AR T

L

L T s

A Handbook of

CLASSICAL
DRAMA

By
PHILIP WHALEY HARSH

STANFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS
Stanford, California

GEQFFREY CUMBERLEGE :: OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS
Lorden



1. AJAX
(Perhaps 445—440 B.C.)

The precise date of the Ajax, the titles of the other plays produced
with it, and the prize awarded are all unknown.

Legend.—The suicide of Ajax as a result of Odysseus’ being

awarded the arms of Achilles is alluded to in the Odyssey (11. 543-67),,
and the whole subject was treated at length in later epics and in lyric
poetry.
Ajax, son of Telamon and second only to Achilles among all the
Greek warriors, came from the mountainous island of Salamis just off
the coast of Attica. He was the only great man in the expedition to
whom the Athenians could lay even an indirect claim, for Athens had
been of little importance in Homeric times. Early in the sixth century
the Athenians had taken Salamis from their neighbors, the Megarians.
Hero culis to both Ajax and his son Eurysaces were maintained among
the Athenians, and an annual festival was celebrated on Salamis in
honor of Ajax. Ajax, furthermore, was one of the heroes from whom
the ten Attic tribes derived their names, and some of the most famous
men of Athens, such as Peisistratus, Miltiades, the hero of Marathon,
Thucydides, the historian, and Alcibiades, claimed descent from Ajax
(but most of them through a son Philaeus who is not mentioned by
Sophocles). Ajax had also been invoked for aid before the battle of
Salamis, and after the battle captured ships were gratefully dedicated
to Poseidon, Athena, and Ajax.' Thus Ajax was a great national hero
at Athens, and any Athenian audience would naturally view a play con-
cerning him with patriotic fervor.

Source and influence.—Aeschylus had previously written a trilogy






