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ADDENDA
p. 163
787-9 at end: They are not bored: they are desperate.
808 after:... and the Greeks.
See Fisher 1992,257-8.
809-10 after: ... at Persepolis. Aulus Gellius claims that Xerxes also
stole the entire contents of the Athenian public library (7.17.1).
p. 164
813 they suffer tribulations: The punishment of the Persians is 

formulated according to the popular ethical principle that the 
doer shall suffer (δράσαντι παθείΐ'). which was fundamentally 
to condition the theodicy of the Oresteia (e.g. Ag. 533, 1430. 
1527-9. Choeph. 306-14). This ancient precept was attributed 
by Aristotle to none other than Rhadamanthys. the judge of the 
dead (EN 5.1132b 25).

821-2 The aorist in βκάρπωσεν (’produces') is gnomic.
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1

Introduction
{Throughout this book line references are to the Greek text, rather than the translation, 
whose numeration is occasionally slightly different: a line reference followed by an 
asterisk (e.g. 8 *) refers to the commentary on that line o f the Greek text).

1. Remember Athens
One of the many themes to have been neglected by critics in Aeschylus' Persians is 
memory. The messenger groans as he 'remembers Athens' (285); the catastrophe 
Xerxes has inflicted on his people is 'never to be forgotten' (760); the ghost of Dareios 
solemnly warns the chorus to 'remember Athens and Greece' (824). Two and a half 
millennia later Europe remains obedient to the Great King: we have not forgotten the 
Greek victory at Salamis.

For nineteenth-century Greeks Salamis was a charter myth for the independence 
movement against Turkey;1 for Britons it had always seemed analogous with the defeat 
of the Spanish Armada, but when they became involved in the Opium Wars against 
China it symbolised the destruction of a decadent eastern empire;2 for Nietzsche it 
heralded the disintegration of Athenian greatness;3 but for Yeats it was an emblem of 
the spirit of Irish republican rebellion.4 The perennial significance of the Salamis story 
lies precisely in its politicised expression of the archetypal David-and-Goliath theme: a 
smaller nation scores a victory over a larger, imperialist aggressor. And the text which 
made the most important contribution to the aesthetic and ethical shaping of the story, 
thus ensuring that it was passed down to resonate throughout posterity, was 
undoubtedly Aeschylus' tragic Persians.5

See e.g. Andreas Kalvos' famous ode To Fame' {Eis Doxan), which equates the struggle 
against the Turks with various events in the Persian wars, and is suffused with linguistic 
reminiscences of Persians, including the words from the Greek battle-cry, 'sons of the 
Greeks' (Pers. 402). There are several engravings taken from paintings depicting Salamis 
in a similar philhellene and triumphalist spirit reproduced in Rados 1915.
See especially Thornes Rymer's detailed plan for an adaptation of Persians translated to the 
court of Spain as it heard of the loss of the fleet sent against England (Rymer 1693, 11-17). 
An early Victorian burlesque of Persians entitled The Chinaid makes Xerxes into 
Chingyang, an opium-addicted Emperor, and the chorus into obsequious mandarins (Anon. 
1843).
Quoted in Strong 1975, 169.
Easter 1916 becomes a victory of civilisation over barbarism as the Irish rebels win a 
spiritual victory over the English. It was men, 'not the banks of oars/that swam upon the 
many-headed foam at Salamis' who 'put down/All Asiatic vague immensities' (The Statues, 
see Macintosh 1994, 14-15).
This is not to underestimate either the influence on Aeschylus of Phrynichus (see 
hypothesis with commentary), or the contribution made by other ancient versions of the 
story, especially by Herodotus' Histories. But the close resemblances in diction and 
thought in Aeschylus and Herodotus (Lattimore 1943, 92-3 and n. 29) show that Aeschylus'



2 INTRODUCTION
Aristophanes saw that the play's power lay in its ability to make its audience 'yearn 

always for victory over their enemies' (Frogs 1026-7), and revivals have tended to be 
associated with periods of strong patriotic sentiment or heightened political 
consciousness. After its premiere in the Athenian theatre of Dionysus in the spring of 
472, the play may have been performed during Aeschylus' lifetime in Syracuse; the 
Sicilian tyrant Hieron liked to equate his defeat of the Carthaginians and Etruscans with 
the mainland Greeks' victory over Persia (Pind. Pyth. 1.71-6).* 6 7 Aeschylean dramas 
were revived during the decades after his death (Σ Ar. Frogs 10); his son Euphorion 
was reputed to have been responsible for some of these revivals. (12 TgrF T 1). The 
familiarity of the comic poets Eupolis and Aristophanes with Persians7 therefore 
strongly implies that the tragedy enjoyed a second fifth-century performance, perhaps in 
425 when we happen to know Aeschylean plays were revived (Ar. Ach. 10).

Appropriately enough for the earliest surviving European drama, it may have been 
the first ever ancient Greek tragedy realised in something approximating to a 
performance in a modern European language. As early as 1571 (fourteen years before 
the famous Oedipus in Vicenza, which is widely held to have inaugurated the modern 
revival of Greek tragedy), Persians was recited in Greek or Italian on the Greek island 
of Zakynthos to celebrate victories against the Ottomans.8

In our own century performances have sometimes appeared at moments of patriotic 
fervour. Gilbert Murray was well aware that the play, in the right context, was political 
dynamite, for in a letter to Yeats in 1905 he suggested a production in the Abbey 
Theatre, Dublin, 'with a seditious innuendo'.9 The rise of Nazism offered an extreme 
example of imperialism and anti-democratic militarism: it is therefore probably no 
coincidence that Murray's translation was broadcast on the Home Service to the people 
of Britain in 1939.10 The capacity of Greek tragedy to be appropriated by either side in 
any conflict could not be better demonstrated than by the subsequent production of 
Persians in Gottingen; it was one in a wartime stream of Greek tragedies performed in 
Germany because of their emphases on heroism, fighting, struggle, and the grief of 
women left waiting at home; the date of Persians was February 1942, when the German 
army on the eastern front was beginning to encounter terrible hardship.11

Yet in the post-war years the play has usually been used to protest against war. It 
was often performed in the former East Germany. Matthias Braun's production, revived 
four times between 1961 and 1969, was explicitly anti-fascist and anti-imperialist. 
While making no bones about equating Xerxes with Hitler, it was inspired by US 
involvement in Korea and subsequently turned (like a short-lived production off 
Broadway during the same period) into a protest against the Vietnam war:12 the last 
revival, in Dresden, presented the audience with soldiers doing drill during the

formulation was already influencing historiography in the fifth century (Michelini 1982, 
75).

6 So a scholion on Ar. Frogs 1028. See Gauthier 1966, 8-14, Podlecki 1970, 117-20.
7 See 65*, 346*, 623-680*, 1071-2*.
8 Knos 1962, 654.
9 Clark and McGuire 1989, 9.
10 F. West 1984,216.
11 Flashar 1991, 169 and 360 η. 16.
12 Trilse 1975, 150-5. Braun's Perseris included in Braun 1969.



messenger scene. A performance of Andreas Spataufs bravely slang-laden translation 
by the Berliner Ensemble in 1983 portrayed the Persian court as the epitome of western 
militarist decadence; Atossa in a cocktail dress, Dareios in a flashy suit, and Xerxes in 
the khaki uniform of a Junta commander.13

In Greece the play is, understandably, a popular part of the performance repertoire. 
The most famous Greek production was certainly that directed by Karolos Koun (see 
fig. 4), first performed in 1965, with costumes and scenery by the famous Yannis 
Tsarouhis. It was a great hit in London, which hosted it as a part of a season of World 
Theatre, and where it helped to foster the philhellene sentiment which was to become so 
important to rousing international condemnation of the Greek dictatorship of 1967-74. 
More recently the political significance of the Salamis story has been interestingly 
inverted: the controversial director Peter Sellars used it to question the bombing in 
1993 of Saddam Hussein's Iraq by the UN. His production was performed in the United 
States and several European cities in 1993. He saw it as a medium through which the 
suffering of modern Iraq could speak, in the voice of ancient Persia, to the west: 'what 
can't be shown on television can be said on the stage. In America the war in Iraq was 
shown with no Iraqis at all -  dead or alive... We're saying come and meet a few'.14

INTRODUCTION 3

2. Aeschylus
Giving the Persians a sympathetic hearing was probably not Aeschylus' priority: his 
own brother had died a particularly bloody death at Marathon (Hdt. 6.114). Few 
Athenians of his generation had any cause to regret the outcome of the military 
engagements with Persia. Yet little else can confidently be surmised about the poet. 
The biographical evidence is lamentably scanty; the late Life o f Aeschylus, which 
alleges that he died when an eagle dropped a tortoise on his head, is obviously to be 
read with scepticism.15 But greater reliability can be expected of some other sources 
such as (i) the Parian Marble, (ii) a fragmentary fourth-century inscription which 
records Athenian drama competitions (IG II2 2318), and (iii) the hypotheses to the 
plays.16 It can be assumed that Aeschylus was born into a Eupatrid family at Eleusis 
in about 525 BC. He won his first victory in 484, and was victorious again in 472 with 
the group including Persians, for which a youthful Pericles acted as choregos. In about 
470 he visited Sicily. He won at Athens with the trilogies including Seven against 
Thebes (467 BC) and Supplices (about 463 BC), and with the Oresteia (458 BC). He 
returned to Sicily and died there in 456 BC, at about sixty-nine years of age.

From the perspective of interpreting Persians the most important aspect of this 
biographical information is simply Aeschylus' age. He must have been about fifty years 
old when he conceived the play; he had lived through one of the most exciting periods 
in Athenian history. He spent his early childhood in the Athenian tyranny of the

13 Kuckhoff 1987, 19-20. Linzer 1983.
14 Quoted in Pappenheim 1993; for a fuller (and very critical) account of the production see 

Lahr 1993. The adaptation was by Robert Auletta (Auletta 1993).
15 The Life of Aeschylus is well discussed and translated by Lefkowitz 1981, 67-74, 157-60. 

See also Podlecki 1966, 1-7.
See G. Murray 1955, 52, 373; Ireland 1986 3-7; Rosenmeyer 1982, 369-76.16



Peisistratid brothers Hippias and Hipparchus. When he was about nine years old the 
scandalous assassination of Hipparchus resulted in a harsher and more oppressive 
regime under Hippias. Aeschylus was already in his teens when in 510 BC the 
Alcmaeonid family, assisted by Sparta, deposed Hippias after violent encounters and 
many casualties: over the next two years Athenian politics were blighted by the power 
struggle between aristocratic factions, at the end of which Aeschylus had witnessed 
Cleisthenes' radical democratic reforms and all the social upheavals they entailed.

Yet from the turn of the century onwards the Persian threat must have loomed as 
large in any young Athenian’s consciousness as the reorganisation of local Athenian 
demes. Aeschylus' fellow citizens had been involved in military operations against the 
Persians from at least as early as 498 BC, when they had sent ships to Ionia (Hdt. 5.97) 
to aid in the revolt which ended so catastrophically in the Persians' subjugation of 
Miletos in 494, an event which must have shocked and terrified them. The poet was in 
his physical prime -  about thirty-five -  when Dareios finally invaded mainland Greece, 
bringing the deposed Athenian tyrant Hippias with him: Aeschylus probably fought 
alongside his brother in the battle of Marathon in 490 BC (Ar. Frogs 1296-7). The 
decade between the Persian invasions, marked by turbulent internal politics at Athens, 
was however dominated by the permanent threat of a fresh offensive from the east. 
When it finally came in 480 Aeschylus was witness to the crumbling of the Greek 
defence in Boeotia, the terrifying march of Xerxes on Athens, the people's evacuation of 
the city, its subsequent sacking, and the eventual Greek victories at Salamis, Plataea, 
and Mycale. Aeschylus had then lived amongst the ruins of his terribly devastated 
city.17

But the struggle with the Persians was by no means over, and fear of subjugation by 
them did not evanesce: unfavourable references to 'the Mede' were never actually 
deleted from the Assembly's prayers (Ar. Thesm. 337, 365, Isocr. 4.157). The 
Athenians remained at war with Persia throughout the 470s, after founding the Delian 
league, the confederacy of Ionian, Aegean and Hellespontine city-states which aimed to 
push the enemy ever further eastwards (see 852-907*). There were constant 
campaigns, especially against the huparchoi whom Xerxes had established throughout 
Thrace and the Hellespont, campaigns remembered by the ageing chorus of Wasps, who 
say that they took many cities from the Medes (1098-100). The hero of the hour was 
Cimon, whose illustrious campaigns at Byzantium, Eion on the Strymon, and Scyros, 
must have gratifyingly fed Athenian patriotic pride.

So by the time of the production of Aeschylus' Persians the poet and his audience 
had for a quarter of a century been in fear of or actively engaged in war with the eastern 
empire. Since 480 they had annually celebrated the repulse of Xerxes at the Eleutheria 
festival,18 and there may even have been for a time a regular semi-official celebration 
through drama of the Persian wars at the City Dionysia, of which Persians is the only 
extant example.19 It is difficult for readers in the late twentieth century western world 
to imagine either the strength of the emotions which thinking about Persia could stir up,

4 INTRODUCTION

17 On the archaeological evidence for the extent of the destruction see H.A. Thompson 1981.
18 The evidence is collected by Raubitschek 1960, 180.
19 Suggested by G. Murray, 1940, 115.



or the depth of the conceptual chasm which was felt to yawn between West and East.20 
Just as importantly, the defeat of Persia approximately coincided with the inauguration 
of the Cleisthenic democracy; the Athenians' drive to push back Persia was conceptually 
inseparable from their desire to protect their political system. For decades public 
figures suspected of oligarchic aspirations were to continue to be suspected of sympathy 
towards 'the Mede'.21

3. Persians and Historical ’Reality'
Since Aeschylus' Persians is the only extended text to survive written by an author with 
first-hand experience of the Persian wars, and within a decade of Salamis itself, it has 
always been tempting to assess its usefulness as a mine of evidence for historical 'facts'. 
There exist in print plentiful discussions, with explanatory maps, elucidating the 
messenger's account of the naval operations at the battle of Salamis;22 they reconstruct it 
by studying the physical site,23 or compare it with the version in Herodotus,24 and with 
the much later narratives in Diodorus and Plutarch.25 Lattimore, for example, 
systematically compares the proper names of the Persian commanders in Herodotus and 
Aeschylus, concluding that Herodotus is infinitely more reliable.26 Indeed, the 'veracity' 
of the play has in general not tended to be well rated in comparison with the much 
longer and more detailed version of events offered by Herodotus' Histories, even though 
Herodotus was born after the wars and recorded them several decades later. But if the 
goal is the appreciation and understanding of the play, the important point is surely not 
its historical veracity in terms of detail, but its interest as a document of the Athenian 
collective imagination: it is beyond all doubt an absolutely truthful record of the ways 
in which the Athenians liked to think about their great enemy, and a monument to 
Aeschylus' poetic inventiveness, however 'racist' it may now seem, in his evocation of 
Persia.27

The play also used to be seen as a repository of information about Achaemenid 
Persia: the German title of Keiper's long and impressive dissertation of 1877, which is 
still often cited, translates as Aeschylus' Persians Treated as Source for the Study o f Old 
Persian Antiquity. But this was in the days when there was no theoretical 
understanding of the ideological factors at work in the social construction of one culture 
by another. The truth value of the picture which Greek sources painted of Persia is 
impaired by the effect of ethnic stereotypes; these powerfully distort the cognitive 
precision of the process by which one ethnic group is identified and observed by 
another.28 Scholars like Keiper did not understand the function of the production of

20 Hall 1989, 56-62. The polarisation was profoundly to influence all of Aeschylus' plays 
(Delcourt 1934).

21 See further Hall 1989, 58-9.
22 Recently see e.g. Lazenby 1988 and 1993, 151-97.
23 Hammond 1956.
24 E.g. Broadhead 1960, 322-339, Podlecki 1966, 131-41, Kaukhcisvili 1981, Morrison and 

Coates 1986, ch. 3.
25 Puech 1932, Roux 1974.
26 Lattimore 1943, 84-7.
27 Hall 1989, 72-100. On the problematic notion of 'reality' see Peron 1982.
28 Hall 1989, 102-3.
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images of the ethnically ’other' in the ethnic ^//-definition of the group producing the 
images.29 That is, the Athenians looked in other cultures for the most important 
dimensions of their own self-image (as democratic, non-hierarchical, as guided by the 
ideals of moderation, self-restraint, and manliness); unsurprisingly they found the hated 
Persians lacking in them. Thc focuses of the portrait of the Persians in the tragedy (for 
example, on their tyranny and effeminacy) tell us therefore some important truths, yet 
they are truths pertaining less to the Persians than to the Athenians' own sense of 
identity.

The dangerous myth of the Orient as decadent, effeminate, luxurious and 
materialistic, which remains to this day a corner-stone of western ideology, was actually 
born at the time of the Persian wars: indeed, the very first example quoted in Edward 
Said's important Orientalism comes from Aeschylus' Persians,30 Although Herodotus, 
Ctesias, and the eighth book of Xenophon's Cyropaedeia31 were to elaborate the theme, 
it was historical tragedy which first gave birth to the idea of the decadence of the 
Achaemenid Persian empire (a decadence usually historically traced, as in Aeschylus, to 
Xerxes' accession); this is the orientalising fantasy of excessive luxury and wealth 
leading to the eventual collapse of a once proud and well organised regime. It is only 
fairly recently that scholars have begun to see that this image was created by the Greek 
imagination, and needs to be carefully corrected and supplemented by excavating as 
much of the Persians' own self-image as possible.32

Yet a balance must be struck between the misguided use of the play as a truthful 
empirical source for Persia and denial that it contains any features which derive from 
observation of the dictinctive protocols and practices of the Persian court. If nothing at 
all survived of the Achaemenids, then we would have to read the play as a source 
exclusively for the Greek imagination, but the Persians' own buildings, relief sculptures 
and inscriptions can in fact help to illuminate some aspects of the play. Although we 
know infinitely less about fifth-century Persia than about fifth-century Greece, crucial 
correctives to Hellenocentric versions of Persian history33 are offered by Persepolis and 
other sites, especially Pasargadae and Sousa, and by important relief sculptures and 
inscriptions such as those at Behistun.34 Prostration before the great King, for example, 
which is such a distinctive aspect of Aeschylus' vision of the Persian court (see 152*), is 
probably portrayed in Persian art; the use of the bow as a prominent image of Persian 
monarchy is confirmed by Dareios' own self-publicity (555-7*), and some of the regal 
and military language Aeschylus gives his Persians is clearly informed by Old Iranian 
forms of expression attested in royal inscriptions (see 24*, 50*).35 It is therefore 
inadequate to categorise all such phenomena in the play as 'oriental colour' or 
'ethnographic touches'.36 One of the challenges this drama presents is the requirement
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29 Hall 1989,97-100.
30 E. Said 1978,56.
31 Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1987a and 1987b.
32 Tourraix 1984; Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1987, xi-xiv; Sancisi-Weerdenburg and Kuhrt 1987.
33 For a detailed account of the Achaemenid empire see Cook 1985.
34 Translated in Kent 1953. For a brilliant discussion of the Persian Kings' self-image as 

conveyed by their relief sculptures and inscriptions see Root 1979.
35 See especially Schmitt 1988.
36 E.g. Hegyi 1981.
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to draw careful distinctions between those aspects of Aeschylus' portrait of the Persian 
court which are fascinating hints at the cultural translation of authentic Persian 
practices, and those which are fantastic productions of his Athenian perspective. A 
clear example of the latter is the Queen's statement that she is more upset by Xerxes' 
torn clothes than by the prospect of the wholesale slaughter of Persian forces at Plataea 
(845-8): this clearly reveals no truth whatsoever except that the Athenians thought that 
Persian queens were psychopathically heartless, status-conscious and obsessed with 
sartorial display.

4. Historical Tragedy
Although Persians is the only extant example, there were several other Greek tragedies 
on historical themes. The first author to portray recent historical events in dramatic 
form may well have been Phrynichus, whose Sack o f Miletus met with disfavour at 
Athens, allegedly because the audience wept at the sight of the terrible suffering of the 
devastated city after the Ionian uprising (Hdt. 6.21.2 = 3 TgrF F 2). The play may or 
may not have been performed during Themistocles' archonship in 493/2.37 We know 
slightly more about Phrynichus' Phoenician Women, on which Aeschylus' Persians is at 
least partially dependent (see the hypothesis and the commentary upon it): it opened 
with a eunuch preparing the seats for a meeting of Xerxes' counsellors and announcing 
the King's defeat (= 3 TgrF F 8).38 The chorus consisted of women of Phoenicia, 
possibly slaves in the Persian court, but more likely widows of the Phoenicians in the 
Persian navy; they sang things like 'leaving the city of Sidon and dewy Arados' (3 TgrF 
F 9).

Ever since Richard Bentley made the connection in the late seventeenth century, it 
has been generally accepted that Phrynichus' Phoenician Women was one of the group 
of plays with which Phrynichus won the drama competition in 476, and for which 
Themistocles acted as choregos (Plut. Vit. Them. 5.4).39 Matters are however 
complicated by the notice in the Suda that Phrynichus wrote a play known variously as 
Persians, The Just Ones, or Men Sitting Together (Sud. φ 762 = 3 TgrF T 1): this play 
could have been in the same trilogy as Phoenician Women,40 But since the notice does 
not mention Phoenician Women, the lexicon's entry may be hopelessly confused,41 or 
these titles may all be alternatives for the famous play's more familiar name.42

In the second quarter of the fifth century there was almost certainly a tragedy 
treating the famous story (also told in Bacchylides 3) of the immolation of Croesus, the 
last king of Lydia in the sixth century; some fragments of a hydria by the Leningrad

37 SeeRoisman 1988, 15-16.
38 The counter-intuitive attempt of Stossl (1945) to argue that the defeat of Xerxes related in 

Phoenissae was Mycale rather than Salamis can be disregarded.
39 Bentley 1699,305-6.
40 Lloyd-Jones 1966.
41 The conclusion reached by Roisman 1988, 20-3.
42 See Grooneboom 1960, 8 n. 7.



painter show him on a pyre, attended by barbarians and an aulos-player 43 There is 
also evidence for at least three comedies treating Persian war themes by dramatists 
active during the first half of the fifth century: the Sicilian Epicharmus' Persians, and 
Persians (or Assyrians) and Lydians by the Athenian poets Chionides and Magnes 
respectively.

A few more 'historical' plays turn up later. A papyrus fragment, probably of a 
tragedy (tr. fr. adesp. 685), includes the words '0  race of the Persians...of a wretched 
father...king...I will lament'. This looks like a dirge for Dareios or another king of 
Persia. It is possible that this fragment should be associated with the famous Apulian 
krater known as the 'Dareios vase' (Naples 3523, see fig. 1). The messenger on this 
vase stands on a rostrum actually inscribed with the word Persai, and it is widely 
accepted that the scene was inspired by a scene from an extraordinary tragedy,44 almost 
certainly treating the battle of Marathon. For in the centre of the painting Dareios, 
complete with tiara and sceptre (see 661*, 764), sits on a gorgeous throne; before him is 
the messenger, and on either side alarmed counsellors. On the level below are a 
treasurer and other barbarians bringing tribute or grovelling. The top level explains the 
divine dimension: on the right Apate ('Deception') tries to entice 'Asia' from her seat; in 
the centre Athena leads 'Hellas' up to Zeus, while Apollo and Artemis (on whose 
festival day the battle of Marathon was commemorated) flank them on the left. 
Attempts have been made to use this wonderful scene as proof of a fourth-century 
revival of a play by Phrynichus,45 but it is much more likely to be evidence for a 
splendid but unknown fourth-century play about the first Persian invasion.

The fourth-century Theodectas composed a Mausolus (72 TgrF T 6-7). A papyrus 
fragment of another fourth-century or Hellenistic tragedy set in Sardis shows that it 
portrayed Gyges' accession to the Lydian throne after being 'forced' to look at 
Kandaules' wife with no clothes on (Hdt. 1.8-12); the play included orientalising 
features such as prostration (tr. fr. adesp. 664.9).46 * The sole fragment of Moschion's 
third-century Themistocles is a colourful description of a battle (97 TgrF F I ) ,  echoing 
Aeschylus' Persians (302). Two 'historical' Hellenistic tragedies survive only in title: 
Lycophron's Kasandreis and Philicus' Themistocles A1 The Jewish tragedian Ezekiel, 
who probably lived in Alexandria in the second century BC, composed an Exagoge, a 
fascinating and unfairly neglected tragedy in classical Greek on the Jewish exodus from 
Egypt (128 TgrF). The substantial fragments include a speech by an Egyptian 
messenger reporting the parting of the Red Sea by Moses; his description of the
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43 Corinth T 1133 = ARV2 p. 571, no. 74: see Beazley 1955. Despite attempts to interpret the 
vase as portraying the necromancy in Persians, Beazley's view is far more likely (see Hall 
1989, 65 and n. 36, with bibliography).

