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PREFACE

The study of Greek tragedy can be described as a constant dialogue between
two approaches, one that sees Greek culture as alien and remote, and
emphasises the paramount need to decode the historical context, and
another that reads the plays as part of its own tradition, as works in the
‘classic repertoire’ of theatre and culture. This book tries to do justice to
both, in the spirit of Clifford Geertz’s question, ‘How is it that other
people’s creations can be so utterly their own and so deeply part of us?’ Its
aim is to present ancient Greek tragedy in the context of late twentieth-
century reading, criticism, and performance, and it has three main objec-
tives: to study the plays in relation to the society that created and developed
tragic theatre, to make practical use of strategies of interpretation that have
yielded interesting results in recent years, and to take note of changing
patterns of reception, from antiquity to the present. All the contributors
share these objectives, but it would have been wrong to try to arrive at any
kind of critical consensus, and each chapter needs to be taken as an
independent and personal view.

Each chapter can be read separately from the rest of the volume, but there
are several ways in which each is linked with the others, particularly
through recurrent discussion of a limited selection of primary texts (Ores-
teia, Antigone, Oedipus the King, Philoctetes, the Electra plays, Bacchae,
The Children of Heracles, Hecuba, Helen, Hippolytus, Ion, Medea, Trojan
Women). Suggestions for further reading are given at the end of each
chapter, except in the case of Chapter 1: this offers more extensive footnotes
on each paragraph, which are designed to give a survey of the background
work on Athenian society. All footnotes are keyed to the list of Works Cited
(PP- 359~79). In recent years much of the new work on tragedy has been
presented at conferences; a good way of catching the flavour of the current
critical debate is to sample the publications that have followed these events,
especially Winkler and Zeitlin (1990); Sommerstein et al. (1993); Scodel
(1993); Silk (1996); and B. Goff, ed., Tragedy, History, Theory (Austin

Xv



PREFACE

1996) and C. Pelling, ed., Greek Tragedy and the Historian (Oxford 1997),
which appeared too late to be cited by contributors to this volume. Some
issues of journals are also relevant: BICS 34 (1987); Métis 3.1—2 {1988);
Arion 3td series 3.1 (1995).

For information on texts, commentaries, fragments and translations the
reader is referred to vol. 1 of The Cambridge History of Classical Literature
and to pp. 355-8 below. Abbreviations of titles of Greek plays can be found
in the lists on pp. 355-7, and there is a Glossary of transliterated Greek
words on pp. 348-51.

This is a truly collaborative work which owes much to the generosity of
all contributors in finding time to make detailed criticistns and suggestions.
am grateful, too, for comments on my own material to Eric Handley (Ch. 2)
and to Joyce Reynolds and Charlotte Roueché (Ch. 9). Fiona Macintosh has
shared some of the editorial responsibility; her help, along with that of three
colleagues at the Press, has been vital to the cohesion of the whole volume.
Nancy-Jane Thompson had the original idea for a Cambridge Companion
to Greek Tragedy and put a great deal of energy into its planning, Pauline
Hire has guided us through the complicated later phases with her usual
wisdom and thoughtful attention to detail, and Susan Moore’s copyediting,
as always, has been matchless. Finally, it is a pleasure to thank Jennifer
Potter for her vigilant proof-reading,.

Part of the credit for the vigorous state of contemporary critical work on
tragedy is due to the influence of a Cambridge author, R. P. Winnington-
Ingram, a modest, witty and formidable scholar who died in 1993, after a
distinguished career in the University of London. This Companion is
gratefully dedicated to his memory.
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