, as it may be more
profitable, to regard him as a pamphleteer rather than a poet.
But he was a great poet and should be read as such; to
present a poet in prose is to offer an inanimate instead of a
pulsing organism. There are indeed fine verse translations of
Buripides, but their merit depends on the individual poetic
endowments of their translators, and a good translator does
not and should not efface his own masterful personality.
Verse translations therefore tend to be either grotesque or,
if they are good poems, independent of Euripides. To study
them miay be illuminating, but it is not the study of a great
poet working in a highly conventionalized and essentially
alien tradition. To study poetic techniques, obviously, we
must have before us the poet’s own words.

‘But the substance of what he says we can apprehend in
our own idiom. In the realm of human relationships, ideas,
aspirations, the mature modern reader stands on the same
ground as the ancient and is therefore competent to admire
or deplore, to accept or reject, and most of all to have his