44 See the discussion in Trendall and Webster 1971, no. III.5.6
45 Anti 1952. ’
46 All attempts to date this play to the fifth century are frustrated by metrical arguments (see 

Latte 1950). For further bibliography and discussion see Holzberg 1973, Hall 1989, 65 and 
n. 37.
See further Bazzell 1932, 13-24.47



pharaoh's army is almost certainly dependent on military passages in Aeschylus'
Persians.4*
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5. History and Myth
The distinction between 'historical' and 'mythical' tragedy assumed in the foregoing 
section is not a popular one. Scholars often claim that it is an anachronism, saying that 
the Greeks saw their own mythical past as history:48 49 they cite Thucydides' belief in the 
existence long ago of a Greek general called Agamemnon, and in the historicity of the 
Trojan wars (1.9). Yet it is misleading to subsume the subject-matter of Persians under 
the same heading as that, for example, of Aeschylus' Agamemnon. There is evidence 
indicating that the Greeks did have a yardstick with which to distinguish the mythical 
past and the immediate past of contemporary history: before the Persian wars their 
visual arts and their heroic epics had almost exclusively confined themselves to the 
deeds of gods and heroes. An aesthetic norm had existed which determined that certain 
artistic genres were not suitable for the representation of contemporary events. On the 
other hand archaic poems in lyrics and elegiacs (Archilochus, Alcaeus, Callinus, 
Mimnermus) had indeed sometimes been regarded as appropriate vehicles for the 
commemoration of recent political and military endeavours.

The point is not that Aeschylus' audience could not tell the difference between the 
battle of Salamis and the mythical siege of Thebes by the Seven, but (i) that the Persian 
wars were not just any piece of history (as Conacher puts it, they belonged to the order 
of events 'which seem to imply causes or meanings...belonging to a higher order of 
reality than the particular events themselves'),50 and (ii) that fifth-century tragedy was a 
flexible and originally experimental genre able to assimilate both kinds of subject- 
matter.51 Persians belongs to a whole species of artefacts celebrating the Persian wars, 
many of which draw implicit or explicit connections with the world of heroic myth. 
Simonides of Ceos, a poet much involved in the production of poetry celebrating the 
Persian wars, wrote an elegy on Plataea (of which fragments have been only recently 
published): this seems to have drawn parallels between the Trojan and the Persian 
wars, and perhaps even between Achilles and the Spartan general Pausanias 52 The 
connection elsewhere may be less a parallel than an aition: Aeschylus' Oreithyia, for 
example, explained the Athenians' friendship with Boreas, the god of the north wind, 
who had married their mythical princess Oreithyia. The Athenians actually established 
a shrine for Boreas to thank him for the storm which helped them to defeat the Persians 
at Artemisium (Hdt. 7.189), and the subject-matter of Aeschylus’ play may well have 
been chosen because of the new interest in Boreas as a divine ally of Athens.53 This

48 Lines 193-242 in the edition (with useful translation) of Jacobson 1983, who collects the 
echoes of Persians at pp. 136-41. I am grateful to Tessa Rajak for discussing this play with 
me. There was a satyric Persians in the 2nd century (CSapo and Slater 1995, 47).

49 Seee.g. Snell 1928,66.
50 Conacher 1974, 142.
51 On the catholicity of earlier tragedy see Herington 1985, 125-50. Castellani 1986 tries to 

explain why 'myth' rather than 'history' dominated tragedy.
52 See Parsons 1992, 32-3.
53 Simon 1967, 107-21.



was certainly the case in the treatment of the Boreas/Oreithyia story in Simonides' 
Naumachia ('Sea-battle', see frr. 532-5 PMG).

The fifth-century visual arts begin similarly to portray the battles against the 
Persians alongside the mythical struggles of Greeks against Amazons,54 Trojans,55 
giants,56 and centaurs, and to model them along similar lines. These legendary battles 
were felt to have been their forerunners, and the process of fusing and equating myth 
and history elevated the Persian wars in the popular imagination, providing 
authorisation for their outcome via parallel victories in myth. Vase-paintings depicting 
battles against the Persians were added to the repertoire of famous mythological 
scenes:57 Polygnotus painted a mural in the Stoa Poikile on which the battle at 
Marathon was to be seen alongside Greek heroes like Theseus and Heracles conquering 
the mythical foreign Trojans and Amazons (Paus. 1.15.3).
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6. The Tetralogy
The hypothesis to Aeschylus' Persians tells us that it was produced in a group 
containing plays on 'mythical' themes: the group comprised Phineus, Persians,
Glaukos Potnieus and a satyric Prometheus (probably the Prometheus Purkaeus, 'Fire- 
Kindler': attested by Pollux 9.156), apparently in that order. The fragments of Phineus 
show that it treated the seer's harassment by the harpies; those of Glaukos Potnieus that 
it dealt with the Boeotian hero's destruction by the horses which drew his chariot at 
Pelias' funeral games; those of Prometheus Purkaeus suggest that it portrayed a satyr 
bemused by the invention of fire. Scholars have predictably attempted to identify some 
thematic links between the four plays, but the evidence, for all except Persians is so 
slight that speculation is best kept to a minimum.

Given that the climax of Persians consists of Dareios' revelations of oracles and his 
prophetic account of the battle of Plataea, it is intriguing that the play which preceded it 
concerned one of Greek myth's most famous prophets.58 Although the traditions 
surrounding Phineus are so confused that it is impossible to be sure which versions 
Aeschylus adopted, it is likely that Phineus had been punished by Zeus or Apollo for 
misdemeanours connected with his powers of prophecy, and that he was rescued from 
the harpies by the Argonauts in return for disclosing information to them.59 Perhaps 
Phineus delivered predictions which were subsequently fulfilled in Persians.

Another possible point of contact is the figure of Phrixus, Athamas' son, who 
escaped on the golden ram with his sister Helle; it was on their quest for the golden 
fleece that the Argonauts visited Phineus in Thracian Salmydessus. Since Persians 
explicitly names Athamas, and mentions the aetiology which derived the name of the 
Hellespont from Helle (69-70*), an interest in the Hellespont linking the first two plays

54 Bovon 1963, 597-8, Hall 1993, 114-15.
55 Hall 1989, 68 and n. 49.
56 Oliver 1960, 121-4. ·
57 See Bovon 1963, Raeck 1981.
58 Prophecy was regarded as the primary theme linking the plays by Deichgraber 1974, 58-9.
59 For a detailed account of the variants of the Phineus myth, see A.C. Pearson 1917, vol. ii, 

311-15.
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cannot be excluded. More speculatively, the antithesis between Europe and Asia so 
prominent in Persians could have been prefigured in Phineus: the seer was the brother 
of Europa. According to Herodotus 1.2 a (Persian) version of Europa's story regarded 
her abduction from Phoenicia by some Greeks as an important contributory factor in the 
enmity between the two continents.

The links between Persians and Glaukos Potnieus are far less amenable to 
speculation.60 Glaukos, the son of Sisyphus, kept his man-eating mares in the Boeotian 
city of Potniai. He died when his horses ate him, or went mad and tore him to pieces, at 
the funeral games of Pelias. The only possible connections with Persians seem to be (i) 
Boeotia (where Plataea is located), (ii) the gulf of Pagasae (the setting of the games for 
Pelias and a place where the Persians had anchored before Artemisium), and (iii) the 
horses-and-chariots theme: Xerxes in the Queen's dream falls from his chariot when 
the horse representing 'Hellas' breaks the yoke (194-7). No links between Persians and 
Prometheus Purkaeus immediately spring to mind.

7. Political Perspective
Persians is the most overtly political of all extant Athenian tragedies, and much of the 
secondary literature is devoted to analysing its political overtones and purpose.61 The 
first question is the extent of its Athenocentrism, a problem exacerbated by the lack of 
information about the constitution of the original audience. It would make a great deal 
of difference to our understanding of the play's political trajectory if we knew whether 
large numbers of non-Athenian Greeks were present at the City Dionysia as early as 
472 BC; many certainly attended it later in the century, when the festival became an 
occasion as much for authorising Athenian imperialism as for affirming Athenian civic 
identity.62

Aeschylus' version of the Persian wars clearly elevates the battle of Salamis to a 
position of preeminence, and Lattimore argues that Aeschylus' Athenian vision is so 
biased as to distort altogether the collaborative nature of the panhellenic defence of 
Greece.63 It is quite true that although five lines are spent on Dareios' prophetic vision 
of the victory of the 'Doric spear' at the battle of Plataea (816-20), they pale into 
insignificance beside the messenger's three detailed speeches about Salamis between 
302 and 432, and even beside his account of the (in reality) insignificant slaughter on 
land at Psyttaleia (447-70). The play stresses that the loss of the fleet at Salamis in 
effect destroyed the whole force (278-9, cf. 234), and the battles of Thermopylae,

60 It should be added that some scholars have thought that the third play of the trilogy was not 
about Glaukos of Potniai, but Aeschylus' Glaukos Pontios, which certainly dealt with the 
remarkably aquatic mortal who became a sea-god after eating a special kind of grass. A 
play about a Greek sea-god would be easier to link with Persians than a play about man
killing horses; the sea is sometimes thought to have been the connecting theme (Melchinger 
1979, 35 and n. 44). But the well-informed hypothesis of Persians (in those manuscripts 
which do specify which Glaukos title was in the group) is unequivocal on this matter.
See e.g. Salanitro 1965, a prodigious exercise in finding specific references to 
contemporary Athenian politicians,

f  See Goldhill 1990.
3 Lattimore 1943, 90-3.



Artemisium and Mycale are completely omitted. There is no sign of the convenient 
dualism with which Pindar (who was neither Athenian nor Spartan) in 470 BC divided 
the credit between Athens and Sparta (Pyth. 1.75-8). On the other hand the text refers 
to 'Hellas' as often as to 'Athens' (790, 824, 1025 etc.), there is an almost complete 
absence of references to Athena, and in the central Salamis narrative the Greek agents 
are always 'Hellenes' rather than 'Athenians' (353-432). Rather than denying the 
validity of either viewpoint, it is therefore best to see the play as a nascent expression of 
the very tension between Panhellenic ideals and Athenian imperial ideology which was 
to inform historiography, tragedy, and comedy throughout the fifth century.64

Another effect of the focus on Salamis is to downplay the extent of the threat which 
had been posed to Greece by Dareios' invasion a decade previously. Although 
Marathon receives a few mentions (see 474-5), the play clearly seeks to elevate the 
importance of the victory of 480 relative to that of 490. It is important to bear in mind 
that one reason for this is to create a distinctive (if wholly inaccurate) contrast between 
the careers of wise old Dareios and rash young Xerxes.65 But it is difficult to exclude 
the possibility that the lack of balance in the play reflects the rivalry which had arisen 
by 472 between Themistocles, the mastermind of Salamis, and Cimon, the son of 
Miltiades who had been the hero of Marathon.66 Indeed Themistocles was in deep 
trouble by the time of the production of Persians, which may have coincided with his 
ostracism; the-], lay was also partially dependent on Phrynichus' Phoenician Women, for 
which Themistocles had acted as choregos, and which may therefore have reflected his 
desire for self-advertisement. Yet the pro-Thenrstoclean interpretation should not be 
overplayed: Pericles, who may at this time have supported Cimon's policies,67 was the 
choregos for Persians, campaigns under leaders other than Themistocles are implicitly 
celebrated in the stasimon after the Dareios scene (852-907*), and the text scrupulously 
avoids naming Themistocles, or indeed any single Greek commander.

For the focus on Salamis was primarily a compliment to those really responsible for 
the victory, as they were for the subsequent successes in the 470s:68 the ordinary 
Athenian citizens who manned the ships and had most to gain from defending their 
democracy. The real hero of Aeschylus' version is the average Athenian citizen-rower. 
Although the play is careful to avoid neglecting hoplites in the audience by recounting 
their successful engagement near Salamis (447-72), there is no implication that any 
particular Athenians or Greeks were superior to their fellow combatants by birth, class, 
or rank. In addition to posing a stark contrast with the exaggerated hierarchicalism of 
the Persians, this represents a remarkable exercise in the erasure of the social 
distinctions which were still so important within the citizenry at Athens. It was widely 
acknowledged that the claim of the poorer Athenians to power in the democracy partly 
rested on their contribution to her standing as a sea-power: even opponents of the 
democracy saw it as just that the poor and ordinary men should have more power than
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64 Hall 1989, 160-5, 181-200, Baslez 1986, Perlman 1976.
65 S. Said 1981,31-8.
^  Podlecki 1966, 12-13, Hahn 1981.
6/ G. Thomson 1973, 279. Salanitro 1965 argues that the play is in fact critical of 

Themistocles.
Melchinger 1979, 36.68



the highborn and wealthy, since 'it is the ordinary people who man the fleet and bring 
the city her power' ([Xen.] Ath. Pol. 1.2).69

This interpretation -  that the play is as concerned with celebrating the Athenian 
democratic system, with its hard core of citizen-rowers, as with taking a position on the 
contemporary manoeuvrings of elite politicians -  is supported by the manner in which it 
constructs the Persians and their empire as deficient in precisely those qualities which 
the Athenians like to think characterised their Athenian democratic system: freedom of 
speech, lack of hierarchical protocol, accountability of magistrates, and protection of 
the individual under the laws. The chorus lament that the Persian imperial rule is now 
in danger (584-94): the King's subjects will no longer pay him tribute, perform 
prostration, or keep their opinions to themselves. And yet, as the Queen reminds the 
chorus, whatever his failings Xerxes remains King and 'unaccountable' to the people 
(213*). Moreover, under Xerxes' regime even high naval commanders could be 
summarily executed without trial (369-71*).70

Just as important to the Athenian democratic self-image were the ideals of self- 
discipline and andreia ('courage' or, more literally, 'manliness'): it is implied in various 
passages that the Persians are cowardly, ill-disciplined, emotional and chaotic,71 and 
they are powerfully effeminised by language, attitudes, and imagery. The patriarchal 
ancient Athenians used gender differentials and gender hierarchies to help them explain 
their relations with many groups other than women: male supremacy over the female 
was regarded as natural, and by drawing parallels between the asymmetry of power 
between men and women and the relationship of Greek to Persian, the ascendancy of 
victor over defeated in the play is 'naturalised' and thus lent powerful legitimacy

The effeminisation of Persia is achieved by various means. The court is portrayed 
as lacking a strong adult male in control: Xerxes is tco young, the chorus are old, and 
the character on stage for longest is the Queen, Repeatedly the marriage beds, cities, 
and the whole continent of Asia are described as 'manless' or 'unmanned' (117-19, 289, 
579-80, 730), whereas 'men remain' to Athens (349). The costume and voices of 
Xerxes and the other Persian men are actually described in language normally confined 
to the delineation of females (see 468*); the closing threnos shows them performing 
funereal actions normally identified as examples of female behaviour (908-1078*). 
The play offers serial images of Asia as Woman: the mourning maternal earth of the 
Asiatic continent (61-2*), and the sexually deprived young widows, languishing on 
their soft-sheeted bridal beds (133-9*). In the register of imagery and metaphor the 
Asia of Persians is thus constructed*as a paradigm of feminity, profoundly affecting its 
political and psychological impact on the Greek male audience.72
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70 For a more detailed analysis of the Athenians' implicit construction of the ideal democrat 

through the negative image of the Persian despot see Hall 1989, ch. 2.
71 Hall 1989, 79-84.
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8. Aeschylus' Sources
Persians was of course not the first tragedy to offer to the Athenian audience 
evocations of the Persian empire; Phrynichus' Sack o f Miletus may well have had 
Dareios and/or his commanders as characters, and certainly cannot have avoided much 
discussion of the Persians. His Phoenician Women provided material -  discussion of 
the defeat at Salamis, preparations for a meeting of royal counsellors, threnodic choral 
odes sung by barbarians -  on which Aeschylus was to an unknown degree actually 
dependent (see hypothesis and the commentary upon it). By 472 BC encounters with 
the Persians had inspired a corpus of lyrics, elegiacs, and epigrams, which had 
developed a poetic language in which to represent the eastern empire: Ibycus had long 
before referred to Cyrus, the general of the Medes (fr. 320 PMG), Simonides produced 
elegiacs on Plataea, and treated the dead at Thermopylae and the sea battle at 
Artemisium in lyrics (frr. 522-25, 536 PMG). Pindar refers to the Persian wars, and an 
anonymous lyric dealt with Marathon (fr. 932 PMG).

But Aeschylus was almost certainly a war veteran who had actually laid eyes on the 
barbarian army, and therefore much of the material in Persians must be the result of 
what the early historians called 'autopsy' -  firsthand eyewitness evidence. The remains 
of the Persian forces must have been a favourite topic of discussion, and the possibility 
that Aeschylus had very specific information concerning the identity of Xerxes' 
commanders at Salamis must not be discounted (21*). The poet had also been present 
in Athens in the aftermath of the Persian invasion, when the fabulous spoils were 
displayed in the city centre as visual proof of Greek supremacy over barbarism (see 
Dem. 22.13); they included Mardonius' golden scimitar, and a huge silver-footed throne 
(Dem. 24.129), allegedly the very one on which Xerxes had sat to witness the battle of 
Salamis (Harpocration s.v. arguropous diphros).73 The Greeks dedicated Phoenician 
triremes to Ajax at Salamis, at Sounion, and one at the Isthmus which was still to be 
seen in Herodotus' day (Hdt. 8.121); timbers from the enemy fleet may even have been 
used in the restoration of the theatre itself in the 470s.74

The Athenians of 472 had been preoccupied with the Persian threat for at least a 
quarter of a century: rumours and traditions about the eastern empire must have been in 
circulation, especially emanating from the Greek cities in Ionia; there was much more 
extensive contact between Greeks and Persians than scholars used to believe,75 and 
numerous translators and interpreters of barbarian languages were available in Greek 
cities.76 Persian prisoners of war and Greek deserters would have had much to tell the 
Athenians;77 the anecdotes of the numerous Greek workers (including women) who 
helped to build Persepolis and Sousa would have made enthralling listening.78

It is sometimes alleged that Aeschylus had one very specific source of information 
on Persia -  the geographical treatise called the Periegesis by the early Ionian

73 See D.B. Thompson 1956. On spoils taken from the Persians generally see also M. Miller 
1985,74-88.

74 See O'Neill 1942.
75 Lewis 1977 and 1985.
76 See Mosley 1976.
77 Kranz 1933,92.
78 See Cameron 1948, 110 no. 15.6, Hallock 1969, no. 1224, Nylander 1970, 14-15, 69-149.



logographer Hecataeus of MFetus, which included catalogues of descriptions of places 
in Asia, and was probably composed before the Ionian revolt.79 There are several 
examples elsewhere in Aeschylus of Hecataean influence;80 moreover, there is a portrait 
of Hecataeus drawn by Herodotus, who describes him in a meeting at Miletus before 
the Ionian revolt, 'enumerating all the tribes under Dareios and showing how great that 
King's power was' (5.36); this is strongly suggestive of the catalogues of Persian forces 
and Persian territories which are such a distinctive feature of Persians. But the 
fragments of Hecataeus' prose treatise are unfortunately so exiguous that it cannot 
incontrovertibly be shown to have reappeared, transformed into poetry, in the play.81
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9. Religion
The claim that Aeschylus' Persians made a concerted attempt to paint a picture of the 
authentic Zoroastrian religion of the Achaemenid dynasty has often been made;82 this 
was a dualistic and non-anthropomorphic belief system which had synthesised the 
ancient Ahuric beliefs of the Median tribesmen with radical dualistic doctrines 
attributed to the prophet Zarathustra.83 The features which have been used to support 
this interpretation of the religious aspect of the play are its supposed emphasis on the 
sanctity of the elements (see 495-7*), the ghost-raising scene (598-680*), alleged 
ruler-worship (156-7*), and the multiple references made by all the characters and the 
chorus to a nameless daimon with malevolent intent towards the Persians;84 these have 
been seen as signifying the army of evil spirits led by Ahriman, the principle of evil in 
Zoroastrianism (158*). But the commentary argues that none of these features is 
particularly unusual in the context of a Greek tragedy:85 the Greeks had little problem 
with inserting the proper names of their own gods into their descriptions and evocations 
of barbarian cultures,86 and there are parallels in tragedy in Greek contexts to all three 
types of ritual performed in the play: propitiatory libation, necromancy, and formal 
threnos, with the possible addition of epicedian procession (see 1036*, 1078*).

This is not to say that the numerous references to the opposition of heaven do not 
cumulatively imply that the Greek victory over Persia was divinely sanctioned: indeed, 
this is the overarching theological argument of the play. The Persian catastrophe is 
multiply over-determined, for numerous contributory factors are adduced besides the 
ubiquitous daimon: the Persians' desire to add seafaring, without divine blessing, to 
their divinely authorised mission of military operations on land (107-14), Xerxes' lack 
of understanding (361-2, 552), his youth (744, 782), his rash bridging of the Hellespont 
which offended Poseidon (745-50), manipulative advisers who taunted him for failing 
to augment the empire (753-8), the goddess Ate (99, 1007), Zeus himself (532-6, 915),

79 . See L. Pearson 1939,26-7.
80 Jacoby 1912, coll. 2680-1.
81 For a fuller discussion see Hall 1989, 75-6.
82 See e.g. Olmstead 1948, 199 n. 12, 232.
83 Boyce 1982, 14-48.
84 E.g. 345, 354, 472, 515, 724, 725, 845, 911, 921.
85 See further Hall 1989, 86-93, 181-4.
86 Linforth 1926, Burkert 1985a.



oracles connected with Zeus (739^10, 800-2),87 the Persians' hubristic and sacrilegious 
defilement and looting of Greek holy places (807-15), and Xerxes' hubris in forgetting 
his mortal status and in lusting after wealth beyond his divinely ordained portion (821— 
8). The gods thus became hostile for a complex series of interconnected misde
meanours, and not least beause they were the protectors of the city of Athens (347).88

Although it is strange that the lengthy parodos hardly names any gods at all,89 a 
striking feature of the theology of the play is the divinities associated with Greeks and 
Persians respectively. It is implied that a whole series of Greek male gods and heroes 
besides Zeus were implicated in the defeat of Persia: the local heroes of Salamis, Ajax 
and Cychreus (368, 596, 570), the local divinity of Salamis, Pan (449), and other manly 
Olympians such as Apollo (206), Poseidon (750), and Ares (952). There is a 
remarkable lack of emphasis on Athena, named only once, as Pallas, in a metonymy for 
her city (347): the reason may be the poet's consistent effeminisation of Persia and 
masculinisation of the Greeks (see above). For the Persians are associated, in contrast, 
primarily with Earth, the dark chthonic goddess to whom the Queen pours her libations 
and who is repeatedly conceived as the 'mother' of the youths of the Persian land (611— 
18*); in the necromancy the chorus beg Earth, Hermes and Hades to allow the ghost of 
Dareios forth from the subterranean gloom (629*).
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10. Persians as Tragedy
This issue of the degree to which Persians deserves to be designated a 'tragedy' has 
long hampered appreciation of its unique qualities. In a sense the question is futile. 
since the fifth-century Athenians would have been astonished to hear that Persians' 
tragic status had ever been called into question. As a play produced at the City 
Dionysia in the tragic competition it could not be anything else. Moreover, it shares 
with the rest of the extant tragedies its form, metres, and conventions, its representation 
of a serious action, its theological frame of reference, and its avoidance of obscenity 
and direct audience address.90 Discussions of its ontological status as a tragedy proceed 
from wholly anachronistic definitions of 'the tragic' which cannot be identified before 
Aristotle's Poetics at least a century later: even so, Persians includes a recognisably 
proto-Aristotelian 'reversal' of fortune, from prosperity to adversity (see 158*, 903-7), 
and a (sadly corrupt) passage even attributes this to a hamartia of some kind (675-7) -  
a movement reflected in the polarity the play constructs between old and new. The 
chorus, the empire, the citadel, the building, the Queen, Dareios, the chorus and even 
the trees of Persia are 'ancient',91 in contrast with 'young' Xerxes (12, 744, 782), who 
has brought about a new, unprecedented, and unexpected calamity.92

Those who find it difficult to accept the play's tragic status have usually complained 
that patriotic eulogy, composed from an unashamedly Greek perspective, is too morally

87 On Zeus' role see the definitive study by Winnington-Ingram (1973).
88 On divine phthonos in the play see Lenz 1986, 148-51.
89 Else 1977, 81.
90 The best study of form and dramatic convention is Michelini 1982.
91 E.g. 17,94, 141,615,682,704.
92 E.g. 256, 265, 901, 1006. On the significance of his youth see Paduano 1978, 95-6.



'low' a purpose for the exalted genre of tragedy. Such critics have concentrated on the 
distinction the play draws between Greek and Persian psychology and customs,93 and 
argue that the Persians are presented as vain, degraded, and even ridiculous.94 When 
taken to an extreme this view can find 'brutality' in the Queen, and nothing but servility, 
sycophancy, and materialistic impulses displayed by the chorus.95 Such interpretations 
also point to the historical specificity of the subject-matter, which, as Aristotle would 
say, is less philosophical, less general and universally significant, than poetry on 
mythical themes dealing with what might happen (Poet. 9.1451b 3-7).

Defenders of the play, conversely, argue that it is the very 'universality' of the 
Persians' experience of defeat which makes it a suitably elevated piece of tragic action. 
The drama is concerned with all humankind's relation with the gods. It teaches a 
'universal' lesson by formulating history in terms of the traditional Greek ethical cycle 
of hubris and ate, whereby arrogance and excess lead to downfall and ruin. The action 
is about 'the character of human destiny in general', because it could happen in any 
Greek city.96 The Persians are treated with remarkable 'sympathy' and the ethnic colour 
is nothing more than fleeting ornament and is transcended by Aeschylus' sense of 
human unity:97 indeed, it can be seen as 'discouraging provincialism', and would have 
'prompted the reflection that all men are subject to the same human laws'.98 When 
pushed to its limits this view regards the play as a conscious warning to the Athenians 
against imperial expansion.99 The 'sympathetic' interpretation can even identify and 
pity a true 'tragic hero': some say that it is the chorus, the representatives in the play of 
the whole wretched Persian nation;100 others claim that the status of tragic hero is 
divided between Dareios and Xerxes.101

More sophisticated treatments try to see the play's dynamism as a product of the 
tension it creates between Greek and Persian viewpoints.102 While conceding that 
tragedy 'was not quite the suitable vehicle for such a record of joy and thanksgiving',103 
Gilbert Murray was convinced that the striking dignity of the Persian characters ensured 
that in all of world literature this play constitutes the only celebration of a victory in war 
which reaches the ranks of the highest poetry.104

Allegations that Persians is fundamentally and structurally flawed were 
commonplace once two highly influential German philologists early in this century had
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93 This view was commonly held in the 19th century: see the commentaries of Blomfield 
1818, Prickard 1879, xxviii-xxix, Sidgwick 1903. More recently see Clifton 1963.

94 Blomfield 1818, xii.
95 Clifton 1963, 113. The Queen's role is differently discussed in Kierdorf 1966, 62-6.
96 Meier 1993, 71.
97 Vogt 1972, 132, de Romilly 1974, 16, Perrotta 1931,54.
98 Thalmann 1980,2812.
"  Melchinger 1979, 36.
100 Perrotta 1931,55.
101 Meier 1993,71.
102 E.g. Gagarin 1976, 29-56. For a nuanced discussion see now Pelling 1997.
103 G. Murray 1939, 8.
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determined that it was 'a tragedy without any unity of action'105 and that the 
'unstructured' action presented did not do justice to the significance of the actual 
events.106 But more recently 'structural' studies have made some headway. Some see 
the play's structure as dependent on its theological shape:107 hubris is the unifying 
theme, indeed 'Persians is the one play in the entire extant literature -  not just in 
Aeschylus -  which is genuinely and fully founded upon hubris'.m  Adams finds the 
operation of three movements analogous to those of a musical symphony: realisation of 
foreboding, realisation of divine wisdom, and realisation of hubris.109 Others focus on 
the surprising complexity of the play's serially interlocking ring compositions; these 
appear internally to individual sections (for example in the anapaestic opening of the 
parodos),110 link separate individual passages, and unite the whole.111 There is a 
circular process whereby the distinctive feature of the inventory of barbarian proper 
names is enumerated with pride in the parodos, but converted into roll-calls of the dead 
in the messenger scene and final dirge.112

Others point to the figure of Xerxes as unifying element,113 for the play is essentially 
a 'homecoming' drama, like tragedies derived from the cyclic Nostoi, and is spent either 
anticipating or reacting to the King's arrival (see 8*). Salamis also offers some unity; 
although the 'dramatic irony' whereby the audience is in exclusive possession of 
knowledge only lasts until the messenger scene, discussion of the battle in various 
different registers and serially by all the characters unites the remainder of the play.114 
It is marked by an unusually high degree of 'double explication', in both speech and 
song, of the same events and images: the picture of Xerxes tearing his clothes, for 
example, is described in speech consecutively by the Queen, the messenger, and 
Dareios, and then finally reenacted by the chorus in the lyrics of the closing dirge.

Aeschylus' compression of time in the play also merits attention: although beginning 
'more or less at the end' of the story of the battle's supposed impact on Persia, it unloads 
in passing its antecedents and consequences from the foundation of the empire through 
to Plataea and the future 'three generations hence' (818).115 The action of the play 
underlines the Persians' defeat by its consistent frustration of its characters' intentions: 
until Xerxes' arrival every time a character decides on a course of action another one 
moves the action around to a different end.116 The chorus intend to hold a debate but 
are interrupted by the Queen; the Queen intends to sacrifice but is interrupted by the 
messenger; Dareios' help is sought so that in the future the situation may be better, but 
when he appears he says that it will get worse; the Queen finally departs to ensure that
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ I

105 von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1914a, 48.
106 Snell 1928,48.
107 Winnington-Ingram 1973, Lenz 1986.
108 Jones 1962, 72. See also Fisher 1992, 256-63.
109 Adams 1952.
110 Winnington-Ingram 1973a.
111 Holtsmark 1959 and 1970.
112 Rosenmeyer 1982, 114-16.
113 Ireland 1973, 165-8.
114 Diagrammatic analyses of the episodes are offered by Seeck 1984, 11—21.
115 Rosenmeyer 1982, 323.
116 Korzeniewski 1966, Georges 1994,92-4.
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Xerxes is not seen in rags, but the play ends with the Queen losing her 'race against 
time' as he instead meets the chorus and displays his rags in public.117 Another unifying 
feature is the city of Sousa itself, described in both the parodos and probably the closing 
dirge as ringing with the cries of lamentation (119, 1071): the civic location stresses the 
public nature of the catastrophe.118

The play also offers an emotional progression, from fear and foreboding, to shock 
and panic at the reception of the news, through to the Queen's resigned pragmatism in 
the Dareios scene, and the exhaustive 'catharsis' of grief in the final, extended dirge 
orchestrated by Xerxes himself. The Persians use many emotive words describing their 
feelings, which are dominated by longing (pothos) for their men,119 hatred, notably of 
Athens,120 and overwhelming terror, especially expressed by the Queen.121 This 
emotional register is a clue to the complex experience which the play offered its 
victorious audience; during it they relived the arrival of Xerxes at Athens, the battle of 
Salamis, the uncertain period after it leading up to Plataea (during which they 
themselves must have acutely felt the loss of their own dead), vicious hatred of the 
enemy, and absolute terror. Despite their own construction in the play as fearless and 
invincible killing machines, the unique psychological process offered by the theatre 
allows them, through watching fellow citizens 'playing the other',122 vicariously to work 
through the difficult emotions which they had themselves experienced. Yet the 
displacement of those emotions onto the enemy (a process psychoanalysts call 
'projection') simultaneously permits them to retain the comfortable identity of 
unemotional Greeks so scrupulously maintained by the text. They could simultaneously 
enjoy profound patriotic pride, a sense of ethnic superiority, confirmation of their own 
masculine self-image, the thrill of victory, and  the covert exorcism of their own 
psychological pain. The Athenians tended to prefer to represent powerful emotions 
through theatrical representations of their 'others' -  barbarians, non-Athenians, and 
women -  a phenomenon which may originally have been connected with the literal 
'masking' of the identity of the 'performers of ritual sacrifice.123 Persians, however, is 
the only extant tragedy whose cast is exclusively barbarian.

11. Visual and Aural Dimensions
Plutarch said that watching a tragedy was 'an amazing aural and visual experience' 
(θαυμαστόν ακρόαμα και θόαμα, de glor. Athen. 348c); Persians has proven 
particularly susceptible to the school of criticism which emphasises that tragedy was 
designed to be appreciated in performance. Theatrical texts need to be read in a 
different way from texts designed for reading, such as novels; a consistent effort to

117 Dworacki 1979, 106-7.
118 Meier 1993, 71. The setting and scenery are discussed at 140-1*. Ridgeway 1910, 113-19 

argued that it was the grave of Dareios which united the play by providing a visual 'pivot for 
the dramatic movement'.

119 133,136,512,542,992.
120 284, 286, 976, 980 etc.
121 116,162, 168,206,210,391,600,603,685,696.
122 1 borrow this phrase from an important article by Zeitlin (1S90). See also Pelling 1997, 16- 
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imagine the visual and aural dimensions of the experience of spectating Persians 
enhances the experience of reading it and the degree to which its 'meaning' is 
understood. Important new ground was broken by Taplin's discussion of the play in The 
Stagecraft o f Aeschylus, which shows how the study of exits, entrances, and other 
theatrical conventions radically affects our appreciation and understanding of this and 
other tragic texts.124 Particularly illuminating is the notion of the 'mirror scene', 
whereby the Queen's two entrances from the identical direction are carefully 
distinguished in ways which underline the play's ethical and emotional shape.125

The play used to be accused of being static and repetitive, a view which the 
evidence of the text alone completely refutes. The following was the minimum exotic 
visual stimulation offered to the audience (there may have been much more): a mass 
prostration by the chorus, the arrival of the Queen on a gorgeous chariot and in 
gorgeous clothes,126 a distraught messenger who charges onto the stage, moving his 
limbs in a manner distinctively 'Persian', the pouring of an elaborate libation, prayers, a 
necromantic sequence involving the beating and scratching of the ground, the 
appearance and disappearance of a deified ghost from Hades, complete with Persian 
royal regalia, the arrival of a ragged bowless Xerxes on a second Persian vehicle, a 
dirge of extreme emotional intensity involving a young man waving his quiver and rags 
at twelve old grey-haired men who beat their breasts, pluck their beards, and tear at 
their clothes and hair, and finally a quasi-funeral procession in which the Persians walk 
in a strange 'soft' way indicating their ethnicity. Not only is this not bad for an hour's 
entertainment: the visual dimension affected the meaning of the text. Thalmann has 
shown how Xerxes' rags symbolise the complete ruin of the Persians' supremacy, the 
destruction of their empire.127

One aspect of the performative dimension which can never be recovered is the 
dance movements of the chorus, which must have been (along with the style of singing) 
the chief carrier of meaning in the choral sections, especially the extended final 
dirge.128 In just one fascinating passage we hear that the chorus' gestures included a 
movement replicating the rowing of ships (1046*). Unfortunately the aural dimension, 
at least of the accompanying music, is also lost to us forever. But we can be sure that 
the music the audience could hear enhanced the orientalising effect of the verbal and 
visual elements. There are just a few clues: the references to Asiatic styles of 
lamentation (937, 1054), a term in the necromancy which implies that the pitch of 
music was highly variable (635-6*), the large amount of choral rhyme and repetition, 
the effect of which was almost certainly strengthened by repetition in the music (532- 
97*), and the recurring use of the Ionic a minore metre, often associated with eastern 
contexts in tragedy (65-139*).129

124 Taplin 1977, 61-128; the visual dimension and scenery are also discussed by Melchinger 
1979, vol. i, 9-39, Sider 1983,.Ferrari 1986, pp. 133-40.

125 ' Taplin 1977,70-103.
126 On the costumes of fifth-century stage barbarians see Pickard-Cambridge 1988, 182-3, 

186-7, 199, with figures 36, 48,49.
127 Thalmann 1980, 270; see also Conacher 1974, 165 n. 36, S. Said 1988, 335-51.
128 Rosenmeyer 1982, 86.
129 On the metrical and musical design of the play see Scott's discussion (1984), especially 

155-8, and the Metrical Appendix at the end of this Commentary.
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12. Imagery
The imagery of the hunt and the natural world so familiar from the Oresteia is 
prefigured in Persians: metaphors dialectically construct both Xerxes and A te , the 
goddess who ruins him, as implacable hunters (95, 233). The army is like a swarm of 
bees (128); in the Queen's dream Persia is symbolised by an eagle (205-6); Persian 
sailors are eaten by fish (577-8), but they are also 'spliced' by the Greeks, as fish are 
gutted by fisherman (424-6*); Persian infantry are analogously dismembered like joints 
of meat on a butcher's block (463).

But the most of the imagery in Persians is more specific to the play and is closely 
related both to its ideological and political significances and the visual experience it 
offers. Aeschylus produces a range of images, symbols, and metaphorical expressions 
with which the Athenians could encode the defeat of their enemy in their historical 
imagination, and it is striking how often the verbal image is eventually substantiated 
visually on stage. For example, the play uses floral metaphors to decribe both hubris, 
which 'flowers' and puts forth a crop of ruin (821-2), and the beloved Persian dead, 'the 
flower of the land' (50, 252, 925), sacrificed at Salamis. These metaphorical flowers 
find their visual counterpart in the flowers which form part of the Queen's offering at 
the tomb of Dareios. The play also consistently uses metaphors drawn from the 
semantic field associated with the sea, sailing, and rowing; the Persian army is as 
invincible as a sea-wave (90), its shout like the roaring of the sea when dashed by oars 
(406-7), the troubles which have afflicted Persia are a great ocean or a wave (433, 599- 
600). But at the climax of the great concluding dirge, Xerxes orders the chorus to 'row' 
with their arms (1046*), a threnodic dance movement bizarrely mimicking the 
'movements of the sailors in the doomed ships at Salamis. Another theme is the idea of 
circle (e.g. 504, 871-3), reminiscent of the circular tactics described at Salamis and on 
Psyttaleia (418, 458): it is of course highly likely that the circularity motif was 
reduplicated in the chorus' dance formations.

The bow is the privileged signifier of Xerxes and by extension Persia: 'the bow' and 
'the spear' unequivocally stand for Persia and Hellas respectively (147-8). A title the 
chorus lend to Dareios is 'lord of the bow' (555-7*). But at the end of the play Xerxes 
shows the chorus his quiver, all that is left of his regalia: he has lost his bow, the very 
symbol of Persian military might (1019-20). Here the absence of the concrete visual 
manifestation of the previous verbal image has a marked significance. The language in 
which Xerxes describes his quiver may also imply that it is empty, and filling and 
emptying have been prominent in the play's metaphorical register throughout. Tears fill 
marriage beds with tears (134), the sea fills with wreckage (421), headlands with 
corpses (924), and Xerxes has 'crammed' Hades with Persians (924). But he has also 
'emptied out' all Asia of all her men (119, 718, 730, 761) and is fed on 'empty' hopes 
(804).

The yoke is used as an image of the political domination Xerxes and his army 
sought to cast on the Persian imperial dominions (50*): the yoke with which he sought 
to harness Asia and Europe together in the Queen's dream (191), the yoke with which 
he sought to bridge the Hellespont (71, 722, 736), and the 'yoke of slavery' (50), which 
banned free speech (595).130 The yoke is of course a part of another important emblem

130 On the image of the yoke see Petrounias 1976, 7-15, Dumortier 1935. 12-26.



of Persian imperial rule: the chariot. In the parodos the audience is asked to imagine the 
ranks of Lydians’ chariots, 'some with two poles, and some with three' (46-7), and 
Xerxes himself leads his invincible army from a magnificent chariot of Assyrian design 
(84). This will have given added resonance to the Queen's actual arrival on a splendid 
chariot, presumably drawn by horses (prominent animals in the poetry): chariot
entrances seem to have been particularly suited to the presentation of ostentatious and 
oriental royalty on the Athenian stage.131 In the Queen's dream Xerxes falls from his 
chariot, and when he finally appears it is not on his Assyrian war-chariot but on the 
rather pathetic and bathetic alternative of the Persian king's curtained car (1000-1*).

Finally, the term 'blow' (plege and its cognates) unites the different registers within 
which the play operates. It is used in 'straight' narrative for the literal violent blows 
which the Greeks struck the Persians with weapons (304), and designates the lethal 
ramming by Greek ships (906). It also stands as a metaphor for the 'blows' of bad luck 
and of catastrophic fortune (251-2, 1008-9). But in the closing dirge the literal and 
metaphorical blow which the Greeks have struck Persia is verbally repeated and 
visually enacted by the chorus in the ritual 'blows' of self-mutilation which they 
distractedly inflict upon themselves (1053).
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13. Style and Language
The vocabulary of Persians is at times extremely difficult, and the reader will often feel 
sympathy with the fifth-century spectator, who, Euripides alleges in Aristophanes' 
Frogs, was 'bludgeoned into unconsciousness' by Aeschylean diction (Frogs 962). In 
the same comedy Euripides characterises Aeschylus' language as rugged, elevated, 
unbridled, unsubtle, 'not-to-be-out-talked', 'worded-with-bundles-of-pomp', and as 
distinguished by compound terms and polysyllabic adjectives (837-9, 963). His 
characters' phrases used 'bull-words' with shaggy eyebrows and crests (924-5), which 
nobody in the audience could understand (αγνωτα τοΧς θ€ωμ€νοις·, 926).

This is a fair description of much of Persians, where there are indeed baffling 
phrases and numerous polysyllabic compounds, many of them probably coined by 
Aeschylus himself.132 Strange compounds of habro- ('soft') abound (41*), as do 
epithets ending in -genes ('son of) and in -bates ('treading, stepping').133 The play 
contains a conspicuously greater number of ornamental epithets than any other 
Aeschylean tragedy,134 which implies that they are designed to suggest the formal and 
high-flown diction believed by the Greeks to characterise the discourse of the Persian 
court: the chorus and the Queen's language in particular is studded with expressions 
such as 'the sumptuous and much-golded palace' (3), 'the luxuriously-living Lydians' 
(41), and a 'beautifully-flowing-watered spring' (201-2). The characters all address 
each other with an unusual degree of solemnity and with honorific titles; another 
distinctive feature which may signify an Aeschylean attempt to reproduce in poetry an

131 Taplin 1977, 76-8, Hall 1989, 95-6.
132 Listed and discussed in Earp 1948, 15-23.
133 Kelley 1978-9.
134 Earp 1948, 54-63.



authentic feature of Persian court language is the elaborate periphrastic diction used to 
describe light and the sun, and the metaphors drawn from this whole semantic field.135

Any discussion of Aeschylean style must be subjectively selective,136 but the most 
memorable features are those which not only provide elevation but probably have an 
ethnic significance as well: catalogues of barbarian proper names (21*), heavy 
anaphora,137 138 and strong repetition, especially in threnodic passages (930, 980, 985, 
991). There is a high preponderance o f 'a ' and 'ai' sounds in some of the choral sections 
(e.g. the chorus’ first response to the messenger, 256-9); these are indeed a 
characteristic of Old Persian, and also occur in Aristophanes' pseudo-Persian in 
Acharnians (100).138 Many such 'a ' sounds occur because the characters in the play are 
particularly partial to the privative alpha, which is used significantly to point up the 
differences between Dareios and Xerxes: Dareios was an 'un-damaging un-conquerable' 
ruler (855), whereas Xerxes has turned his ships into 'un-ships un-ships' (avacs* avacs, 
680). It is therefore intriguing to find Euripides, parodying Aeschylus in Frogs, piling 
up three such adjectives: Aeschylus had an 'unbridled uncontrolled unchecked mouth' 
(838, άχαλινον άκρατές* άττΰλωτον στόμα). This parody may also point to the 
accumulations of adjectives qualifying a particular noun: in the necromancy the chorus 
use no fewer than five adjectives asyndetically to describe precisely the 'barbarous' and 
'ceaseless' noise they are making at the time -  a perfect fusion of form and content 
(635-6).

The feature which will first most strike the reader is the huge variety of 
'meaningless' cries expressing despair or agitation. These are scattered throughout the 
text, but especially proliferate in threnodic passages: otototoi, aiai, oi, oioioi, popoi, 
totoi, pheu, oa , io, ioa, papai papai, ie, and several others. These have been retained 
and transliterated in the English, rather than conventionally translated by 'alas' and 
'alack', in order to preserve something of the effect of estrangement they were intended 
to create.139

Numerous other techniques help to suggest within Greek diction the Persians' 
barbarian language. There are a few actual exotic words (e.g. ballen, see 657-9*) and 
spellings (e.g. the 'a ' sounds retained in Agbatana and Darian, 16*, 651*). There are 
not infrequent Ionicisms,140 for example rheethron (497, the only instance of this open 
form in tragic trimeters), the omission of augment, the lengthening of the syllable 
before phr (782), and Ionic epithets (765). These helped to lend an eastern atmosphere, 
by attributing to the Persians the Greek dialect which was spoken geographically 
nearest to them.141
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Aeschylus' debt to specifically Homeric diction cannot be overestimated, for this 
play (like all Aeschylus' works), 'shines with the brightness of epic word chains'.142 
Scholars have gone some way towards tabulating the many allusions to the two great 
epics.143 Sometimes the Homeric terminology contributes to the effect of ethnic 
estrangement, by equating barbarian arrogance with epic boasting, obsolete diction 
from the distant past with alien diction from distant Asia.144 But much work remains to 
be done on Aeschylus' appropriation through transformation of epic language in 
Persians: the point is usually not what he has borrowed, but the way in which he has 
adapted or altered it. Thus the Homeric ptoliporthos, 'city-sacking' becomes 
perseptolis, identical in meaning but providing a word-play on the proper name 
Persians (65*); Xerxes is called thourios, 'raging', a variant of an epithet only used in 
Homer of the mindlessly bloodthirsty war-god Ares (73*); a curious description of 
Xerxes' fierce glance implicitly equates him with Hector on the brink o f his defeat by 
Achilles (81-2*). The omen the Queen has seen is reminiscent of a favourable omen in 
the Odyssey, but instead of predicting victory it forebodes defeat (207-8*). Another 
excellent example is Xerxes' shame when he contemplates the advanced age of his 
chorus: the language is reminiscent of Priam's hope that Achilles will be shamed by his 
own old age into handing back Hector's corpse. But Xerxes, in contrast, has no bodies 
to hand back (913-14*).

Aeschylus uses numerous techniques by which to build up an impression of the 
enormous size of the Persian forces, and the consequent enormity of the Persian 
disaster. For example, the basic word πας* ('all', 'every') is of course frequent in any 
Greek text, but the accumulated phrases like 'all the might born of Asia' (12), 'all of 
Asia' (e.g. 56-61, 249, 547, 763), 'the entire army' (255, 278 etc.), 'all the suffering' 
(254), 'the entire barbarian race' (434), 'all our young men' (670), 'all Sousa' (730), and 
many others, gradually and almost subliminally build up an impression of the totality of 
the catastrophe Aeschylus' audience liked to think the Persians had suffered. In some 
parts of the messenger's narratives a word from the root πας- occurs in nearly every line 
(see e.g. 378-400).

The same applies to polus and its compounds: from the parodos where the palace 
and the army both have 'much gold' (poluchrusos, 3, 9), the army is 'great' (polles, 25), 
the Lydians have 'many chariots' (46), to the later stages of the play where the 'evils' the 
Persian are suffering are so 'many' (e.g. 843, 845), this stem consistently implies the 
size of the lost army and the extent of the present suffering: several times the stem 
occurs more than once in a single line (e.g. 780).

Even more distinctive is the recurrence of the term plethos (a significant word 
reappearing in Herodotus 7.49): it is used to describe the sheer size of individual 
contingents in the army (40), of the entire army (803), of the fleet of ships (337, 342, 
352, 413); it signifies the vast numbers of the Persian dead (432, cf. 420), the bereaved 
women of Persia (122), and the 'plethora' of afflictions facing the Persians (429,
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477).145 An analogous term is ochlos, 'crowd', used of, for example, the Lydian 
contingent (42), the Babylonians' army (53), and Xerxes' high commanders (936).

The root term κακός ('bad', 'evil', 'miserable' etc.) is so predominant as to require no 
documentation: suffice it to say that it presents a challenge to the translator. Yet 
Aeschylus does vary the expressions in which he includes the notion of 'the bad things' 
(τά κακά) which have happened: metaphorical language construes them, for example, 
in terms of 'the heights' (331, 807) or 'the depths' (712), perhaps inspired by the 
memorable picture of Xerxes sitting on his high cliff near Salamis, looking down on the 
carnage below (465-7).

To close on a neglected peculiarity: the impression of the size of the army and 
therefore of the casualties is further reinforced by the thematic and metaphorical 
emphasis on counting. Towards the end of the play the chorus asks Xerxes where his 
'enumerator' is (980): the word he uses is pempastes, from pempazo, 'count on the five 
fingers of the hand'. The Greeks liked to imagine the Persians engaged in the counting 
of all the contingents in the army (see Hdt. 7.60). The play 'enumerates' the forces and 
commanders of the Persian army, but the catalogues are macabrely converted into roll- 
calls of the dead. And the idea of counting resurfaces throughout the play: the 
Egyptian rowers were 'incalculable' in number (anarithmoi, 40); 'three' men fell from 'a 
single' ship (312-13), the precise numbers of ships on each side are carefully detailed 
by the messenger (338-43), who also calculates that it would take him more than 'ten 
days' to specify all the casualties (429-30), and that 'such a great number' of men had 
never before died in a 'single' day (431-2); Dareios himself laboriously counts the past 
rulers of the empire through from number one to seven (765-78). A related feature is 
the use of titles and descriptions for the Persian commanders drawing attention to the 
division of the Persian army into units of multiples of ten: Artembares 'the commander 
of ten thousand horsemen' (302), Dadakes the 'chiliarch' (304), Matallos the 
'commander of ten thousand' (314), and Tharybis the commander of 'five times fifty' 
ships (323, see also 318, 927, 994).
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14. The Text
The text of Persians has survived because it was one of the so-called 'school' selection, 
probably made in the third century AD, of the seven plays attributed to Aeschylus to 
have come down to us in manuscript form.146 Persians was also chosen to be one of 
the three plays comprising the early Byzantine Aeschylean 'triad', along with 
Prometheus Bound and Seven against Thebes. Aeschylus was always much less 
popular amongst the Byzantines than either Euripides or Sophocles, probably because 
of his linguistic difficulty and lack of set-piece rhetorical debates. But interest in him 
seems to have been reawakened in the tenth century, from which the earliest manuscript 
dates (see below); thereafter it is possible to find the Byzantine author Michael Psellos 
(11th century) commending Aeschylus' 'obscure profundity', and Theodore Prodromos
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(12th century) borrowing Aeschylean lines with some regularity.147 In the 14th century 
both Thomas Magister and Demetrius Triclinius148 produced annotated editions of the 
triad, including Persians.

Yet the survival of Persians was not guaranteed until the arrival in Italy, in around 
1423, of our earliest and best Aeschylean manuscript.149 This is the Codex Laurent- 
ianus (Laur. 32.9), known as 'M' for 'Medicean', after the Medici family to whose 
collection it belonged. 'M' dates from the middle to the end of the tenth century A.D. 
and is immeasurably superior to the other manuscripts:150 it often preserves authentic 
ancient spellings, on numerous occasions has the correct reading where the other, later 
manuscripts do not, and contains rich scholia recording data and comments on the play, 
some of which are very ancient indeed.151

It would make life much easier for the textual critic of Aeschylus if 'M' were the 
source of all the other manuscripts, but it cannot, unfortunately, be regarded in any way 
as an archetype: indeed, the stemma of Aeschylean manuscripts constructed by
Turyn,152 which assigned a place to nearly all of them, was shown in a path-breaking 
study by Dawe to be fundamentally flawed.153 The recension remains entirely open. 
Certain similarities make it possible, however, to assign some of the manuscripts to 
family groups in something analogous to stemmatic relationships: for these specialists 
must consult the extensive apparatus criticus in the recent Teubner text of Martin West. 
He collated more manuscripts than any previous editor, and adopted symbols 
elucidating the probable connections between the manuscripts in each group.154

Aeschylus first appeared in print in the so-called 'Aldine' edition of 1518, a decade 
and a half later than Sophocles and Euripides. The Aldine editions took their name 
from Aldus Manutius, an entrepreneurial individual who established a press in Venice 
primarily for the publication of Greek texts; he died, however, before the edition of 
Aeschylus was printed. It was not of a high standard, since it had been prepared by 
Franciscus Asulanus, a man to whom the Greek of tragedy was ’a total mystery'.155 But 
in 1552 Aeschylean textual criticism was finally put on a firm footing by the first two 
important printed editions, which appeared virtually simultaneously but quite 
independently: those of Francesco Robertelli in Venice and Adrianus Turnebus in 
Paris. Turnebus, a fine scholar, made nearly two hundred essential corrections: see, for 
example, the apparatus criticus on Persians line 326.

The edition which then became the standard text for over a century was prepared by 
Petrus Victorius and Henricus Stephanus in 1557: its authoritative complete text was
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147 For these writers' use of Aeschylus see Hero 1991.
148 Triclinius is indicated in this edition's apparatus criticus as Tr'.
149 For a commendably intelligible and interesting account of the transmission of Aeschylus' 

plays see Rosenmeyer 1982, 1-28.
150 See M.L. West 1990a, 321-2. 'M' is available in published facsimile (Aeschylus 1896).
151 The scholia can be consulted in Dahnhardt 1894. Triclinius' scholia have been edited by 

Positano (1963).
152 Turyn 1943.
153 Dawe 1964.
154 For an account of his collation see M.L. West 1990a, 323.
155 M.L. West 1990a, 357.



supplemented by scholia and a commentary.156 It was in turn eventually superseded by 
Thomas Stanley's impressive London folio edition of 1663, which had the merit of 
offering the reader something approximating to modern notions of ’ erary criticism^157 
But amongst the numerous subsequent editions of Aeschylus most is ved by the text 
of Persians, at least, to three German scholars of the late 18th and 19th centuries: C.G. 
Schiitz, W. Dindorf, and especially Gottfried Hermann, whose seminal work, published 
posthumously in 1852, particularly deserves to be singled out because it was the first to 
put onto a comprehensively scientific footing the metrical structures of the lyric 
sections.158

The text printed in this volume is my own, although it contains no new 
emendations,159 and is heavily dependent both on the Oxford Classical Text of Denys 
Page (1972) and, to a greater extent, on the recent Teubner edition prepared by Martin 
West (1990). I adopt several of West's suggestions.160 The aim throughout has been to 
keep the apparatus criticus to a minimum. Like most of Aeschylus' plays, the text of 
Persians had already suffered considerable corruption by the time of the earliest 
surviving manuscript; this is especially apparent in the spelling of the numerous 
barbarian proper names and in the lyric sections. The manuscripts contain dozens of 
minor variants, most of them relatively unimportant; the gap between the paradosis and 
the printed texts has, moreover, been gradually widening ever since the renaissance as 
scholars have grown to understand ancient spelling, dialectal forms, accentuation, 
grammar, syntax, metre, and especialh' strophic responsion in lyrics. This textual and 
editorial history is of compelling interest to Hellenists in its own right, as well as 
holding up a mirror to the historically determined preoccupations which successive 
generations of scholars have brought to bear on the plays of Aeschylus in general and 
on Persians in particular. Only the most ample apparatus (currently West's) could 
aspire to offer anything like a comprehensive record of the manuscript variants and the 
history of editorial correction.

Yet fortunately even the noble and substantial tradition of Aeschylean textual 
criticism cannot obscure the rarity of occasions in Persians, at any rate, when the 
fundamental meaning of a passage is actually seriously in doubt. Most of the textual 
controversies reflect not choices between entirely different readings, and therefore 
different meanings, but alternatives in spelling, grammatical detail, or perceived 
metrical system. A few instances do remain, however, where the interpreter 
emphatically needs to know that the text is uncertain enough to raise significant doubts 
about its factual, aesthetic, or ideological import: it is the sole purpose of my apparatus 
to focus attention on these.

The material selected for inclusion in the apparatus therefore reflects the three main 
reasons why this kind of important uncertainty occurs, (i) The text as transmitted is 
hopelessly corrupt, sometimes to the point of unintelligibility: on such occasions
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156 For a discussion see Mund-Dopchie 1984, 124-9.
157 Elucidated by Arnold 1984.
158 On the question of metre see further the Metrical Appendix at the end of the Commentary.
159 On one occasion my translation assumes that the unnamed subject of a verb is the Greeks 

rather than, as most editors have believed, Xerxes' high commanders (374-83*).
See 99, 256, 981-2, 1008, 1076-7.160



adds important words, deletes them, or changes the order in which they occur (see 
especially 1077, 146, and 288-9). It should also be added that material of .other kinds 
has very occasionally been included where it is pertinent to the discussion in the 
commentary.

Our understanding of Persians has been pushed forward by interpretation in earlier 
commentaries as much as by textual criticism: I have drawn fairly heavily on the 1960 
German translation of Grooneboom's sensible pre-war Dutch edition, Broadhead's 
wonderfully detailed commentary, published in the same year (1960), which includes 
useful appendices on military and metrical matters, and the exhaustive and exhausting 
bibliographical expertise shown by Belloni in his Italian edition of 1988. Although 
Belloni's stated intention was to read the play in the light of Achaemenid history, the 
main virtue of his book is actually the large number of literary parallels it draws from 
Greek poetry to illuminate Aeschylus' diction -  more than any previous edition.

Yet the central purpose of my own commentary is rather different from that of 
previous editions: military history is emphatically not a concern, and discussion of 
purely text-historical, philological, and metrical controversies is largely excluded. 
Instead the focus is on the visual and performative dimensions of the play, its emotional 
impact, its metaphors, symbols, imagery, and psychological registers; central concerns 
are the poetic vocabulary used to delineate the ethnically other, and especially the 
tension between the tragedy's 'translation' of authentic Persian practices and blatant 
misrepresentations emanating from its ethnocentric Athenian perspective.

Xerxes and Salamis continued to excite audiences throughout antiquity. Timotheus’ 
Persians, which echoes Aeschylus, was sung at the Nemean games in the late third 
century BC (Plutarch, Vit. Philopoemen 1.11).161 Augustus, the victor in an equally 
famous sea-battle at Actium, had the battle of Salamis reenacted at a Roman festival of 
Mars in 2 BC (Ovid, Ars Am. 1.171-2; Cassius Dio 55.10.7). This extraordinary 
aquatic spectacle was conducted in a custom-built basin called the naumachia.'62 In 
Nero's day a notorious Greek performer named Sostratus was still declaiming a poem 
on Xerxes' exploits, much to Juvenal's disgust (Sat. 10.173-87).163 But the text which 
gave the story to posterity was actually first performed before an audience containing 
numerous men who had fought in the battle itself. It is hoped that in a small way this 
edition will better enable us not just to 'remember' Salamis, as Aeschylus' Dareios 
advises, but to understand a little more clearly something of what it meant to its victors.

28 INTRODUCTION

161
162
163

See Hall 1994, 58-9.
See Coleman 1993, 53-5.
See Thomson 1951.



Fig. 1: The Persians as fourth-century Greeks saw them
The so-called 'Dareios vase' in Naples (Naples 3253), an Apulian volute-krater. c. 340- 
330 BC. See the discussion on p. 8 o f the Introduction. Photo, courtesy o f the 
Soprintendenza Archeologia della Provincia di Napoli e Caserta-Napoli. For an enlarged 
detail showing Dareios and the figure on the podium beside him see p. 34.



Fig. 2 (top): The Persians as fifth-century Greek saw them
A Persian under Greek hoplite attack. An amphora in New York (New York 061021 
117, c. 480 BC). See the discussion o f line 463 in the Commentary.

Fig. 3 (bottom): The Achaemenid Persians as they saw themselves
Relief sculpture in the treasury o f Persepolis, from the fagade o f the Apadana. From H. 
Sancisi-Weerdenburg and A Kuhrt (eds), Achaemenid History vol II (Leiden 1987). 
Photo: B. Grunewald. See the discussion o f lines 152 and 1056 in the Commentary.



Fig. 4: The Persians as Greeks saw them in 1965
The chorus o f Persians in Karolos Koun's Theatro Technis ('Arts Theatre') production 
(costumes by Yannis Tsarouhis), originally created for the World Theatre Period in 
London. See p. 3 o f the Introduction.
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Symbols in the Apparatus
Manuscripts
A Milan, Ambros. gr. C 222 inf. (late 13th century)
B Laur. 31.3 + 86.3 (14th century)
D Milan, Ambros. gr. G 56 (early 14th century)
F Laur. 31.8 (early 14th century)
G Venice, gr. 616 (663) (ca. 1320-1)
H Heidelberg, Palat, gr. 18 (ca. 1270)
I Athos, Ίβήρων 209 (olim 161) (late 13th or early 14th century) 
K Laur. conv. suppr. 11 (early 14th century)
Lb Rom. Vallicell. B 70 (ca. 1320)
Lc Cambridge, Bibl. Univ. Nn III 17 A (ca. 1320)
M Laur. 32.9 (10th century)
N Madrid, 4677 (14th century)
O Leiden, Voss. gr. Q 4 (late 13th century)
Q Paris, gr. 2884(1301)
Tr Naples, II F 31 (ca. 1325)
V Venice, gr. 468 (653) (late 13th century)
W Vat.gr. 1332 (ca. 1290)
Xc Laur. conv. suppr. 98 (1372)
Y Leiden, Voss. gr. Q 6 (early 14th century)

Other Symbols
Σ a scholion
Ma M before correction
Μ 1 M as corrected by the first hand
Μ2 M as corrected by another hand
Ms M as corrected by the hand that wrote the scholia
Ms1 written in M as a gloss
M^p a variant in M introduced by γράφβται
Mss written above the line in M
M* written on the line or margin in M



Detail o f the central panel o f the so-called ‘Dareios ’ vase (fig. 1). A Persian king, 
labelled ‘DAREIOS’, sits on a throne, wearing a ‘tiara’ and holding a sceptre; a male 
figure to the right stands on a podium labelled ‘PERSIANS’. See the Commentary on 
lines 662 and 762-4.



AESCHYLUS
PERSIANS



ΠΕΡΣΑΙ

ύπόθ€σις* Π€ρσών Αισχύλού* Γλαύκος* έν τοίς* π€ρί Αισχύλού μύθων έκ 
τω ν  Φ οινισσώ ν Φ ρυνίχου φησί τούς* Πέρσας* π α ρ α π€πο ιήσ θα ι. δς* 
έκτίθησ ι και τη ν  αρχήν του δράματος* ταυ'την, τά δ ’ έσ τ ί Π€ρσών των 
πάλαι β€βηκότων. πλήν έκ€ΐ €υνουχός* έσ τ ιν  άγγέλλω ν έν αρχή τη ν  
Ηέρξου ή ττα ν , στορνύς* τ€ θρόνους* τινάς* τοίς* τής* αρχής* παρέδροις** 
ένταυθα δέ προλογίζ€ΐ χορός* πρ€σβυτών. και έσ τ ιν  ή μέν σκηνή του 
δράματος* π αρά  τ(ή τά φ ω  Δαρ€ΐου* ή δέ ύπόθ€σις·* Ηέρξης* 
στρατ€υσάμ€νος* κατά Ελλάδος* και π€ζή μέν έν Πλαταιαις* νικηθ€ΐς\ 
ναυτική δέ έν Σαλαμίνι, διά Θ εσσαλίας  φ€ΐίγων δΐ€π€ραιώθη €ΐς* τή ν  
’Ασίαν.

έ π ί  Μένωνος* τρα γω δώ ν Αίσχυ'λος* έν ίκα  Φ ιν€ΐ, Πέρσαις*, Γλαυ'κω 
Π οτνΐ€ ΐ, Προμηθ€ΐ. πρώ τη έ'φοδος* Π€ρσών έ π ί Δαρ€ΐου έδυστυ'χησ€ 
π€ρί Μαραθώνα, δ€υτέρα Ξέρξου π€ρί Σαλαμίνα καί Πλαταιάς*.

36

τα  του δράματος* πρόσωπα* 

χορός* γ€ρόντων 

νΑτοσσα 

άγγ€λος*

€Ϊδωλον Δαρ€ΐου 

Ξερξης·

μύθων Μ: μΰθοις cett. post πρεσβυτών leguntur haec in Μ: των δέ χορών τά με'ν
έστι παροδικοί, δτ€ λέγ€ΐ 6Γ ήν αιτίαν πάρεστιν, ώς τό Τΰριον οιδμα λιπουσα (Eur. 
Phoen. 202), τά 6k στάσιμα, δτ€ ϊσταται καί άρχεται τής* συμφοράς του δράματος, τά 
6k κομματικά, δτ€ λοιπόν έν θρηνώ γίνεται, seel. Blomfield post Ελλάδος habent 
nonnulli (non Μ) μετά δυνάμεως πολλής, ίππον μεν άμετρον έπαγόμενος, ναυς δέ 
χιλίας διακοσίας έπτά, ή δεκατέσσερας. Ποτνιει om. MQK
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This is the hypothesis to Aeschylus’ Persians. In his treatise on 
Aeschylus’ plots Glaucus says that the Persians was modelled on the 
Phoenician Women of Phrynichus. He quotes the following as the 
opening line of Phrynichus’ drama: “These belong to the Persians 
who have long ago departed”. But in that play it was a eunuch who 
reported the defeat of Xerxes at the beginning, while he prepared 
some thrones for the magistrates of the empire, whereas in Persians 
the prologue is delivered by a chorus of elders. The drama is set 
beside the tomb of Dareios, and its argument is this: Xerxes 
conducted a campaign against Greece: his infantry was defeated at 
Plataea, and his navy at Salamis, and he fled through Thessaly and 
crossed over to Asia.

Aeschylus was victorious in the tragic competition when Menon was 
archon with Phineus, Persians, Glaukos Potnieus and Prometheus. 
The first Persian offensive in the time of Dareios came to grief at 
Marathon, and the second offensive, that of Xerxes, failed at Salamis 
and Plataea.

Characters in the Drama: 

Chorus of old men 

Atossa 

Messenger 

Ghost of Dareios

Xerxes



ΧΟΡΟΣ
Ταδ€ μόν Πυρσών των οίχομένων 
Έ λλάδ1 ές* αίαν π ιστά  καλ€ΐται, 
και των άφν€ών και πολυχρύσων 
έδράνων φύλακ€ς\ κατά πρ€σβ€ΐαν 
οϋς* αυτός* άναξ Ηύρξης* βασιλ€υς* 
Δαρ€ΐογ€νής*
€ΐλ€το χώρας* έφορ€υ€ΐν. 
άμφι δέ νόστω τω βασιλ€ΐω 
και πολυχρύσου στρατιάς* ήδη 
κακόμαντις* άγαν όρσολοπ^ιται 
θυμός* €σωθ€ν.
πάσα γάρ ισχύς* Άσιατογ€νής* 
οΐχωκέ, ν€ον δ ’ άνδρα βαυζ€ΐ, 
κουτ€ τις* άγγ€λος* οΰτ€ τις* ίππ€υς* 
άστυ τό Π€ρσών άφικν€ΐται* 
οϊτ€ τό Σούσων ήδ’ Ά γβατάνω ν 
και τό παλαιόν Κίσσιον έ'ρκος* 
προλιπόντ€ς* €βαν, το ι μέν έφ ’ ίππω ν, 
το ι δ ’ έπ ι ναών, π€ζοί Τ€ βάδην 
πολέμου στίφος* παρ€χοντ€ς*· 
οιος* Άμίστρης* ή δ ’ Άρταφρύνης* 
και Μ€γαβάτης* ήδ’ Άστάσπης*, 
τα γο ί Π€ρσών,
βασιλής* βασιλέως* ύ'ποχοι μ€γάλου, 
σουνται, στρατιάς* πολλής* €φοροι, 
τοξοδάμαντ€ς* τ ’ ή δ ’ ίπποβάται, 
φοβ€ροι μέν ίδ€ΐν, δ€ΐνοι δ€ μάχην _ 
ψυχής* €υτλήμονι δόξη- 
Άρτ€μβάρης* θ1 ίππιοχάρμης* 
και Μασιστρης* δ Τ€ τοξοδάμας*
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[The scene is somewhere in the Persian city of Sousa. The audience 
can see an ancient building containing sea ts , and the tomb o f  
Dareios. The dramatic time is the late autumn of 480 BC. Enter the 
chorus of elderly Persian counsellors.]

CHORUS
We are called “The Faithful” of the Persians 
who have gone to the land of Greece, 
and we are guardians 
of the sumptuous palace, rich in gold.

5 Lord Xerxes the King himself,
son of Dareios,
chose us by virtue of our seniority to oversee his domain. 
But already the heart within me 
is troubled excessively, prophetic of disaster, 

ίο anxious about the homecoming of the King
and his gold-bedecked army; 
for all of the might bom of Asia 
has departed, and clamours at the young man, 
and no messenger either on foot or on horseback 

15 has come to the Persians’ city.
Forsaking Sousa and Agbatana 
and the ancient ramparts of Kissia 
they went, some on horseback, 
some in ships, and some on foot, moving steadily 

20 in the close columns of war.
Men sprang forth like Amistres and Artaphrenes, 
Megabates and Astaspes, 
commanders of the Persians, 
kings subject to the great King,

25 guardians of the enormous army,
invincible archers and horsemen, 
terrifying to look upon and formidable in battle, 
in the steadfast resolve of their spirit.
And Artembares the charioteer,

30 and Masistres, and the noble Imaios,



έσθλός* Ίμαΐος* Φαρανδακης* θ’ 
ϊπ π ω ν τ ’ έλατήρ Σοσθάνης*. 
άλλους  6 ’ ό μ έ γ α ς  και πολυθρέμμων 
Ν είλος  €π€μ ψ €ν Σουσισκανης*, 
Π η γασ ταγώ ν Αιγυπτογ€νής·, 
δ τ  € τής* ί^ρας* Μέμφιδος* αρχών 
μ έ γ α ς  Άρσάμης*, τας* τ ’ ώγυγίους* 
Θήβας* έφέπω ν Άριόμαρδος*, 
και έλ€ΐοβαται ναών έρέτα ι 
δ€ΐνοι πλήθος* τ ’ άνα'ριθμοι. 
αβροδίαιτω ν δ ’ έ'π€ται Λυδών 
όχλος*, ο ϊτ ’ έπ ίπ α ν  ήπ€ΐρογ€νές* 
κατέχουσ ιν  έθνος*, τούς* Μιτραγαθης* 
Άρκτ€ύς* τ ’ αγαθός*, βασιλής* δίοποι, 
χα ί πολύχρυσοι Σαρδ€ΐς* έπόχους* 
πολλοις* αρμασιν έξορμώσιν, 
δίρρυμα τ€ και τρίρρυμα τέλη, 
φοβ€ράν δφιν προσιδέσθαι. 
στ€υντα ι δ ’ ΐ€ροϋ Τμώλου π€λαται 
ζυγόν άμφιβαλ€ΐν δούλιον Έλλαδι, 
Μαρδων, Θαρυβις*, λόγχης* ακμον€ς·, 
και άκοντιστα ι Μυσοί· Βαβυλών δ ' 
ή πολύχρυσος* παμμ€ΐκτον δχλον 
πέμ π € ΐ σύρδην, ναών τ ’ έπόχους* 
και τοξουλκώ λήμ ατι πιστούς*· 
τό μαχαιροφόρον τ ’ έθνος* έκ πασης* 
’Ασίας* έπ €τα ι
δ€ΐναις* βασιλέως* υπό πομπαις*. 
το ιό νδ ’ άνθος* Π€ρσίδος* αίας  
ο ΐχ€ τα ι άνδρών, 
οΰς* πέρι πάσα χθων Άσιήτις* 
θρέφασα πόθω σ τέν€τα ι μαλ€ρώ, 
τοκ€€ς* τ ’ αλοχοί θ ’ ήμ€ρολ€γδόν 
Τ€ΐνοντα χρόνον τρομέονται.
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invincible with the bow, and Pharandakes, 
and Sosthanes, driving his horses.
The great and fertile
Nile sent forth others: Sousiskanes,
Egyptian-born Pegastagon,
and the ruler of sacred Memphis,
great Arsames, and Ariomardos,
governor of ancient Thebes,
and skilled oarsmen from the marshes,
an incalculable horde.
A crowd of Lydians followed, who live 
in luxury and control the entire
continental-born race; they are set going by Mitragathes 
and noble Arkteus, kingly rulers, 
and by the manifold gold of Sardis; they are mounted 
on numerous chariots,
columns of them, some with two poles and some with three, 
a terrifying sight to behold.
The inhabitants of sacred Tmolos are set on 
casting the yoke of slavery onto Greece;
Mardon, Tharybis, anvils of the lance,
along with the Mysians of the light spear. And Babylon,
rich in gold, sends forth her long trailing column
of hordes of every kind; sailors borne in ships,
and those who trust in their skill and courage with the bow.
From all of Asia there follow tribes
wielding the sabre,
at the dread summons of the King.
Such is the flower of manhood, such the flower of the 
Persian land which has gone.
The entire land of Asia
which nurtured them grieves with violent yearning, 
and parents and wives, counting the days, 
shudder as time lengthens.



π€ττ€ρακ€ν μέν ό π€ρσ€πτολις* ήδη στρ. α.
βασίλ€ΐος* στρατός* €ΐς* άντίπορον γ€ ΐτονα  χώραν, 66
λινοδέσμω σχ€δία πορθμόν άμ€ΐψας*
Άθαμαντίδος* "Ελλάς*, 70
πολΰγομφον οδισμα ζυγόν άμφιβαλών α ίιχένι πόντου.

πολυάνδρου δ ’ ’Ασίας* θούριος* αρχών άντ. α.
έπ ι πάσαν χθόνα ποιμανόριον θ€ΐον έλαιίν€ΐ 75
διχόθ€ν, π€ζονόμοις* έκ Τ€ θαλάσσας*, 
όχυροΐσι π€ποιθώς*
στυφ€λοις* έφέταις*, χρυσογόνου γ€ν€άς* ισόθ€ος* φως*. 80

κυάν€ον δ ’ όμμασι λ€νίσσων στρ. β.
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φονίου δέργμα δράκοντος*, 
πολιίχ€ΐρ και πολυναιίτας*, 
Σιίριόν θ ’ άρμα διώκων,
έπ ά γ€ ΐ δουρικλυτοις* άνδράσι τοξόδαμνον νΑρη. 85

δόκιμος* δ’ οίίτις* ύποστάς* άντ. β.
μ€γάλω ρ€\ίματι φωΤών 
όχυροΐς* έ'ρκ€θΐν € ΐργ€ΐν
άμαχον κύμα θαλάσσας** 90
άπρόσοιστος* γάρ ό Π€ρσάν στρατός* άλκίφρων Τ€ λαός*.

δολόμητιν δ’ άπάταν θ€ου έπωδός*:
τις* άνήρ θνατός* άλιίξ€ΐ;
τις* ό κραιπνω πόδι πηδήματος* €υπ€Τ€ος* ανάσσων; 95
φιλόφρων γάρ ποτισαίνουσα τό πρώτον παράγ€ΐ 
βροτόν €ΐς* άρκιίστατ’ νΑτα*
τόθ€ν ούκ έστιν υπέρ θνατόν άλιίξαντα φυγ€ΐν. 100

80 χρυσογόνου Z^B^W^PQ2™: χρυσονόμου codd.
93-100 post 101—14 locavit Ο. Miiller
96 ανασσών Tumebus
97 <ποτι>σα(νουσα Hermann: σαίνουσα codd.
99 άρκυστ<ατ>’ νΑτα West: αρκυας νΑτα Hermann: άρκυ'στατα codd.
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The King’s army, which annihilates cities, str. 1
has already passed over to our neighbours’ land opposite, 
crossing the strait named after Helle,
Athamas’ daughter, on a floating bridge bound with flaxen

ropes,
yoking the neck of the sea with a roadway bolted together.

The raging leader of populous Asia ant. 1
drives his godlike flock against every land
in two movements: an equal of the gods, born of the golden

race,
he trusts in his stalwart
and stubborn commanders both on land and on the sea.

He casts from his eyes the dark str. 2
glance of a lethal snake;
with numerous soldiers and numerous sailors
he speeds on in his Syrian chariot,
leading an Ares armed with the bow against famous

spears men.

No-one is so renowned for valour ant. 2
that they can withstand such a huge flood of men, 
and ward them off with sturdy defences.
A sea-wave is invincible.
The Persians’ army is irresistible and its people are brave of

heart.
But what mortal man can avoid epode
being cunningly deceived by god?
Who is so swift-footed that he has the power to leap easily

aside?
With apparent friendliness at first Calamity fawns on a man 
and induces him into her nets.
It is impossible for a mortal to escape from them and flee.



θ€0θ€ν γάρ κατά Μ οιρ’ έκράτησ€ν 
τδ  παλαιόν, έπόσκηψ€ δό Πόρσαις* 
πολόμους* πυργοδα'ΐκτους*
διόπ€ΐν ίππιοχάρμας* Τ€ κλόνους* πόλ€ων τ ’ άναστάσ€ΐς*.

όμαθον δ 1 €υρυπόροιο θαλάσσας* 
πολιαινομόνας* πν€ΐίματι λάβρω 
έσοράν πόντιον άλσος*,
πισυνοι λ€πτοδόμοις* π€ΐσμασι λαοπόροις* Τ€ μαχαναΐς*.

ταυτά  μοι μ€λαγχίτω ν φρήν άμυσσ€ται φόβω,
"όά Π€ρσικου στρατ€υματος·", τουδ€ μή πόλις* πιίθη· 

τα ι, κόνανδρον μ όγ’ άστυ Σουσίδος*·

και τδ  Κισσίων πόλισ μ ’ άντίδουπον ασ€ται,
"όά", το υ τ ’ όπος* γυναικοπληθής* όμιλος* άπυων, 

βυσσίνοις* δ ’ έν πόπλοις* πόση λακίς*.

πας* γάρ ίππηλάτας* και π€δοστιβής* λ^ώς* 
σμήνος* ως* έκλόλοιπ€ν μ€λισσάν συν όρχάμω στρατού, 
τδν άμφίζ€υκτον έξαμ^ίψας* άμφοτόρας* ά'λιον 
πρώνα κοινδν αίας.

λόκτρα δ ’ άνδρών ποθώ π ίμ π λα τα ι δακρυμασιν 
Π€ρσίδ€ς* δ ’ άβροπ€νθ€ΐς* έκάστα πόθω φιλάνορι 
τδν α ίχμα€ντα  θουρον €υνατήρ’ άποπεμψαμόνα 
λ€(π€ται μονόζυξ.

άλλ1 άγ€ Πόρσαι, τό δ ’ έν€ζόμ€νοι 
στόγος* άρχαιον,
φροντίδα Κ€δνήν και βαθΰβουλον
θώμ€θα* χρ€ΐα δέ προση'κ€ν
πώς* άρα πράσσ€ΐ Ξόρξης* βασιλ€υς*

------------ ------------------------ :----------------------------------------------------------------- -̂--------121 ασ€ται Bumey: 'ioeται vel €σσ€ται codd.
135 άβροπ€νθ€ΐς ΣΥ: άκρο- cett.
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For Fate, ordained by the gods, long ago str 3
gained the upper hand, and commanded the Persians 
to engage in wars which destroy walls, 
in the tumult of cavalry charges and in the overthrowing of

cities.

But they learned to cast their sights ant. 3
on the precinct of the ocean,
the wide-pathed sea whitening under the violent wind, 
confident in the slender cables designed to provide a

passage for their men.

This is why the black robes of my heart are rent str. 4
with terror -

“oa\ -  the Persian army!” - lest the city, the great citadel 
of Sousa, become emptied of men and hear this cry.

And the Kissian city will sing in response, ant. 4
“oa !” -  this is what the massive horde of women will call

out,
tearing their linen gowns.

For all the cavalry and all the infantry, str 5
like a swarm of bees, have left with the leader of the army; 
they have crossed to the other continent after yoking the sea 
between the two headlands.

Marriage-beds are overflowing with the tears of ant. 5
yearning for husbands;

every softly-grieving Persian woman who has sent forth 
her raging warrior husband is left alone under the marriage

yoke,
aching with desire for her man.

But come, Persians, let us sit down 
on this ancient building 
and engage in deep and careful 
thought; the need is urgent.
How are matters proceeding for Xerxes the King,
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Δαρ€ΐογ€νής*; 145
ττότ€ρον τόξου ρύμα τό νικών, 
ή δορυκράνου
λόγχης* ισχύς* κ€κράτηκ€ν;
άλλ1 ηδ€ θ€ών ίσον όφθαλμοις* 150
φάος* όρμάται μητηρ βασιλέως*,
βασιλ€ΐα δ ’ έμή* προσπίτνω*
και προσφθόγγοις* δε χρ€ων αυτήν
παντας* μύθοισι προσαυδάν.

ώ βαθυζώνων άνασσα  Π€ρσίδων ύπ€ρτάτη, 155
μήτ€ρ ή Ηέρξου γ€ραιά; χαιρ€, Δαρ€ΐου γύναι*
θ€ου μεν  €υνατ€ΐρα Π€ρσών, θ€θύ δε και μητηρ έφυς*,
€ΐ τ ι  μη δαίμων παλαιός* νυν μ€θέστηκ€ στρατω.

ΒΑΣΙΛΕΙΑ
ταύτα  δη λιπούσ’ ίκάνω χρυσ€οστόλμους* δόμους*
και τό Δαρ€ΐου Τ€ κάμόν κοινόν €υνατήριον. 160
καί μ€ καρδίαν άμΰσσ€ΐ φροντίς** ές* δ ’ υμάς* έρώ
μύθον ούδαμώς* έμαυτής*, ούδ’ άδ€ΐμαντος*, φίλοι,
μη μέγας* Πλούτος* κονίσας* οΰδας* άντρέψη ποδί
όλβον, ον Δαρ€ΐος* ήρ€ν ούκ άνευ  θ€ών τίνος*.
ταυτα  μοι διπλή μέριμν’ αφραστός* έσ τιν  εν  φρ€σιν, 165
μήτ€ χρημάτω ν άνανδρων πλήθος* έν τιμ ή  σέβ€ΐν 
μ ή τ1 άχρημάτοισ ι λάμπ€ΐν φως*, όσον σθένος* πάρα, 
έσ τι γάρ πλούτος* γ 1 άμ€μφής*, άμφι δ ’ όφθαλμω φόβος** 
όμμα γάρ δόμων νομίζω δ€σπότου παρουσίαν.
προς* τά δ \ ως* ού'τως* έχόντω ν τώνδ€, σύμβουλοι λόγου 170
τούδέ μοι γέν€σθ€, Πέρσαι, γηραλέα πιστώματα* 
πάντα  γάρ τα  κέδν’ έν ύμΐν έσ τί μοι βουλ€υματα.

145-6 Δαρ€ΐογ€νής· τό πατρωνυ'μιον γόνος· άμότ€ρον codd.: τό πατρωνυ'μΐ-ον γόνος- 
άμότ€ρον del. Schiitz: Δανάης· τ£ γόνου τό παρωνυ'μιον (cf. 80) West 

152 προσπίτνω προσκυνώ ΜΙ
159 ΒΑΣΙΛΕΙΑ Koechly: νΑτοσσα codd.
162 ούδ’ West: ουδέ Q^ioua’ codd. άδ€ίματος· Lc: άμαντις* ούσα δ€ίματος· Lawson
167 ’ίσον Oc: όσοις· Blaydes
168 όφθαλμω Heimsoeth: οφθαλμός· Q: όφθαλμοις· cett.
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son of Dareios?
Has the drawn bow won, 
or has the mighty pointed 
spear been victorious?
But here comes the mother of the King, 
my Queen, like light from the eyes 
of gods. We prostrate ourselves, 
and must all address her 
with words of salutation.

[The chorus prostrate themselves and speak form ally to the Queen as 
she en ters  in g rea t p om p  on a ch a rio t fro m  the d irec tion  o f  the  
palace .]

155

160

165

170

O highest Queen of the deep-girdled women of Persia, 
aged mother of Xerxes and Dareios’ wife, greetings.
You are the spouse of the Persians’ god, and a god’s mother, 
unless an ancient deity has now somehow turned against the

army.
QUEEN

That is the reason why I have come here, leaving the palace 
[with its golden ornaments and the bed-chamber I shared 
with Dareios]) Anxiety is tearing my heart also: I did not 
invent the proverb I am about to tell you, friends; I am 
afraid thatj^great Wealth may kick up a cloud of dust from 
the ground and overturn the prosperity’]) which Dareios won 
by divine favour. The trouble in my heart, of which I can 
hardly speak, is twofold: I believe that the masses would not 
hold in respect wealth in the absence of men, and light 
would not shine as radiantly on indigent people as on the 
powerful. We have sufficient wealth, but I am afraid for the 
“light” of our household. For I consider a household’s 
“light” to be the presence of its master. Faithful elders, 
Persians, since these are the circumstances, counsel me on 
this matter. For you are the source of all the wise advice I 
receive.



Xo. €u τό δ 1 ΐσθι, γης* άνασσα  τήσδ€, μή σ€ δις* φράσαι 
μ ή τ’ 'έπος μ ή τ1 έργον, ών αν δυναμις* ήγ€ΐσθαι θέλη* 
€υμ€ν€ΐς* γάρ όντας* ή μας* τώνδ€ συμβοιίλους* καλέίς*.

Βα. πολλοΐς* μέν αΐ€ΐ νυκτέροις* όν€ΐρασι
ξυν€ ΐμ \ ά φ 1 ούπ€ρ παις* έμός* στ€ΐλας* στρατόν 
Ίαόνω ν γην ο ΐχ€τα ι πέρσαι θέλω ν 
άλλ’ οίίτι πω το ιόνδ1 έναργές* €ΐδόμην 
ως* τής* πάροιθ€ν €υφρόνης** λέξω δέ σοι. 
έδοζάτην μοι δυο γυνα ικ 1 €υ€ΐμον€, 
ή μέν πέπλοισ ι Περσικοί ς* ήσκημένη, 
ή δ ’ αΰτ€ Δωρικοΐσιν, €ΐς* όψιν μολ€ΐν, 
μ€γ€0€ΐ τ€ των νυν έκπρ€π€στατα πολύ, 
κάλλ€ΐ τ ’ άμώμω, και κασ ιγνήτα  γένους* 
ταύτού* πατραν δ ’ έναιον ή μέν Ελλάδα 
κλήρω λαχουσα γαΐαν, ή δέ βάρβαρον, 
τοιίτω στάσ ιν  τ ιν 1, ώς* έγώ  ’δόκουν όράν, 
τ€υχ€ΐν έν άλλήλησι* παις* δ ’ έμός* μαθών 
κατ€ΐχ€ κάπράϋν€ν, άρμασιν δ ’ υπο 
ζ€ΐίγνυσιν αύτώ και λέπαδν1 ύ π 1 αυχένων 
τίθησι. χή μέν τή δ 1 έπυργουτο στολή 
έν ήνια ισ ι τ ’ έ ίχ€ν  €ΐίαρκτον στόμα, 
ή δ ’ έσφάδαζ€, και χ€ροιν έντη  δίφρου 
διασπαράσσ€ΐ, και ξυναρπάζ€ΐ βία 
άν€υ χαλινών, και ζυγόν θραυ€ΐ μέσον, 
π ίπ τ€ ΐ δ ’ έμός* παις*. και πατήρ π αρ ίσ τα τα ι 
Δαρ€ΐος* οίκτίρων σφ€* τον δ ’ όπως* όρα 
Ηέρζης*, πέπλους* ρήγνυσιν άμφι σώματι. 
και ταυτα  μέν δή νυκτός* €ΐσιδ€ΐν λέγω. 
έπ€ΐ δ ’ άνέστην και χ€ρόΐν καλλιρρόου 
έψαυσα πηγής*, συν θυηπόλω χ€ρι 
βωμόν προσέστην, άποτρόποισι δαίμοσιν 
θέλουσα θυσαι πέλανον, ών τέλη τάδ€. 
όρώ δέ φ€ΐίγοντ’ αΐ€τόν προς* έσχάραν 
Φοίβου* φόβω δ 1 άφθογγος* έστάθην, φίλοι* 
μ€θυστ€ρον δέ κίρκον €ΐσορώ δρόμω 
πτ€ροις* έφορμαίνοντα και χηλαις* κάρα 
τίλλονθ1* ό δ ’ ούδέν άλλο γ 1 ή πτήξας* δέμας* 
παρ€ΐχ€. τ α ύ τ 1 έμοιγ€ δ έ ίμ α τ1 έ σ τ 1 ίδ€ΐν, 
ύμ ιν δ ’ άκου€ΐν. €υ γάρ ΐστ€, παις* έμός*
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Be sure of this, Queen of the realm: you do not» have to 
repeat requests for us to help you by any word or action 
which lies within our power. For it is with goodwill towards 
you that we advise you, at your invitation.
I have been incessantly visited at night by numerous dreams, 
ever since my son raised his army and departed intending to 
destroy the land of the Ionians. But last night’s dream was 
the most vivid I have yet beheld. I will tell you about it. 
Two beautifully dressed women seemed to appear to me, 
one decked out in Persian robes, the other in Doric clothing. 
In stature they were conspicuously larger than people are 
today, and they were faultlessly lovely; they were sisters of 
one race. One of them lived in her fatherland, Greece, 
which she had obtained by lot, the other in the land of the 
barbarians. A conflict between these two arose, as it seemed 
to me. When my son found out about it he tried to restrain 
and m ollify them; he harnessed them both beneath his 
chariot and put a yoke-strap beneath their necks. One of 
them towered proudly in this gear, taking the reins 
submissively in her mouth, but the other struggled, tore the 
harness from the chariot with her hands, dragged it violently 
along without the bridle, and smashed the yoke in the 
middle. My son fell out. His father Dareios stood close by, 
pitying him. When Xerxes saw him he tore the robes around 
his body.

These were the apparitions I saw during the night. But 
when I had risen and dijpped my hands in the fair-flowing 
water of a spring, I stood at the altar with materials for a 
sacrifice in my hand. I wanted to make libation to the gods 
who avert disaster, to whom such rites are due. But I saw an 
eagle seeking refuge at the hearth of Phoebus: my friends, I 
stood there speechless with terror. Next I saw a hawk 
rushing on beating wings towards the eagle, and tearing its 
head with its talons. The eagle could do nothing but submit 
its body, cowering. These things are terrifying to me as 
witness, and to you as audience. For you are well aware that
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πράξας* μέν €υ θαυμαστός* αν γ έ ν ο ιτ ’ άνήρ, 
κακώς* δέ ττραξας* - ούχ ύπ€υθυνος* πόλ€ΐ, 
σωθ€ΐς* 6 ’ ομοίως* τήσδ€ κοιραν€ΐ χθονός·.

Χο. οΰ σ€ βουλόμ€σθα, μήτ€ρ, ούτ’ ά γαν  φοβ€ΐν λόγοις* 
οϋτ€ θαρσύν€ΐν. θ€θύς* δέ προστροπαΐς* ίκνουμένη,
€Ϊ τ ι φλαύρον €ΐδ€ς\ αϊτού τώ νδ’ αποτροπήν τ€λέίν, 
τα  δ ’ ά γά θ ’ έκτ€λή γ€νέσθαι σοί τ€ και τέκνοις* σέθεν  
και πόλ€ΐ φίλοις* Τ€ πάσι. δ€υ'τ€ρον δε χρή χοάς*
Γή τ € και φθιτοΐς* χέασθαι* πρ€υμ€νώς* δ ’ αιτου τάδ€, 
σδν πόσιν Δαρ€ΐον, δνπ€ρ φής* ίδ€ΐν κ α τ’ €ύφρόνην, 
έσθλά σοι πέμττ€ΐν τέκνω τ€ γης* έν€ρθ€ν ές* φάος*, 
τά μ π α λ ιν  δε τώνδ€ γα ία  κατοχα μαυρουσθαι σκότω. 
τα υτα  θυμόμαντις* ών σοι πρ€υμ€νώς* παρήν€σα*
€υ δέ πανταχή  τ€λ€ΐν σοι τώνδ€ κρίνομ€ν πέρι.

Βα. άλλα μην €υνους* γ ’ ό πρώτος* τώ νδ’ ένυπνίων κριτής* 
πα ιδ ί και δόμοις* έμοισι τή νδ ’ έκυ'ρωσας* φάτιν. 
έκτ€λοιτο δή τα  χρηστά* ταυτα  δ ’ ώς* έφΐ€σαι 
πάντα  θήσομ€ν θ€οΐσι τοις* τ ’ €V€p0€ γης* φίλοις*,
€ υτ’ αν €ΐς* οϊκους* μόλωμ€ν. κέίνα δ 1 έκμαθ€ΐν θέλω, 
ώ φίλοι* που τάς* ’Αθήνας* φασιν ίδρυσθαι χθονός*;

Χο. τήλ€ προς* δυσμαις* άνακτος* Ήλιου φθινασμάτων.
Βα. άλλα μήν ΐμ € ΐρ ’ έμός* παΐς* τήνδ€ θηράσαι πόλιν;
Χο. πάσα γάρ γ έ ν ο ιτ ’ αν Ελλάς* βασιλέως* υπήκοος*.
Βα. ώδ€ τις* πάρ€στιν αύτοις* άνδροπλήθ€ΐα στρατού;
Χο. και στρατός* τοιούτος*, έ'ρξας* πολλά δή Μήδους* κακά.
Βα. και τ ί προς* τούτοισ ιν άλλο; πλούτος* έξαρκής* δόμοις*;
Χο. άργύρου πηγή  τις* αύτοις* έστι, θησαυρός* χθονός*.
Βα. πότ€ρα γάρ τοξουλκός* α ιχμή  διά χ€ρών αύτοις* πρέπ€ΐ;
Χο. ούδαμώς** έγχη  σταδαια  και φ€ράσπιδ€ς* σαγαί.
Βα. τις* δέ ποιμάνωρ έπ€στι κάπιδ€σπόζ€ΐ στρατώ;

218 τεκνω IW: τέκνω Heimsoeth
227 παισι 0 2YQssLb
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240 Chorus

Queen

if my son were to succeed he would be a man to excite great 
admiration, but that if he fails - he is not accountable to the 
community. Provided that he has survived he is still 
sovereign of this land.
We do not want, mother, to say anything either to frighten 
you too much or to make you over-confident. If you saw 
something boding evil, supplicate the gods with prayers, and 
ask them to avert the disaster and to grant blessings on 
yourself and your children and all your friends. Secondly, 
you must pour out libations to Earth and the dead. Ask in 
propitiatory manner that your husband Dareios, whom you 
say you saw during the night, send good fortune for you and 
your son up into the daylight from beneath the earth, and 
that contrary fortune be kept down by the earth in obscure 
darkness. This is the kindly advice I give you from my 
prophetic heart. In our judgement these matters will work 
out well for you in every way.
As the first interpreters o f these dreams you have 
pronounced them favourable to my son and my household. 
May everything work out for the best. We will do everything 
for the gods and our friends beneath the earth, as you 
instruct, when we return to the palace. But there is 
something I want to find out, my friends. In what part of the 
world do they say that Athens is situated?
Far away towards the west, where the Lord Sun sets.
Was this the city my son was so eager to make his prey?
Yes, for thus all Hellas would become subject to the King, 
Do they have such a large supply of men for their army? 
Their army is large enough: it did the Medes great harm, 
Besides their men what else do they have? Is there plenty of 
wealth in their palace?
They have a spring of silver, a treasury in the earth.
Do they wield bows and arrows in their hands?
Not at all. They have spears for close combat and are 
equipped with shields.
Who leads them and is sole commander of the army?



Χο. ουτινος* δούλοι κόκληνται φωτός* ούδ1 υπήκοοι.
Βα. πώς* αν ούν μόνοΐ€ν άνδρας* πολ€μίους* έπήλυδας*;
Χο. ώστ€ Δαρ€ΐου πολύν τ€ και καλόν φθέιραι στρατόν.
Βα. δ€ΐνά τοι λ€γ€ΐς* κιόντων τοις* τ€Κουσι φροντίσαι.
Χο. άλλ1 έμοι δοκ€ΐν τ ά χ ’ €ΐση πάντα  νημ€ρτή λόγον.

τουδ€ γάρ δράμημα φωτός* Περσικόν πρόπ€ΐ μαθ€ΐν, 
και φόρ€ΐ σαφός* τ ι πράγος* έσθλόν ή κακόν κλιί€ΐν.

ΑΓΓΕΛΟΣ
ώ γης* άπάσης* Άσιάδος* πολίσματα, 
ώ ΓΓ€ρσις* αία και πολύς* πλούτου λιμήν, 
ώς* έν μια πληγή κατόφθαρται πολύς* 
όλβος*, το Π€ρσών δ 1 άνθος* ο ϊχ€τα ι π€σόν. 
ωμοί, κακόν μέν πρώτον άγγόλλ€ΐν κακά* 
όμως* δ ’ ανάγκη παν άναπτύξαι πάθος*,
Πόρσαι* στρατός* γάρ πας* όλωλ€ βαρβάρων.

Χο. άνια άνια, ν€0κοτα καί
δά'Γ* αιαί, διαίν€σθ€ Πόρ- 
σαι τό δ ’ αχός* κλύοντ€ς*.

Αγ. ώς* πάντα  γ 1 ό σ τ’ έκ€ΐνα διαπ€πραγμόνα* 
καυτός* δ ’ άόλπτως* νόστιμον βλόπω φάος*.

Χο. ή μακροβιοτος* όδ€ γό τις* α ι
ών έφάνθη γ€ραιοις*, άκού- 
€ΐν τόδ€ π ή μ ’ α€λπτον.
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Chorus They are called neither the slaves nor subjects of any single 

man.
Queen
Chorus

So how then can they withstand hostile invaders?
Well enough to have destroyed Dareios’ large and excellent

245 Queen
army.

What you say is terrible for the parents of our men to
contemplate.

[A man dressed in Persian clothes runs into the theatre from the 
opposite direction to the entrance of the Queen.]

Chorus I think that you w ill soon be in possession o f a full and 
truthful report; for this man is clearly Persian, to judge from 
the way he is running, and he is bringing news o f som e 
event, whether it will make good or bad listening.

MESSENGER
250 O citadels o f all Asia, O land of Persia, storehouse o f huge

255

wealth! Your great prosperity has been destroyed at a single 
blow; the flower of the Persians has fallen and gone. Oimoi, 
it is hard to be the first to report disastrous news. Yet I must 
relate the catastrophic story in its entirety, Persians. For the 
whole barbarian force has perished.

Chorus Agonising, agonising, without precedent str. 1
and dire! Aiai, Persians,
weep as you hear about this disaster.

260 Mess. Indeed, for the entire force is lost; I did not expect to return 
home alive myself.

Chorus We are old; our lives have been ant. 1 
proven too long 

if we must live to hear
265 about this unexpected calamity.
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Αγ. και μην παρών γ€ κού λόγους* άλλων κλυων, 

Πόρσαι, φράσαιμ’ αν ο ΐ1 έπορσΰνθη κακά.

Χο. ότοτοτοι, μάταν
τά  πολλά βόλ€α παμμ ιγή
γάς* α π ’ Άσίδος* ήλθ’ έ π ’ αίαν
Δ ία ν ,'Ε λλάδα  χώραν.

Αγ. πληθουσι ν€κρών δυσπότμώς* έφθαρμόνων
Σαλαμινος* άκται πας* τ€ πρόσχωρος* τόπος*.

Χο. ότοτοτοι, φίλων
άλίδονα Ισ ώ μ ατα  πολυβαφή! 
κατθανόντα λόγ€ΐς* φόρ€σθαι 
πλαγκτοΐς* έν διπλάκ€σσιν.

Αγ. ουδόν γάρ ήρκ€ΐ τό ξ α ,. πας* δ ’ άπώλλυτο 
στρατός* δαμασθ€ΐς* ναίοισιν έμβολαις*.

Χο. ΐυ ζ ' άποτμον δαίοις*
δυσαιανή βοάν,
ώς* πάντα  Πόρσαις* παγκάκως*
0€θΐ θόσαν α ιαι στρατού φθαρόντος*.

Αγ. ώ πλ€ΐστον ό'χθος* όνομα Σαλαμινος* κλυ'€ΐν 
φ€υ, των ’Αθηνών ώς* στόνω μ€μνημόνος*.

Χο. σ τυγνα ί γ ’ Ά θάναι δαίοις*·
μ€μνήσθαί το ι πάρα 
ώς* Π€ρσίδων πολλάς* μάταν 
κόνιδας* όκτισσαν ή δ’ άνάνδρους*.

στρ. β. 

270

άντ. β. 
275

στρ. γ. 
281

285 

άντ. γ.

275 πολΰδονα σώμαθ’ άλιβαφή Prien
280-3 ΐυζ’ άποτμον βοάν δυσαιανή Πέρσαις δαΐοις ώς πάντα παγκάκως eGeaav αιαι 

codd.: sed €0€σαν θ€οι αιαι Υ, οι θ€οί ΗΒ®1: βοάν et δαίοις traiecit Hermann, 
Πέρσαις traiecit Page, θ€οι suppi. Hermann

288 Π^ρσίδων πολλάς Weil: πολλάς Π€ρσιδων codd.
289 €ΐίνιδας €κτισσαν Boeckh: έκτισαν €υνιδας codd.
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Mess. I myself witnessed the damage suffered, Persians, and can 

give you an account of it. I did not hear about it from other 
people.

Chorus Otototoil In vain str. 2

270
did our weapons, innumerable and various, 
go from Asia to Zeus’ 
country, the land of Greece.

Mess. The shores of Salamis and all the neighbouring regions are 
filled up with the corpses of those who met unhappy deaths.

Chorus
275

Otototoil You are saying ant. 2 
that the dead bodies of our friends are tossed,

drenched,
and carried along by the sea, 
their cloaks wandering around them.

Mess. Our bows and arrows were useless, and the entire force was 
defeated by the ramming of ships.

280 Chorus Yell out a melancholy shout of ill omen str. 3 
against our enemies;
the gods have ordained utter catastrophe for the

Persians.
Aiai, the army is destroyed.

285 Mess. 0  Salamis, most hateful name to hear. Alas, how I groan as
1 remember Athens.

Chorus Athens is indeed abhorrent to her enemies, ant 3
We have reason to remember
that she ruined the marriages of many Persian

wives,
leaving them without husbands.



Bα. σιγώ  πάλαι δύστηνος* έκπ€πληγμένη
κακοίς*· ύπ€ρβάλλ€ΐ γάρ ηδ€ συμφορά, 
τδ  μήτ€ λέξαι μ ή τ’ έρωτήσαι πάθη, 
δμως* δ ’ ανάγκη πημονάς* βροτοΐς* φέρ€ΐν 
θ€ών δ ιδόντω ν παν δ 1 άναπτυξας* πάθος* 
λέξον καταστάς*, κ€ΐ στέν€ΐς* κακοις* όμως*· 
τις* ού τέθνηκ€, τίνα  δέ και π€νθήσομ€ν 
των άρχ€λ€ΐων, δ σ τ’ έπ ι σκηπτουχια  
ταχθ€ΐς* άνανδρον τά ξ ιν  ήρήμου θανών;

Αγ. Η€ρξης* μέν αυτός* ζή τ€  και φάος* βλ€π€ΐ.
Βα. έμοις* μέν €ΐπας* δώμασιν φάος* μ€γα

και λ€υκόν ήμαρ νυκτός* έκ μ€λαγχίμου.
Αγ. Άρτ€μβάρης* δέ μυριας* ίππου βραβ€υς* 

στύφλους* πα ρ ’ άκτάς* θ€ΐν€ται Σιληνιών. 
χώ χιλίαρχος* Δαδάκης* πληγη δορός* 
πήδημα κουφον έκ ν€ώς* άφήλατο*
Τ€νάγω ν τ ’ άριστος* Βακτρίων ίθαιγ€νής* 
θαλασσδπληκτον νήσον Αΐαντος* πολ€ΐ. 
Λίλαιος* Άρσάμης* Τ€ κ’Αργήστης* τρίτος*, 
ο ϊδ ’ άμφι νήσον την  π€λ€ΐοθρέμμονα 
νικώμ€νοι κυρισσον ίσχυράν χθόνα* 
πηγαις* τ€ Ν€ΐλου γ€ΐτονώ ν Α ιγυπτίου 
Φαρνουχος*, οΐ τ€ ναός* έκ μιας* πέσον 
Άρκτ€υς*, Άδ€υης·, και Φ€ρ€σσ€ΐίης* τρίτος*. 
Χρυσ€υς* Μάταλλος* μυριδνταρχος* θανών 
πυρσήν ζαπληθή δάσκιον γ€ν€ΐάδα 
€ Τ € γ γ \  άμ€ΐβων χρώτα πορφυρά βαφή. 
και Μάγος* ’Άραβος*, Άρτάβης* Τ€ Βάκτριος*, 
ίππου μ€λαίνης* ήγ€μών τρισμυρίας*, 
σκληράς* μέτοικος* γής* έκ€ΐ κατέφθιτο. 
’Άμιστρις* Άμφιστρ€υ'ς* Τ€ πολυπονον δόρυ 
νωμών, δ τ ’ έσθλός* Άριόμαρδος*, Σάρδ€σι 
πένθος* παρασχών, Σ€ΐσάμης* θ’ ό Μιίσιος*, 
Θάρυβίς* τ€ π€ντήκοντα π€ντάκις* ν€ών 
ταγός*, γένος* Λυρναιος*, €υ€ΐδής* άνήρ,
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I have long been silent in my misery, stunned at the terrible 
news; for this disaster is so overwhelming that it is hard to 
speak or ask questions about what we have suffered. 
Nevertheless it is necessary for humankind to endure the 
tribulations the gods send. Compose yourself and speak, 
unfolding the whole disaster, even if you are groaning at our 
miseries. Who survived? Which of the leaders placed in 
high command must we mourn; who died and left their 
positions over their troops vacant and unmanned?
Xerxes himself lives and looks upon the light.
What you have said brings a great radiance to my 
household, anyway, and a brilliant day out of dark night. 
Artembares, the commander of ten thousand horsemen, is 
being smashed along the rough shores of Sileniai. And 
Dadakes the chiliarch, at a blow of a spear, leapt lightly 
from his ship. High-born Tenagon of the Bactrians’ most 
ancient lineage haunts the wave-beaten island of Ajax. 
Lilaios and Arsames, and thirdly Argestes, rammed in defeat 
the tough ground of the dove-breeding island. Phamouchos 
died, neighbour of the streams of Egyptian Nile; and those 
who fell from a single ship, Arkteus, Adeues and thirdly 
Pheresseues. Matallos from Chrysa died, the commander of 
ten thousand, and his thick, bushy, tawny beard changed 
colour as he dipped it into the dye of the purple sea. And 
Magos the Arabian and Artabes the Bactrian, leader of thirty 
thousand dark horseman; he moved to a cruel land, there to 
be killed. Amistris and Amphistreus, who wielded a spear 
laden with pain, and excellent Ariomardos, thus bringing 
grief to Sardis, and Seisames the Mysian, and Tharybis the 
commander of five times fifty ships, a handsome man of 
Lymaean family; the poor man lies there dead, after meeting
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κ€ΐται θανών δ€ΐλαιος* ού μάλ’ €υτυχώς*· 325
Συένν€σίς* τ € πρώτος* €ΐς* έύφυχίαν,
Κιλΐκων άπαρχος*, €ΐς* άνήρ πλ€ΐστον πόνον 
έχθροΐς* παρασχών, €υκλ€ώς* άπώλ€το. 
τοσόνδ€ γ ’ αρχόντων ύπ€μνησθην πέρι,
πολλών παρόντων δ 1 ό λ ίγ ’ απαγγέλλω  κακά. 330

Βα. αίαΐ, κακών ΰψ ιστα δή κλιίω τάδ€,
α ίσχη τ€ Πέρσαις* και λ ιγέα  κωκιίματα. 
άτάρ φράσον μοι το ύ τ ’ άναστρέψας* π ά λ ιν  
πόσον ν€ών δή πλήθος* ήν Έλληνίδων,
ώ σ τ’ άξιώσαι Π€ρσικώ στρατ€ΐίματι 335
μάχην ξυνάψαι ναίοισιν έμβολαΐς*;

Αγ. πλήθους* μέν αν σάφ’ ΐσ θ ’ έκατι βάρβαρων
ναυς* αν κρατήσαι. και γάρ 'Έλλησιν μέν ήν 
ό πας* αριθμός* €ΐς* τριακάδας* δέκα
ναών, δ€κάς* δ 1 ήν τώνδ€ χωρίς* έκκριτος*· 340
Ηέρξη δέ, και γάρ οίδα, χιλιάς* μέν ήν 
ών ήγ€ πλήθος*, αί δ ’ ύπέρκοποι τά χ€ ΐ 
έκατόν δις* ήσαν έπ τά  θ’* ώδ’ έχ€ ΐ λόγος*, 
μη σοι δοκού μ€ν τήδ€ λ€ΐφθήναι μάχης*;
άλλ1 ώδ€ δαίμων τις* κατέφθ€ΐρ€ στρατόν, 345
τάλαντα  βρίσας* ούκ ισορροπώ τύχη. 
θ€θί πόλιν σωζουσι Παλλάδος* θ€άς*.

Βα. έ τ ’ αρ’ ’Αθηνών έ σ τ ’ άπόρθητος* πόλις*;
Αγ. άνδρών γάρ όντων έ'ρκος* έσ τίν  ασφαλές*.
Βα. άρχή δέ ναυσι συμβολής* τίς* ήν φράσον 350

τίν€ς* κατήρξαν, πότ€ρον 'Έλλην€ς\ μάχης*, 
ή παΐς* έμός*, πλήθ€ΐ καταυχήσας* ν€ών;

Αγ. ήρξ€ν μέν, ώ δέσποινα, του παντός* κακού 
φαν€ΐς* άλάστωρ ή κακός* δαίμων ποθέν.
άνήρ γάρ "Ελλην έξ ’Αθηναίων στρατού 355

3 2 6  συ'ννεσις vel συ'ν€σις codd.: corr. Turnebus ex  Hdt. 7 .98
328 €υτυχώς YD: νηλεώς Ργρ
329 τοσόνδ€ H eim soeth: τοιώνδί€) codd. γ ’ add. GFTr αρχόντων νυν codd. praeter 

M O Q aGFTr
3 3 4  πόσον ν€ών δή πλήθος ήν M usgrave: πόσον δή (vel δέ) πλήθος ήν ν€ών codd.
338  ναυς αν H eim soeth: ναυσι codd.
3 4 4  ληφθήναι Μ Η Β Ν 2 μάχης Todt: μάχη codd.
347  nuntio continuavit W ellauer: paragr. in M , 'Atossae' (cf. ad 159) trib. fere codd.
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an unfortunate end. And Syennesis, the most courageous, 
the leader of the Cilicians, the man who individually caused 
most trouble to the enemy, died a glorious death. This is the 
extent of the leaders I have called to mind; but my report 
encompasses but a small part of the terrible situation.
Aiail What I am hearing is the height of calamity, a cause of 
disgrace to the Persians and of shrill screams. But go back to 
your report and tell me this: how great was the fleet of 
H ellenic ships that they thought they could meet the 
Persians in a naval encounter, with ramming of ships?
As far as the size of the fleet was concerned you can be sure 
that the barbarians would have won. The total number of 
Greek ships came to three hundred, but ten of these were 
selected out separately from them. The size of Xerxes’ fleet 
I know for certain was a thousand, and two hundred and 
seven of the ships were exceptionally fast. So much for the 
numbers. You are not under the impression that we were 
numerically outdone in the battle? No, it was some god who 
destroyed us by loading the scales with an unequal weight of 
fate. The gods protect the city of the goddess Pallas.
So is the city of Athens still not sacked?
While men remain to a city its defences are secure.
Then tell me how the naval encounter began. Who 
commenced hostilities? Was it the Greeks? Or my son, with 
pride in his superior number of ships?
The whole disaster began, mistress, when some vengeful 
spirit or malignant deity appeared from somewhere. For a 
Greek man came from the Athenian force and told your son
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έλθών €λ€ξ€ πα ιδί σώ Ηέρξη τάδ€, 
ώς* €ΐ μ€λαίνης* νυκτός* ϊξ€ τα ι κνέφας*,
"Ελλην€ς* ού μ€νοΐ€ν, άλλα σέλμασιν 
ναών έπανθορόντ€ς* άλλος* άλλοσ€
δρασμώ κρυφαίω βίοτον έκσωσοίατο. 360
ό δ ’ €ύθύς* ώς* ήκουσ€ν, ού ξυν€ΐς* δόλον 
'Έλληνος* άνδρός* ουδέ τον θ€ών φθόνον, 
πάσ ιν προφων€ΐ τόνδ€ ναυάρχοις* λόγον,
€ υτ’ αν φλέγων άκτισ ιν  ήλιος* χθόνα
λήξη, κνέφας* δέ τέμ€νος* αίθέρος* λάβη, 365
τάξαι ν€ών στίφος* μέν έν στοίχοις* τρισίν
έκπλους* φυλάσσ^ιν και πόρους* άλιρρόθους*,
άλλας* δέ κύκλω νήσον Αΐαντος* πέριξ.
ώς* €ΐ μόρον φ€υξοίαθ’ 'Έλλην€ς* κακόν,
ναυσιν κρυφαιως* δρασμόν €υρόντ€ς* τινά , 370
πάσ ι στέρ€σθαι κράτος* ήν προκ€ΐμ€νον. 
το σ α ύ τ1 έλ€ξ€ κάρθ’ ύ π ’ €υ0ύμου φρ€νός·* 
ού γάρ το μέλλον έκ θ€ών ήπιστατο. 
οι δ ’ ούκ άκόσμως*, άλλα π€ΐθάρχω φρ€νι
δ€ΐπνόν τ ’ έπορσύνοντο, ναυβάτης* τ ’ άνήρ 375
τροποΰτο κώπην σκαλμόν άμφ ’ €ύήρ€τμον.
έπ€ΐ δέ φέγγος* ήλιου κατέφθιτο
και νύξ έπή€ΐ, πας* άνήρ κώπης* άναξ
ές* ναύν έχώρ€ΐ πας* θ1 όπλων έπιστάτης*·
τάξις* δέ τά ξ ιν  παρ€κάλ€ΐ ν€ως* μακράς*, 380
πλέουσι δ1 ώς* έ'καστος* ήν Τ€ταγμένος*.
και πάννυχοι δή διάπλοον καθιστασαν
ναών άνακτ€ς* πάντα  ναυτικόν λ€ων.
και νύξ έχώρ€ΐ, κού μάλ’ Ελλήνων στρατός*
κρυφαιον έ'κπλουν ούδαμή καθίστατο* 385
έπ€ΐ γ€ μέντοι λ€υκόπωλος* ή μέρα
πάσαν κατέσχ€ γα ιαν  €ύφ€γγής* ίδ€ΐν,
πρώτον μέν ήχή κέλαδος* Ελλήνων πάρα
μολπηδόν ηύφήμησ€ν, όρθιον δ ’ άμα
άντηλάλαξ€ νησιώτιδος* πέτρας* 390
ήχώ* φόβος* δέ πάσι βαρβάροις* παρήν 
γνώμης* άποσφαλ€ΐσιν* ού γάρ ώς* φυγή

372 ύπ’ €υθΰμου ΜΙΟΑ: ύπερθΰμου fere cett.
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Xerxes this: when the darkness of black night fell, the 
Greeks would not stay there, but would leap up onto the 
benches and try to save their lives by making a furtive 
escape, each one of them going in a different direction. 
Because Xerxes did not understand that this Greek was 
tricking him, nor that the gods were against him, on hearing 
this he immediately gave a pre-battle speech to his admirals 
as follows. As soon the sun should cease burning, the earth 
with its rays and darkness should take over the regions of 
the sky, they were to arrange the column of ships in three 
rows to guard the passageways leading out to the sounding 
sea, and other ships were to surround and encircle Ajax’s 
island. If the Greeks avoided a horrid fate, and found some 
way of escaping secretly with their ships, the prescribed 
punishment for all his men would be beheading. This :s 
what he said, and with a very optimistic heart, for he did not 
comprehend what the gods had in store.

And yet the Greeks prepared their dinner, in no 
disorderly manner but with hearts obedient to authority, and 
each sailor fastened his oar-handle to the peg, ready for 
rowing. When the sunlight failed and night came on, each 
sailor embarked, the king of his own oar, as did each man 
who was master of his weapons. The banks of rowers called 
out in encouragement to each other down the length of the 
ships, and they made sail, each according to his instructions. 
And all night long the ships’ captains kept the entire naval 
force moving to and fro.

Night was departing, and the Greek force had not 
attempted any furtive escape whatever. As soon as the 
brilliant sight of daybreak and her white horses covered the 
earth, first a sung cry of good omen rang out loudly from the 
Greek side, and simultaneously a high-pitched echo sounded 
back in response from the island rocks. Terror fell on all the 
barbarians, mistaken in their expectation. For it was not in



62
π α ιά ν ’ έφύμνουν σ€μνδν 'Έλλην€ς* τότ€, 
άλλ’ ές* μάχην όρμώντ€ς* €υψύχω θράσ€ΐ*
σάλπιγξ 6’ αυτή π ά ν τ ’ έκ€ΐν’ έπέφλ€γ€ν. 395
€υθύς* δέ κώπης* ροθιάδος* ξυν€μβολή
έπαισαν άλμην βρΰχιον έκ Κ€λ€υματος·,
θοώς* δέ πάντ€ς* ήσαν έκφαν€ΐς* ίδ€ΐν.
τδ  δ€ξιδν μέν πρώτον €υτάκτως* κόρας*
ή γέ ΐτο  κοσμώ, δ€υτ€ρον δ ’ ό πας* στόλος* 400
έπ€ξ€χώρ€ΐ. και παρήν όμου κλυ€ΐν
πολλήν β ο ή ν  "ΤΩ παΐδ€ς* Ελλήνων, ΐτ€ ,
έλ€υθ€ρουτ£ π α τρ ίδ ’, έλ€υθ€ρούτ€ δέ
παΐδας* γυναίκας* θ€ών Τ€ πατρώων έ'δη
θήκας* τ€ προγόνω ν νυν υπέρ πάντω ν άγων." 405
και μην π α ρ ’ ήμών Π€ρσίδος* γλώσσης* ρόθος* 
ύπηντίαζ€, κούκότ’ ήν μόλλ€ΐν ακμή.
£υθύς* δέ ναυς* έν νηι χαλκήρη στόλον 
έ'παισ€ν ήρξ€ δ ’ έμβολής* Ελληνική
ναυς*, κάποθραυ€ΐ πάντα  Φοινίσσης* ν€ως* 410
κόρυμβ’· έ π ’ άλλην δ ’ άλλος* ηΰθυν€ν δόρυ.
τα  πρώτα μόν νυν ρ€υμα Π€ρσικου στρατού
ά ντ€ ΐχ€ ν  ως* δέ πλήθος* έν στ€νώ ν€ών
ήθροιστ’, αρωγή δ ’ οίίτις* άλλήλοις* παρήν,
αυτοί δ ’ ύ π ’ αυτών έμβόλαις* χαλκοστόμοις* 415
π α ίο ν τ ’, έθραυον πάντα  κωπήρη στόλον,
Έ λληνικαί Τ€ νή€ς* ούκ άφρασμόνως* 
κύκλω πόριξ έθ^ ινον  ύπτιουτο δέ 
σκάφη ν€ών, θάλασσα δ 1 ούκότ1 ήν ίδ€ΐν,
ναυαγίων πλήθουσα και φόνου βροτώ ν 420
άκται δέ ν€κρών χοιράδ€ς* τ ’ έπλήθυον.
φυγή δ1 άκόσμως* πάσα ναυς* ήρέσσ€Τ0,
όσαιπ€ρ ήσαν βαρβάρου στρατ€υματος*.
το ι δ 1 ώστ€ θύννους* ή τ ιν ’ ιχθύων βόλον
ά γα ισ ι κωπών θραΰμασιν τ ’ έρ£ΐπίων 425
έπαιον, έρ ρ ά χ ιζο ν  οίμωγή δ ’ όμου
κωκυμασιν κατ£ΐχ€ π€λαγίαν άλα,
έ'ως* Κ€λαινόν νυκτδς* όμμ’ άφ€ΐλ€Τ0.
κακών δέ πλήθος*, ούδ’ αν €ΐ δόκ’ ήματα
στοιχηγοροίην, ούκ αν έκπλήσαιμι σοι. 430
€υ γάρ τό δ ’ ϊσθι, μηδάμ’ ήμόρα μια
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flight that the Greeks were then singing the sacred paean, 
but rushing into battle with courage and confidence. A 
trumpet fired their w hole fleet on with its sound. 
Immediately, on the command, they all pulled together 
simultaneously, striking the deep salty sea, dashing it with 
their oars. At great speed the whole fleet came clearly into 
view. First, in the lead, came the right wing, in disciplined 
and orderly fashion, and secondly the whole fleet came out 
against us; at the same time we could hear a great shout: “O 
sons of the Greeks, come on, liberate your fatherland, 
liberate your children, your wives, the shrines of your 
ancestral gods and the graves of your forefathers. Our 
struggle now is on behalf of them all!” This was met from 
our side by a clamour in the Persian tongue; it was no longer 
time for delaying.

Straightaway a ship struck its bronze beak against a 
ship. A Greek vessel began the ramming, and smashed off 
the entire stern of a Phoenician ship; each captain steered his 
ship against another. At first the flood of the Persian force 
put up a resistance; but when the mass of their ships was 
crowded together in a narrow strait, and they could not bring 
any assistance to one another, they struck each other with 
their bronze-mouthed beaks, and shattered all the rowing 
equipment; the Greek ships judiciously encircled them and 
made their strike, and ships’ hulls were turned upside down, 
and it was no longer possible to glimpse the sea, which was 
brimming with wrecked ships and dead men. The shores and 
reefs were brimming with corpses. Every ship was being 
rowed in disorderly flight - every ship, that is, in the 
barbarian fleet. But they kept on striking and splicing us 
with broken oars and fragments of the wreckage as if we 
were tunny or a catch of fish. At the same time groaning and 
shrieking filled the sea, until black-eyed night brought it to 
an end. I could not give you a full narrative about the 
plethora of disasters even if I took ten days to go through it 
line by line. For you can be certain that never in a single
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πλήθος* τοσουτάριθμον ανθρώπων θαν€ΐν.

Βα. αίαΐ, κακών δή πέλαγος* έρρωγ€ν μέγα
Πέρσαις* Τ€ και πρόπαντι βαρβάρων γέν€ΐ.

Αγ. €υ νυν τό δ ’ ΐσθι, μηδέπω μ€σουν κακόν 435
το ιά δ ’ έ π ’ αυτοίς* ήλθ€ συμφορά πάθους*, 
ώς* τοισδ€ και δις* άντισηκώ σαι ροπή.

Βα. και τις* γ έ ν ο ιτ ’ αν τή σ δ ’ έ τ ’ έχθίων τιίχη; 
λέξον τ ίν ’ αυ φής* τήνδ€ συμφοράν στρατώ
έλθέΐν, κακών ρέπουσαν ές* τά  μάσσονα. 440

Αγ. Π€ρσών όσοιπ€ρ ήσαν ακμαίοι φυσιν,
ψυχήν τ ’ άριστοι κ€υγέν€ΐαν έκπρ€π€ΐς*, 
αύτώ τ ’ άνακτι π ισ τ ιν  έν πρώτοις* α€ΐ,
Τ€θνάσιν αίσχρώς* δυσκλ€€στάτω μόρω.

Βα. οι ’γώ τάλαινα συμφοράς* κακής*, φίλοι. 445
ποιώ μόρω δέ τουσδ€ φής* όλωλέναι;

Αγ. νήσος* τις* έσ τ ι πρόσθ€ Σαλαμινος* τόπων, 
βαιά, δΰσορμος* ναυσίν, ήν ό φιλόχορος*
Πάν έμβατ€υ€ΐ πόντιας* ακτής* έπι.
ένταύθα π έμ π€ ΐ τοιίσδ’, όπως*, ό τ ’ έκ ν€ών 450
φθαρέντ€ς* έχθροι νήσον έκσωζοίατο,
κτ€ΐνοΐ€ν €υχ€ΐρωτον Ελλήνω ν στρατόν,
φίλους* δ ’ ύπ€κσωζοΐ€ν έναλίων πόρων,
κακώς* τό μέλλον ίστορών. ώς* γάρ θ€ος*
ναών έδωκ€ κυδος* "Ελλησιν μάχης*, 455
αύθημ€ρόν φάρξαντ€ς* €υχάλκοις* δέμας*
όπλοισι ναών έξέθρωσκον άμφι δέ
κυκλουντο πάσαν νήσον, ώ σ τ’ άμηχαν€ΐν
όποι τράποιντο. πολλά μέν γάρ έκ χ€ρών
π έτρ ο ισ ιν  ήράσσοντο, τοξικής* τ ’ άπο 460
θώμιγγος* ίο ι προσπίτνοντ€ς* ώλλυσαν*
τέλος* δ ’ έφορμηθέντ€ς* έξ ένός* ρόθου
παίουσι, κρ€οκοπο0σι δυστήνων μέλη,
έ'ως* απάντω ν έξαπέφθ€ΐραν βίον.
Ηέρξης* δ ’ άνωμωξ€ν κακών ορών βάθος*· 465
έδραν γάρ €ΐχ€ παντός* €υαγή στρατού,

4 4 4  οίκτρώ ς ΙΟ Υ  δ υ σ τυ χ€σ τά τω  Q K 1
4 5 0  δ τ ’ έκ E lm sley: 6V  αν vel δτα ν  codd.
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day has such a large number of men died.
Aiai\ A vast ocean of catastrophes has burst out upon the 
Persians and the entire barbarian people.
You can be sure that they are not yet half narrated. Such was 
the suffering which happened after them that it outweighed 
them in the balance by at least twice.
And what misfortune could be even more hateful than this? 
Tell me, what is this other disaster you say happened to our 
force to swing the balance even further down?
The Persians who were in their physical prime, most noble 
in spirit and distinguished in lineage, the ones always 
forem ost in fid elity  to the King h im self - they died  
shamefully by the most inglorious of fates.
Oi, how wretched I am at this terrible misfortune, friends. 
How do you say these men died?
There is an island in front of Salamis, small and difficult for 
ships to anchor in, where dance-loving Pan treads the 
seashores. Xerxes had sent these men there so that they 
could both make an easy killing of the enemy Greek force 
when they were shipwrecked and tried to make to the island 
for safety, and save their own comrades from the sea straits. 
So poorly did he understand what was to happen. For on the 
same day that god gave victory in the naval battle to the 
Greeks, they armoured their bodies with fine bronze 
weaponry, leapt out of their ships and encircled the whole 
island, so that our men had no idea where to turn. They were 
struck repeatedly by stones thrown from Greek hands, and 
arrows shot from the bow-string fell on them and destroyed 
them. In the end the Greeks, rushing at a single cry against 
them, struck them, butchered the poor men’s limbs until 
they had all been deprived of life.

X erxes w ailed aloud as he saw the depth o f the 
disaster. For he had a seat with a clear view of the whole
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υψηλόν δχθον ά γ χ ι π ε λ ά γ ια ς  άλός*· 
ρήξας* δε πέπλους* κάνακωκιίσας* λιγυ, 
π€ζω παραγγ€ΐλας* άφαρ στρατ€\ίματι,
ϊη σ ’ άκόσμω ξύν φυγή. τοιάνδ€ σοι 470
προς* τή πάροιθ€ συμφοράν πάρα στέν€ΐν.

Βα. ώ στυγνέ δαΐμον, ως* άρ’ έψ€υσας* φρένων 
Πέρσας** πίκραν δέ παΐς* έμδς* τιμω ρίαν 
κλ€ΐνών ’Αθηνών ηυρ€, κούκ άπήρκ€σαν
οΰς* πρόσθ€ Μαραθών βαρβάρων άπώ λ€σ€ν 475
ών α ντίπο ινα  παϊς* έμδς* πράξ€ΐν δοκών
τοσόνδ€ πλήθος* πημάτω ν επέοπαοεν .
συ δ ’ €ΐπέ, ναών αϊ π€φ€ΐίγασιν μόρον,
που τά σ δ ’ έ'λ€ΐπ€ς*; οΐσθα σημήναι τορώς*;

Αγ. ναών δέ τα γο ί τών λ€λ€ΐμμένων σιίδην 480
κ α τ’ ουρον ούκ €ΐίκοσμον α ίρονται φυγη'ν 
στρατδς* δ ’ ό λοιπδς* εν τ ε  Βοιωτών χθονι 
διώλλυθ’, οί μέν άμφι κρηναιον γάνος* 
δίψη πονουντ€ς\ οί δέ < - - -

- οί δ ’> ύ π ’ άσθματος* κ€νοι
δΐ€κπ€ρώμ€ν €Ϊς* τ ε  Φωκέων χθόνα 485
και Δωρίδ’ αίαν Μηλιά τ ε  κόλπον, ου
Σπ€ρχ€ΐδς* άρδ€ΐ π€δίον €υμ€ν€ΐ ποτώ*
κάντ€υθ€ν ή μάς* γής* Άχαιίδος* πέδον
και θ€σσαλών πόλ€ΐς* ύπ€σπανισμένους*
βοράς: έδέξα ν τ’* έ'νθα δη πλ€ΐστοι θάνον 490
δίψη τ ε  λιμώ τ ’* άμφότ€ρα γάρ ήν τάδ€.
Μ αγνητικήν δέ γα ιαν  ές* τ€ Μακ€δόνων 
χώραν άφικόμ€σθ’, έ π ’ Άξιου πόρον,
Βόλβης* θ’ έ'λ€ΐον δόνακα, Π άγγαιόν τ ’ όρος*,
Ή δω νίδ’ α ία ν  νυκτι δ ’ έν ταΰτη  θ€0ς* 495
χ€ ΐμ ώ ν’ άωρον ώρσ€, πήγνυσ ιν δέ πάν
ρ€€θρον αγνού Στρυ μόνος*. θ€θύς* δέ τις*
τδ  πριν νομίζων ούδαμου τ ό τ ’ ηιίχ€Τ0
λ ιτα ισ ι, Γαιαν Ουρανόν τ ε  προσκυνών.

4 7 0  ϊη σ ’ GF: ϊ η σ ’ Μ ΙΟ Υ: ή ϊσ ’ Α: ή ξ’ fere rei 1.
481 α ίρ ο ντα ι E lm sley: α ίρ ου ντα ι fere codd.
4 8 4  post οί δέ lac. stat. R ou ssel
4 8 9  π ό λ € ΐς  Schiller: π ό λ ις  Μ Β Ο Υ : π ό λ ισ μ ’ cett.
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militia, a high bank close to the sea. He tore his robes and 
shrilly screamed, and straightaway gave an order to his 
infantry, rushing away in disorderly flight. You have to 
lament this disaster in addition to the former one.
O loathsome deity, how you have deceived the minds of the 
Persians! The vengeance my son planned to exact from 
famous Athens turned bitter on him, and the barbarians 
whom Marathon destroyed were not enough for him. My 
son, expecting to exact requital for them, has brought on a 
multitude of afflictions. But you, tell me, which of the ships 
evaded destruction? Where did you leave them? Do you 
have knowledge so that you can give me a clear indication? 
The commanders of the remaining ships hurriedly took to 
flight in disorder with a following wind. The rest of the 
force began dying off in the Boeotian land, some afflicted
with thirst for shining spring-water, others [.....and others of
us,] gasping for breath, made our way through to the country 
of the Phocians and the land of Doris and the Melian gulf, 
where Spercheios irrigates the plain with his benevolent 
waters. From there, starving, we arrived at the plain of the 
Achaean land and the cities of Thessaly; the majority died 
there from thirst and hunger, for both were rife. We came to 
Magnesia and the land of Macedonia, to the ford of Axios 
and Bolbe’s reedy marsh and Mount Pangaion, Edonian 
territory. That night god induced wintry weather out of 
season, and the entire sacred flowing Strymon froze. Those 
who previously had not taken the gods at all seriously then 
called on them with prayers, prostrating themselves before 
Earth and Sky. When the army finished its numerous
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έπ€ΐ δέ πολλά 0€οκλυτών έπαύσατο 500
στρατός*, π€ρα κρυσταλλοπήγα διά πόρον
χώστις* μέν ήμών πριν σκ€δασθήναι θ€ου
ακτίνας· ώρμήθη, σ€σωμόνος* κυρ€ΐ.
φλόγων γάρ αύγαΐς* λαμπρός· ήλίου κύκλος·
μόσον πόρον διήκ€, θ€ρμαίνων φλογ{· 505
π ιπ το ν  δ ’ έ π ’ άλλήλοισ ιν  €υτυχής* δό τοι 
όστις* τά χ ισ τα  πν€υμ’ άπόρρηξ€ν βίου, 
όσοι δέ λοιποί κάτυχον σωτηρίας·,
Θρήκην π€ράσαντ€ς· μόγις* πολλώ πόνω
ηκουσιν έκφυγόντ€ς·, ού πολλοί τιν€ς·, 510
έφ ’ έστιουχον γ α ΐα ν  ώς* στόν€ΐν πόλιν
Π€ρσών, ποθούσαν φ ιλτάτην ή'βην χθονός*.
τ α υ τ ’ ό σ τ’ αληθή* πολλά δ ’ έκλ€ΐπω λόγων
κακών ά Πόρσαις* έγκατόσκηψ€ν θ€0ς·.

Χο. ώ δυσπόνητ€ δαιμον, ώς· άγαν βαρύς* 515
ποδοιν ένήλου π α ντ ι Π€ρσικω γόν€ΐ.

Βα. όι ’γώ τάλαινα  διαπ€πραγμόνου στρατού* 
ώ νυκτός* όψις* έμφανής* ένυπνίων, 
ώς· κάρτα μοι σαφώς* έδήλωσας* κακά.
ύμέΐς* δέ φαύλως* α υ τ’ άγαν έκρίνατ€. 520
όμως* δ', έπ€ΐδή τή δ ’ έκυρωσ€ν φάτις*
υμών, θ^οις· μέν πρώτον €υξασθαι θόλω*
όπ€ΐτα, Γή Τ€ και φθιτοις* δωρήματα,
ή'ξω λαβούσα πόλανον έξ οϊκων έμών -
έπ ίσ τα μ α ι μέν ώς* έ π ’ έξ€ΐργασμόνοις*, 525
άλλ’ ές* το λοιπόν €ΐ τ ι  δη λώον πόλοι.
υμάς* δέ χρή ’π ι τοισδ€ τοις* π€πραγμόνοις*
π ισ το ισ ι π ισ τά  ξυμφόρ€ΐν βουλ€υματα*
και π α ΐδ \ έάν π€ρ δ€ύρ’ έμού πρόσθ€ν μόλη,
παρηγορ€ΐτ€, και προπόμ π€τ’ ές* δόμους*, 530
μη καί τ ι  προς* κακοισι προσθήται κακόν.
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invocations of the gods it began making its way over the 
packed ice. And those of us who crossed quickly, before the 
sun-god’s beams spread around, have survived. For the 
bright orb of the sun, blazing with its rays, heated the path 
with flame and drove through the middle of it. The men fell 
on one another, and lucky were they whose breath of life 
broke from them the fastest. The remnant who happened to 
survive - there are not many - are coming in flight to the 
hearths of their homeland, after just managing to pass 
through Thrace with much suffering. Such is the cause of 
grief for the city of the Persians, yearning for the country’s 
beloved young men. These things are true. But my words 
omit many of the afflictions with which god blasted the 
Persians.

[Exit the messenger]

Chorus O grievous deity, you have leapt and stamped on the entire 
Persian race too heavily!

Queen 0 /, what misery the destruction of the army brings me! O 
nocturnal vision, appearing to me in dreams, how very truly 
you revealed to me our tribulations! But you, friends, judged 
them to be of too little account. However, since your words 
ordained it, I want nevertheless first to make prayers to the 
gods. Then I shall come, after fetching gifts for Earth and 
the dead, a libation from my palace. I know that doing this 
cannot change what has happened, but it is for the future, in 
case things may improve. You should contribute trustworthy 
counsels about what has happened to us who trust you. And 
if my son arrives here before me, console him, and escort 
him to the palace, so that he does not pile any further 
afflictions on afflictions.

[Exit the Queen in the direction of the palace.]



ώ ZcO βασιλ€υ, νυν < —  > Πυρσών 
των μ€γαλαιίχων και πολυάνδρων 
σ τρατιάν  όλέσας*

. άστυ το Σούσων ήδ’ Ά γβατάνω ν 
πένθ€ΐ δνοφ€ρω κατέκρυψας*· 
πολλαι δ ’ άπαλαΐς* χ€ρσί καλιίπτρας* 
κατ€ρ€ΐκόμ€ναι
διαμυδαλέους* δάκρυσι κόλπους* 
τέ γ γ ο υ σ ’, άλγους* μ€τέχουσαι. 
αί δ ’ άβρόγοοι Π€ρσιδ€ς* άνδρών 
ποθέουσαι ιδ€ΐν άρτιζυγίαν, 
λέκτρων €υνάς* άβροχίτο:>νας*, 
χλιδανής* ή'βης* τέρψιν, άφ€ΐσαι, 
π€νθουσι γόοις* άκορ€στοτάτοις*. 
κάγώ δέ μόρον των οίχομένων 
αίρω δοκίμως* πολυπ€νθή.

νυν γάρ δή πρόπασα μέν στέν€ΐ 
γ α ι ’ Άσίς* έκκ€νουμένα.
Ηέρξης* μέν άγαγ€ν, ποποι,
Ηέρξης* δ ’ άπώλ€σ€ν, τοτο ι,
Ηέρξης* δέ π ά ν τ ’ έπέσπ€ δυσφρόνως* 
βαρίδ€σσι ποντίαις*.
τ(πτ€  Δαρ€ΐος* μέν ουτω τ ό τ ’ αβλαβής* έπήν 
τόξαρχος* πολιήταις*,
Σουσίδος* φίλος* άκτωρ;

π€ζούς* γάρφ και θαλασσίους* 
φαί δ ’ όμόπτ€ροιφ κυανώπιδ€ς*
νά€ς* μέν άγαγον, ποποι,
νά€ς* δ ’ άπωλ€σαν, τοτο ι,
να€ς* πανωλέθροισιν έμβολαις*, 
διά δ ’ Ίαόνω ν χέρας*.

5 3 2  νυν τω ν O Y Q a: νυν <αϋ> E lm sley: < 6 ή >  Sch o le fie ld
535 Άγβατάνων Μ: Έκβατάνων cett.
5 3 6  στυγ^ρω  V N K YP
553 βαρ(δ€ς τ€ π ο ντ ία ι MQ*
558  τ € γάρ fere codd: γάρ  τ€ Ττ γάρ σφ€ M aas
5 5 9  αί δ ’ del. Brunck
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Chorus O Zeus my king, now you have destroyed 

the army of the Persians 
who could boast so many men,

535 and you have shrouded the citadel of Sousa and Agbatana
over with grief and gloom.
There are many women tearing their veils 
with their soft hands, 
soaking, drenching their breasts 

540 with tears, taking their share of pain.
The softly wailing women of Persia 
who long to see their recent bridegrooms, 
the soft sheets of their nuptial beds, 
the pleasures of luxuriant youth, abandon themselves 

545 to grieving in insatiable laments.
And I myself genuinely sustain deep grief 
for the fate of the departed.

550

555

For now the entire land of Asia mourns str. 1
emptied out of its men.
Xerxes led them away, popoi,
Xerxes destroyed them, totoi,
Xerxes wrong-headedly drove everything on in seafaring

ships.
Why was Dareios, lord of the bow, 
beloved leader of Sousa, 
so benign in the past to his citizens?

Soldiers and sailors! ant. 1
Dark-eyed and sail-winged

560 ships led them away, popoi,
ships destroyed them, totoi,
ships manned by Ionians destroyed them 
by lethal ramming.
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τυτθά  6 ’ έκφυγ€ΐν ά να κτ’ αυτόν, 
Θρηκης* άμ π€διηρ€ΐς* 
δυσχίμους* Τ€ κ€λ€υθους*.

ώς* άκούομ€ν, 565

τοι δ ’ άρα πρωτομόροιο, φ€ύ, στρ. β.
ληφθόντ€ς* προς* άνάγκας*, 1 / 

η*,
άκτάς* άμφι Κυχρ€ΐας·, 
<€ρρανται.> στ€ν€ και δακνά-

όά, 570

ζου, βαρύ δ ’ άμβόασον
όά·ούράνι’ άχη,

Τ€ΐν€ δέ δυσβάυκτον 
βοάτιν τάλαιναν αύδάν. 575

κναπτόμ€νοι δ 1 άλι δ€ΐνά, φ€ύ, άντ. β.
σκύλλονται προς- άναυδων, ή€,
παίδων τάς* αμιάντου, 
π€νθ€ΐ δ ’ άνδρα δόμος* στ€ρη-

όά.

θ€ΐς·, τοκ€€ς* δ ’ άπαιδ€ς* 580
δα ιμ όν ι’ άχη,
δυρόμ€νοι γόροντ€ς*
το παν δή κλύουσιν άλγος*.

όά,

το ι δ ’ άνά γάν ’Ασίαν δήν στρ. γ.
ούκότι π€ρσονομοΰνται, 
ούδ’ €τι δασμοφορουσιν 
δ€σποσύνοισιν άνάγκαις*,

585

ούδ’ €ΐς* γάν προπίτνοντ€ς* 
άρξονται· βασιλ€ΐα γάρ διόλωλ€ν ισχύς*. 590

ούδ’ €τι γλώσσα β ρ ο τ ν . σ ι ν άντ. γ.
έν φυλακαΐς*· λόλυται γάρ 
λαός* έλ€υθ€ρα βάζ€ΐν, 
ώς* έλύθη ζυγόν άλκάς*. 
α ίμαχθ€ΐσα δ ’ άρουραν 595
Αΐαντος* π€ρικλΰστα νάσος* €χ€ΐ τά  Π€ρσάν.

5 6 7  δ υ σ χ ίμ ο υ ς  D 'A m aud: δ υ σ χ ε ιμ έρ ο υ ς  fere codd.
5 6 8 -9  π ρ ω το μ ό ρ ο ιο ...ά νά γκ α ς B lom field : π ρ ω τόμ ορ οι.,.ά νά γκ α ν fere codd.

ληφ θβντε?  IH B C P D ^ V N Q : λ€ ΐφ θ€ντ€ς Μ cett.
571 < € ρ ρ α ντα ι>  suppi. Herm ann, cf. ad. 5 8 0
5 8 0  cppavTcu, quod post α π α ιδες habent codd., ad 571 transtulit Hermann
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We hear that the King himself only just escaped 
to the plains
and bleak pathways of Thrace.

str. 2
The first to meet their fate, pheu,
overtaken by necessity, ee,
are shipwrecked against the shores of Cychreia, oa.
Groan and mourn; with a deep voice bewail aloud
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your heaven-sent distress, oa,
and stretch out your miserable voice 
in an agonising howl.

ant. 2
Lacerated terribly by the brine, pheu,
they are mangled by the voiceless children, ee, 
of the undefiled sea, oa.
And each house deprived of a man grieves, and parents left

childless
bewail in their old age, oa,
their heaven-sent distress,
as they learn the full measure of their affliction.

Not for long now will the inhabitants of Asia str. 3
abide under Persian rule,
nor pay further tribute
under compulsion to the King,
nor shall they be his subjects,
prostrating themselves on the ground; for the kingly power

is destroyed.

Men will no longer curb their tongues; ant. 3
for people are released to talk freely 
when a strong yoke 
has been removed.
And the soil of Ajax’s sea-washed island, 
stained with gore, holds the remains of the Persians.



Bα. φίλοι, κακών μέν δστις* έμπ€ΐρος* κυρ€ΐ, 
έπ ίσ τα τα ι βροτοΐσιν ώς· δταν κλΰδων
κακών έπέλθη, πάντα  δ€ΐμαίν€ΐν φιλ€ΐ, 600
δταν δ ’ ό δαίμων €υροή, π€ποιθέναι
τον αύτδν α ίέν  αν€μον ούρΐ€ΐν τύχης*.
έμοι γάρ ήδη πάντα  μέν φδβου πλέα*
έν δμμασίν τ ’ άνταια  φαίν€ται θ€ών,
βοφ δ ’ έν ώσι κέλαδος* ού παιώνιος** 605
τοία  κακών έκπληξις* έκφοβ€ΐ φρένας*.
το ιγάρ  κέλ€υθον τή ν δ ’ αν€υ τ ’ οχημάτω ν
χλιδής· τ € τής* πάροιθ€ν έκ δομών πάλιν
έ'στ€ΐλα, παιδος* πατρ ι πρ€υμ€ν€ΐς* χοάς*
φέρουσ’, άπ€ρ ν€κροισι μ€ΐλικτήρια, 610
βοός* τ ’ άφ ’ αγνής* λ€υκδν €ΐίποτον γάλα,
τής* τ ’ άνθ€μουργου στάγμα , παμφαές* μέλι,
λιβάσιν υδρηλαΐς* παρθένου πηγής* μέτα,
άκήρατδν Τ€ μητρδς* άγριας* άπο
ποτδν, παλαιάς* αμπέλου γάνος* τοδ€* 615
τής* τ ’ α ίέν  έν φΰλλοισι θαλλοΰσης* βίον
ξανθής* έλαίας* καρπός* €υώδης* πάρα,
άνθη τ  € πλ€κτά, παμφδρου Γαίας* τέκνα.
άλλ\ ώ φίλοι, χοα ΐσ ι ταισδ€ ν€ρτέρων
ΰμνους* έπ€υφημ€ΐτ€, τον Τ€ δαίμονα 620
Aapciov άνακαλ€ΐσθ€* γαπότους* δ ’ έγώ 
τιμάς* προπέμψω τάσδ€ ν€ρτέροις* θ€θΐς*.

Χο. βασίλ€ΐα γύναι, πρέσβος* Πέρσαις*,
συ τ  € πέμπ€ χοάς* θαλάμους* ύπδ γής*,
ήμ€ΐς* θ’ ΰμνοις* αίτησδμ€θα 625
φθιμένων πομπούς*
€υφρονας* €ΐναι κατά γαίας*. 
αλλά χθδνιοι δαίμον€ς* αγνοί,
Γή τ  € και Ε ρμή βασιλ€υ τ ’ ένέρων,
π έμ ψ α τ’ έν^ρθ€ν ψυχήν ές* φώς*· 630
€ΐ γάρ τ ι  κακών άκος* οίδ€ πλέον, 
μδνος* αν θνητών πέρας* €ΐποι.
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[Enter the Queen, on foot, from the direction of the palace.]

Queen

600

605

610

615

620

Friends, whoever has experience of adversity knows that 
when a wave of disasters rears against people they tend to 
be utterly terrified. But when heaven blows gently, they 
believe that it will always grant the same wind of good 
fortune. I am already full of every kind of fear; hostile 
images from the gods appear before my eyes, and a din - no 
victory-song - rings in my ears. Such is the terror caused by 
the disaster which is driving me out of my mind. I have 
therefore made my way back from the palace without the 
chariot and finery I had before, carrying materials for a 
libation to propitiate my son’s father, of the sort that appease 
the dead: delicious white milk from a pure heifer, glistening 
honey distilled from flowers, lustral water from a virgin 
spring, and pure liquid taken from its wild mother, this 
delightful product of an ancient vine. Here also are the 
fragrant fruit of a pale clWe-tree, which flourishes in leaf 
perpetually, and garlands of flowers, the children of fruitful 
Earth. But you, friends, sing hymns to accompany these 
libations to the dead, and summon up the spirit of Dareios. I 
will send forth for the earth to drink these gifts in honour of 
the gods below.

Chorus My lady Queen, revered by the Persians,
you send the libations to the subterranean chambers, 

625 and we with hymns will ask
the escorts of the dead 
to be benevolent beneath the earth.
You, pure gods of the underworld,
Earth and Hermes and king of those below,

630 send up the soul from below into the light.
For if he knows any further cure for our problems, 
he alone of men could tell how to bring it to pass.
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ή p’ άΐ€ΐ μου μακαρίτας* ίσοδαίμων βασιλεύς  
βάρβαρα σαφηνή
ιόντος* τά  πανα ίολ’ αίανή δυσθροα βάγματα;
π α ντά λ α ν’ άχη
διαβοάσω;
v€p0€v άρα κλυ'€ΐ μου;

στρ. α. 
635

άλλά συ' μοι, Γ ά  Τ€ και άλλοι χθονίων άγεμόνες ,  
δαίμονα μ€γαυχή
ίό ν τ 1 α ίνόσ α τ1 έκ δόμων, Π€ρσάν Σουσιγ€νή θ€ον

άντ. α. 
642

ττ€μπ€Τ€ δ ’ άνω, 
οιο ν ου πω
Π€ρσις* α ι’ έκάλυψ€ν.

645

ή φίλος* άνήρ, φίλος* όχθος*· 
φίλα γάρ κόκ€υθ€ν ήθη.

στρ. β.

Άϊδων€υς* δ ’ άναπομπός* άν€ΐης*, Άϊδων€υς*,
θ€ΐον ανάκτορα Δαριάνα* ήό.

650

ουτ€ γάρ άνδρας* π ο τ ’ άπώλλυ 
πολ€μοφθόροισιν άταις*,

άντ. β.

θ€ομήστωρ δ ’ έκικλήσκ€Τθ Πόρσαις*, θ€ομήστωρ
δ 1 €σκ€ν, έπ€ΐ στρατόν €υ ποδοΰχ€ΐ. ήό. 655

βαλλήν, αρχαίος* βαλλήν, ΐθι, ίκου, 
€λθ’ έ π ’ άκρον κόρυμβον όχθου

στρ. γ.

κροκόβαπτον ποδός* €ΐίμαριν α€ΐρων, 
βασιλ€ΐου τιήρας* φάλαρον πιφαιίσκων. 

βάσκ€ πάτ€ρ άκακ€ Δ α ρ ιά ν  οΐ.

660

όπως* καινά τ ε  κλιίης* νέα  τ ’ άχη, 
δόσποτα δ€σποτάν φάνηθι.

άντ. γ. 
666

Σ τυγ ία  γάρ τις* έ π ’ άχλύς* π€πόταται* 
ν€θλαία γάρ ήδη κατά π ά σ ’ όλωλ€ν. 670

6 5 0  άν€(ης· Brunck: ά ν ίη σ ’ Ο: άν €ΐη M s: άνίη  vel a v ic i  rell.
651 θ€ΐον Schiitz: A apciov dlov (vel οιον) codd. ά ν α 'κ τ ο ρ α  Δ α ρ ι ά ν α  

ά νακ τα  A a p eia v  fere codd.
6 5 6  €υ ττοδοΰχει D indorf: ύττ€δώκ€ΐ M a: έπ€δώ κ€ΐ ΟΥ: έττοδώκ^ι Μ 1 
6 6 6  δ€σττοτάν Dindorf: δ€σττότου codd.

D i n d o r f :



635

640

645

650

655

660

665

670

77
Does my blessed King, equal to a god, hear me str. 1 
as I let forth in my barbarian language clear, 
varied, ceaseless and harsh-sounding utterances?
Will my cries of misery and pain 
get through?
Is he listening to me from below?

But you, Earth, and the other leaders of those below, ant. 1 
permit the proud spirit
to come from your halls, the Sousa-born god of the Persians.
Send him up;
the soil of Persia
has never covered his like before.

Beloved was the man, beloved his funeral mound, str. 2 
beloved the disposition of the person it has covered. 
Ai’doneus, be his escort, A'idoneus, send up 
the divine ruler Darian! ee.

For he never killed our men ant. 2
through the ruinous waste of war.
He was called godlike in counsel for the Persians, and

godlike in counsel
he was, since he steered the army well. ee.

Shah, ancient Shah, come, draw near, str. 3
arrive at the very top of your funeral mound, 
raising the yellow-dyed slippers on your feet, 
and revealing the tip of your kingly tiara.
Come, benign father Darian! oi.

Come that you may hear about the strange new ant. 3
suffering;

master of masters, appear!
Some Stygian mist is floating overhead, 
for all our young men have recently perished.
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βασκ€ πάτ€ρ άκακ€ Δαριάν. 

α ία ι α ίαν
ώ πολύκλαυτα φ ΐλοισι θανοον,
φτί τάδα δυνάτα δυνάτα
παρι τα  σα δίδυμα διαγόαν α μ α ρ τία ;!
ττάσαι γα  τα δ ’ έξόφθινται τρίσκαλμοι
νάας* άναας* άναας*.

ΕΙΔΩΛΟΝ ΔΑΡΕΙΟΥ
ώ π ιστά  πιστώ ν ή'λικός* θ’ ή'βης* έμής*
Πόρσαι γ€ραιοί, τ ίνα  πόλις* ποναΐ πόνον; 
στόναι, κόκοπται, και χαράσσ€ται πόδον. 
λαιίσσων δ ’ άκοιτιν την έμήν τάφου πόλας* 
ταρβώ, χοάς* δέ πραυμανής* έδαξάμην. 
ύμαΐς* δέ θρηναΐτ’ έγγύς* έστώτας* τάφου, 
και φυχαγωγοΐς* όρθιάζοντας* γόοις* 
οίκτρώς* καλαΐσθό μ ’· έστ! δ ’ ούκ αυόξοδον 
άλλως* τ € πάντως*, χο ί κατά χθονός* θαοι 
λαβαΐν άμαίνους* αίσιν ή μαθιόναι. 
όμως* δ ’ έκαίνοις* ένδυνασταιίσας* έγώ 
ηκω* τάχυν€ δ ’, ώς* άμαμπτος* ώ χρόνου, 
τ ι  έσ τι Πόρσαις* ν€οχμόν έμβριθές* κακόν;

Χο. σόβομαι μέν προσιδόσθαι, 
σέβομαι δ ’ άντία  λόξαι 
σόθαν άρχαίω  π€ρί τάρβαι.

Δα. άλλ1 έπαι κάτωθ€ν ήλθον σοις* γόοις* παπαισμόνος*, 
μή τ ι  μακιστήρα μύθον αλλά σύντομον λόγων 
αίπέ και πόραινα πάντα, την έμήν αιδώ μαθαίς*.

Χο. δ ίομαι μέν χαρΐσασθαι, 
δ ίομαι δ ’ άντία  φάσθαι,* 
λόξας* διίσλακτα φίλοισιν.

οΐ.

έπωδός*.

675

680

685

690

στρ.
695

άντ.
701

671 Δαρ€ΐάν codd.
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Come, benign father Darian!
79

oi.

675

680

Aiai, aiai\ epode
O you whose death was much lamented by your friends, 
master, master, what is the reason 
for this double error(?)
For all the triple-banked ships of this land have been

destroyed
and are ships no more, ships no more.

[The ghost ofDareios appears over his funeral mound.]

Dareios O faithful of the faithful, contemporaries of my youth, aged 
Persians, what is the sorrow the city is suffering? The 
ground groans, has been beaten, is being gashed. The sight 
of my wife close to the tomb fills me with fear; I received 

685 the libations graciously. But you are performing a dirge,
standing near the tomb, and pitifully summon me, raising 
your vo ices in necrom antic w ails. Leaving Hades is 
especially difficult, and the gods of the underworld are 

690 better at taking than releasing. Nevertheless, since I have
authority amongst them, I have come. But hurry, so that I 
cannot be reproached about the time I have spent. What is 
this new and onerous evil crushing the Persians?

Chorus
695

Awesome to me is the sight of you,
awesome it is to me to speak face to face with you,
on account of my old fear of you.

str.

Dareios Since I came here from below in obedience to your laments, 
do not make a long oration, but speak to me in concise 
words and get the whole matter over, casting aside the awe 
in which you hold me.

700 Chorus I am afraid to oblige 
I am afraid to answer, 
in words hard for friends to utter.

ant.



705

710

715

720

725

730

άλλ1 έττ€ΐ δέος* παλαιόν σοι φρ€νών άνθίστατα ι, 
των έμών λέκτρων γ€ραιά ξιίννομ’, €υγ€νές* γυναι, 
κλαυμάτων λήξασα τώνδ€ και γόων σαφές* τ ι  μοι 
λέξον. άνθρώπ€ΐα δ ’ αν το ι π ή μ ά τ ’ αν τιίχοι βροτοΐς*· 
πολλά μέν γάρ έκ θαλάσσης*, πολλά δ ’ έκ χέρσου κακά 
γ ιγ ν € τα ι θνητοις*, ό μάσσων βίοτος* ήν ταθή πρόσω, 
ώ βροτών πάντω ν ύπ€ρσχών όλβον €υτυχ€ΐ πότμω, 
ως* έ'ως* τ ’ έλ€υσσ€ς* αύγάς* ήλιου ζηλωτός* ών 
βίοτον €υαίωνα Πέρσαις* ως* θ€ος* δ ιήγαγ€ς\ 
νυν τ € σ€ ζηλώ θανόντα, πριν κακών ίδ€ΐν βάθος*, 
πάντα  γάρ, Δαρ€ΐ’, άκοιίση μύθον έν βραχ€ΐ χρόνω* 
διαπ€πόρθηται τά  Πυρσών πράγμ αθ’, ώς* €ΐπ€ΐν έπος*, 
τ ίν ι τρόπω; λοιμού τις* ήλθ€ σκηπτός* ή στάσις* πόλ€ΐ; 
ούδαμώς*· άλλ’ ά μ φ ’ ’Αθήνας* πας* κατέφθαρται στρατός*, 
τις* δ ’ έμών έκ€ΐσ€ παίδων έστρατηλάτ€ΐ; φράσον. 
θούριος* Ηέρξης*, κ€νώσας* πάσαν ήπ€ΐρου πλάκα. 
π€ζός* ή ναύτης* δέ π€ΐραν τή ν δ ’ έμώραν€ν τάλας*; 
άμφότ€ρα· διπλουν μέτωπον ήν δυοιν στρατ€υμάτοιν. 
πώς* δέ και στρατός* τοσόσδ€ π€ζός* ήνυσ€ν π€ράν; 
μηχαναις* έζ€υξ€ν 'Έλλης* πορθμόν, ώ σ τ’ έχ€ ΐν  πόρον, 
και τό δ ’ έξέπραξ€ν, ώστ€ Βόσπορον κλήσαι μέγαν; 
ώδ’ έχ€ΐ* γνώμης* δέ ποιί τις* δαιμόνων ξυνήψατο. 
φ€υ, μέγας* τις* ήλθ€ δαίμων, ώστ€ μη φρονέΐν καλώς*, 
ώς* ίδ€ΐν τέλος* πάρ€στιν όιον ήνυσ€ν κακόν, 
και τ ί δη πράξασιν αύτοις* ώδ’ έπιστ€νάζ€Τ€; 
ναυτικός* στρατός* κακωθ€ΐς* π€ζόν ώλ€σ€ στρατόν. 
ώδ€ παμπήδην δέ λαός* πας* κατέφθαρται δορί; 
προς* τά δ ’ ώς* Σονίσων μέν άστυ παν κ€νανδρίαν στέν€ΐ -
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Dareios Since you men are inhibited by the old fear in your minds, 
you, high-born lady, aged partner of my marriage bed, stop 
these tears and lamentations and tell me something clear. It 
is the human condition that calamities happen to men. For 
mortals face numerous hazards, coming both from the sea 
and the land, and the longer life is extended the more there 
are.

Queen O you who in your fortunate destiny outdid all men in 
prosperity, while you looked upon the sun’s rays you were 
enviable, living your life happily among the Persians, like a 
god; and now I envy you, because you died before  
witnessing the depths of our disasters. You will hear, 
Dareios, the entire story in a brief statement: the Persians, 
“the destroyers of cities”, have been utterly destroyed.

Dareios How? Were they blasted by some plague, or was there civic 
strife?

Queen Not at all. But the entire armed forces have been destroyed 
at Athens.

Dareios Which of my sons led a campaign there? Tell me.
Queen Raging Xerxes, after emptying the whole continent.
Dareios How did the poor wretch attempt this foolish enterprise - 

with the army or the navy?
Queen Both. The front was a double one, incorporating both forces.
Dareios How did such a great land army manage to get over there?
Queen He yoked the strait of Helle with contraptions to make a 

road over it.
Dareios He actually managed to close up the great Bosporos?
Queen Yes. But perhaps one of the gods facilitated his project.
Dareios Alas, it was a mighty god that came upon him, to make him 

lose his judgement.
Queen Indeed, for one can see the disastrous result o f his 

achievement.
Dareios What happened to them to make you lament like this?
Queen The defeat of the navy determined the destruction of the 

land army.
Dareios Has the whole force then been completely wiped out by the 

spear?
Yes: not only does all Sousa lament its emptiness of men...730 Queen



Δα. ώ πόποι κ€δνής* αρωγής* κάττικουρίας* στρατού.
Βα. Βακτρίων δ 1 έρρ€ΐ πανώλης* δήμος* |ούδ€  τις* γέρων"!*·
Δα. ώ μέλ€ος*, οΐαν άρ’ ήβην ξυμμάχων άπώλ€σ€ν.
Βα. μονάδά δέ Ηέρξην έρημόν φαοιν ού πολλών μέτα -
Δα. πώς* Τ€ δή και ποΐ Τ€λ€υταν; έστι τις* σωτηρία;
Βα. ασμ€νον μολ€ΐν γέφυραν γα ιν  δυοιν ζ€υκτηρίαν.
Δα. και προς* ήπ€ΐρον σ€σώοθαι τήνδ€, το υ τ ’ έτήτυμον;
Βα. ναί* λόγος* κρατεί σαφηνής* τούτο γ ’· ούκ ένι στάσις*.
Δα. φ€υ* τα χ€ ΐά  γ ’ ήλθ€ χρησμών πράξις*, ές* δέ π α ιδ ’ έμόν 

Ζ€υς* άπέσκηψ€ν τ€λ€υτήν θ€σφάτω ν έγώ δέ που 
διά μακρου χρόνου τά δ 1 ηυχουν έκτ€λ€υτήσ€ΐν θ€ους** 
άλλ1 όταν σπ€ΐίδη τις* αυτός*, χώ θ€ος* συνάπτ€ται. 
νυν κακών έοιΚ€ πηγή  πάσιν ηύρήσθαι φίλοις*. 
παις* δ ’ έμός* τά δ ’ ού κατ€ΐδώς* ήνυσ€ν νέω θράσ€ΐ, 
όστις* Ε λλήσποντον ίρόν δοΰλον ως* δ€σμώμασιν 
ήλπισ€ σχήσ€ΐν ρέοντα, Βόσπορον ρόον θ€θύ, 
και πόρον μ€Τ€ρρύθμιζ€, και πέδαις* σφυρήλατοις* 
π€ριβαλών πολλήν κέλ€υθον ήνυσ€ν πολλώ στρατώ. 
θνητός* ών θ€ών Τ€ πάντω ν ψ €τ’, ούκ €ύβουλία, 
και Ποσ€ΐδώνος* κρατήσ€ΐν  πώς* τά δ ’ ού νόσος* φρ€νών 
€ΐχ€ π α ΐδ 1 έμόν; δέδοικα μη πολύς* πλούτου πόνος* 
ούμός* άνθρώποις* γένη τα ι τού φθάσαντος* αρπαγή.

Βα. τα ύτά  τοι κακοις* όμιλών άνδράσιν διδάσκ€ται
θούριος* Ηέρξης*· λέγουσι δ ’ ως* συ μέν μέγαν τέκνοις* 
πλούτον έκτήσω συν α ιχμή, τον δ ’ ανανδρίας* ύ'πο 
ένδον α ίχμάζ€ΐν , πατρώον δ ’ όλβον ούδέν αύξάν€ΐν. 
το ιά δ 1 έξ άνδρών όν€ΐδη πολλάκις* κλύων κακών 
τή ν δ 1 έβούλ€υσ€ν κέλ€υθον και στράτ€υμ’ έφ 1 Ελλάδα.

Δα. το ιγά ρ  σφιν έργον έσ τιν  έξ€ΐργασμένον 
μέγιστον, α€ΐμνηστον, οιον ούδέπω 
τό δ ’ άστυ Σούσων έξ€Κ€ΐνωσ€ν π€σόν,
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Dareios Alas for the trusty protection and assistance the army gave!
Queen ...but all the Bactrian people have disappeared to a man.
Dareios O miserable wretch, the allies he lost were in their youthful 

prime.
Queen They say that only Xerxes, with hardly any men...
Dareios How and where did he end up? Is there any chance of his 

survival?
Queen ...gladly reached the bridge which yoked the two continents.
Dareios And so he has reached this continent safely; is this true?
Queen Yes. This account of events is clearly correct; there is no 

disagreement.
Dareios Alas! How swiftly oracles have been accomplished! Zeus 

has hurled down on my son the consum m ation o f  
prophecies. I trusted, I suppose, that the gods would bring 
them to fulfilment in some far distant time. But when 
someone is himself hasty, god lends assistance, too. Now it 
seems that a fountain-spring of misery has been discovered 
for all those dear to me. And this was achieved by my son, 
uncomprehending in his youthful audacity, the man who 
thought he could constrain with fetters, like a slave, the 
sacred flow in g  H ellespont, the divine stream o f the 
Bosporos. He altered the very nature of the strait, and by 
casting around it hammered shackles furnished a great road 
for his great army; although only a mortal, he foolishly 
thought that he could overcome all the gods, including 
Poseidon. Surely this must have been some disease  
affecting my son’s mind? I am afraid that the great wealth I 
amassed by my labours may be plundered by the first comer.

Queen Raging Xerxes learned the idea from talking with wicked 
men. They said that while you had acquired great wealth for 
your children by your valour, his lack of manly courage 
made him play the warrior at home, and he did not increase 
the prosperity left by his father at all. It was because he 
heard reproaches of this kind expressed frequently by 
wicked men that he decided to implement the road over the 
Hellespont and the campaign against Greece.

Dareios And so he has brought about something so momentous, so 
unforgettable, that it has never before befallen: the complete 
emptying out of the city of Sousa. This has never happened
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έξ οΰτ€ τιμ ή ν Ζ€υς* άναξ τή νδ 1 ώπασ€ν,
€ν’ άνδρ1 άπάσης* Άσίδος* μηλοτρόφου 
τα γ€ ΐν  έχοντα  σκήτττρον €ύθυντήριον.
Μήδος* γάρ ήν ό πρώτος* ήγ^μών στρατού· 
άλλος* δ ’ έκ€ΐνου παις* τό δ 1 έργον ήνυσ€ν 
φρέν€ς* γάρ αύτού θυμόν ωακοστρόφουν. 
τρίτος* δ 1 α π ’ αύτου Κύρος*, €υδαίμων άνήρ, 
άρξας* €θηκ€ πάσιν €ΐρήνην φίλοις*·
Λυδών δέ λαόν και Φρυγών έκτήσατο, 
Ιω ν ία ν  Τ€ πάσαν ήλασ€ν βία. 
θ€ος* γάρ ούκ ήχθηρ€ν, ώς* €ΐίφρων έφυ. 
Κύρου δέ παις* τέταρτος* ηυθυν€ στρατόν, 
πέμπτος* δέ Μάρδος* ήρξ€ν, αισχύνη πάτρα 
θρόνοισί τ ’ άρχαίοισι· τον δέ συν δόλω 
Άρταφρένης* έ'κτ€ΐν€ν έσθλός* έν δόμοις* 
ξυν  άνδράσιν φίλοισιν, οΐς* τό δ 1 ήν χρέος*, 
έ'κτος* δέ Μάραφις*· έ'βδομος* δ ’ Άρταφρένης* 
κάγώ· πάλου δ 1 έ'κυρσα τούπ€ρ ήθ€λον. 
κάπ€στράτ€υσα πολλά συν πολλώ στρατώ, 
άλλ1 ου κακόν τοσόνδ€ προσέβαλον πολ€ΐ. 
Ηέρξης* δ ’ έμός* παις* νέος* έών νέα  φρον€ΐ, 
κού μνημον€υ€ΐ τάς* έμάς* έπιστολάς*.
€υ γάρ σαφώς* τό δ ’ ϊ σ τ 1, έμοι ξυνήλικ€ς*· 
άπαντ€ς* ήμέΐς*, οΐ κράτη τά δ 1 έσχομ€ν, 
ούκ αν φαν€ΐμ€ν π ή μ α τ1 έρξαντ€ς* τόσα.

Χο. τ ι  οΰν, άναξ Δαρ€ΐ€; ποι καταστρ€φ€ΐς* 
λόγων τ€λ€υτήν; πώς* αν έκ τούτων έτ ι 
πράσσοιμ€ν ώς* άριστα  Περσικός* λ€ως*;

Δα. €ΐ μη στρατ€ύοισθ’ ές* τον Ελλήνων τόπον, 
μηδ1 €ΐ στράτ€υμα πλ€ΐον ή τό Μηδικόν, 
αύτή γάρ ή γη ξύμμαχος* κ€ΐνοις* πέλ€ΐ.

Χο. πώς* το ύ τ1 έλζξας;  τ ίν ι τρόπω δέ συμμαχ€ΐ;
Δα. κτ€ΐνουσα λιμώ τούς* ύπ€ρπόλλους* άγαν.
Χο. άλλ1 €ύσταλή το ι λ€κτόν άρούμ€ν στόλον.
Δα. άλλ1 ούδ1 ό μ€ΐνας* νυν έν Ελλάδος* τόποις* 

στρατός* κυρήσ€ΐ νόστιμου σωτηρίας*.

778 seclusit Schiitz
7 9 4  ύπ€ρττόλλου$* M a: ύπ€ρπώλους· M SIA W D V : ύπβρκόμπους· fere rell.
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since lord Zeus bestowed this honour on us, that a single 
man should have command over all of sheep-rearing Asia, 
and wield the sceptre of authority. For Medos was the first 
leader of the people, and his son was the next to accomplish 
this task, for good sense steered his heart. Third in line came 
Kyros, a most fortunate man, whose rule brought peace to 
all his friends, and who acquired the peoples of Lydia and 
Phrygia and controlled all Ionia by force. For god held no 
grudge against him, since he was of kindly disposition. 
Kyros’ son was the fourth to direct the host, and the fifth 
ruler was Mardos, a disgrace to his fatherland and the 
ancient throne. He was killed in the palace by noble 
Artaphrenes, along with some friends whose obligation it 
was. Sixth came Maraphis, seventh Artaphrenes, and then 
myself. The lot I desired fell to me. And I went on many 
military campaigns with a large army, but I never brought 
such a great catastrophe upon the city. My son Xerxes is a 
young man who thinks young thoughts and does not 
remember my injunctions. For know this w ell, 
contemporaries of mine: none of us who have wielded the 
royal power would ever have been responsible for so much 
suffering.

Chorus What then, lord Dareios? What conclusion are your words 
pointing to? In the circumstances how can the Persian 
people do best?

Dareios Only if you take no expedition into Greek territory, not even 
if the Persian army is larger. For the very soil of Greece is 
their ally.

Chorus What do you mean? How is it an ally?
Dareios It starves to death any excess population.
Chorus But the force we will muster will be a fine one, carefully 

selected.
Dareios No. Even the forces now in Greek territory will fail to return 

home safely.



Χο. πώς* €ΐπας*; ού γάρ παν στράτ€υμα βαρβάρων 
π€ρα τον 'Έλλης* πορθμόν Ευρώπης* άπο;

Δα. παύροί γ€ πολλών, ei τ ι  π ιστ€υσαι θ€ών 800
χρή θ€σφάτοισιν, ές* τα  νυν π€πραγμόνα 
βλόψαντα* συμβαίν€ΐ γάρ ού τα  μόν, τα  6’ ού.
Κ€ΐπ€ρ τάδ’ έστί, πλήθος* έ'κκριτον στρατού 
λ€ΐπ€ΐ κ€ναισιν έλπίσιν π€π€ΐσμ€νος*.
μίμνουσι 6 ’ ένθα π€δίον ’Ασωπός* ροαΐς* 805
άρδ€ΐ, φίλον π ίασμα Βοιωτών χθονί*
οΰ σφιν κακών ύ'ψιστ’ έπαμμόν€ΐ παθ€ΐν,
ΰβρ€ως* άποινα κάθόων φρονημάτων,
οΐ γην μολόντ€ς* Έ λλάδ’ ού θ€ών βρέτη
ήδούντο συλάν ούδέ π ιμπράνα ι ν€ως*· 810
βωμοί δ ’ ά ϊστοι, δαιμόνων θ’ ιδρύματα
πρόρριζα φύρδην έξανόστραπτα ι βάθρων.
το ιγάρ  κακώς* δράσαντ€ς* ούκ έλάσσονα
πάσχουσι, τα  δέ μόλλουσι, κούδόπω κακών
κρηπις* ύ'π€στιν, άλλ’ έ 'τ’ έκπιδυ€ται. 815
τόσος* γάρ έ'σται πόλανος* αίματοσφαγής*
προς* γή Π λαταιών Δωρίδος* λόγχης* ύ'πο*
θιν€ς* ν€κρών δέ και τριτοσπόρω γονή
άφωνα σημανούσιν όμμασιν βροτών
ως* ούχ ύπόρφ€υ θνητόν όντα χρή φρονέίν. 820
ΰβρις* γάρ έξανθούσ’ έκάρπωσ€ν στάχυν
άτης*, όθ€ν πάγκλαυτον έξαμα θέρος*.
το ιαύθ’ όρώντ€ς* τώνδ€ τά π ιτ ίμ ια
μόμνησθ’ ’Αθηνών Ελλάδος* Τ€, μηδό τις*
ύπ€ρφρονήσας* τον παρόντα δαίμονα 825
άλλων έρασθ€ΐς* όλβον έκχόη μόγαν.
Ζ€υς* το ι κολαστής* τών ύπ€ρκόμπων άγαν 
φρονημάτων έπ€στιν, €ύθυνος* βαρύς*, 
προς* τ α ύ τ ’ έκ€ΐνον σωφρον€ΐν κ€χρημόνοι
π ινύσ κ€τ’ €ύλόγοισι νουθ€τήμασιν 830
λήξαι θ€θβλαβούνθ’ ύπ€ρκόμπω θράσ€ΐ.
συ δ ’, ώ γ€ραιά μήτ€ρ ή Ξόρξου φίλη,
έλθούσ’ ές* οίκους* κόσμον όστις* €ύπρ€πής*
λαβούσ’ ύπαντίαζ€  παιδί, πάντα  γάρ
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Chorus What are you saying? Is the barbarian force not crossing the 

straits of Helle from Europe intact?
Dareios Few enough out of so many, if one who contemplates what 

has happened should have any trust in the gods' ordinances. 
They all without exception come to pass. This means that 
Xerxes, in leaving his selected troops behind, is deluded by 
empty hopes. They are waiting where the Asopos waters the 
plains with his streams, to fatten pleasingly the Boeotian 
land. The pinnacle of misery and suffering awaits them 
there, in requital for hubris and godless designs. When they 
went to the land of Greece they were not ashamed to steal 
images of gods, nor to set fire to temples; altars have 
vanished from sight, and the shrines of the gods have been 
uprooted from their foundations and turned upside down in 
total chaos. And so they suffer tribulations no less than those 
they have caused themselves, and they will suffer more, nor 
is there yet any solid base to their troubles: they are still 
welling up. So great will be the bloody sacrificial slaughter, 
caused by Doric spears, on the earth of Plataea. Piles of 
corpses will mutely signify to the eyes of people even three 
generations hence that mortals must not think thoughts 
above their station; for hubris flowers and produces a crop 
of calamity, and from it reaps a harvest of lamentation. 
Consider what the penalties for this are like, and remember 
Athens and Greece, so that no-one may scorn the situation 
god has put him in, lust after what belongs to others, and 
pour away great prosperity. For Zeus stands over and 
chastises arrogant minds, and he is a stem assessor. So in the 
light of this, use sensible words of warning to admonish 
Xerxes to behave temperately and stop offending the gods 
with his boasts and excessive confidence.

But you, aged and beloved mother of Xerxes, go home, 
get suitable clothing for your son, and meet him. For in his
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κακών ύ π ’ άλγους* λακίδ€? άμφι σώ ματι 835
στημορραγουσι ποικίλων έσθημάτων.
άλλ’ αυτόν €υφρόνω? συ πράϋνον λόγοι?·
μόνη? γάρ, όΐδα, σου κλιίων άνέξ€ται.
έγώ δ ’ απ€ΐμ ι γή ?  υπό ζόφον κάτω.
ύμ€ΐ? δέ πρέσβ€ΐ? χα ίρ € τ \ έν κακοί? ό'μω? 840
ψυχή διδόντ€? ήδονήν καθ’ ή μόραν, 
ώ? το ι?  θανουσι πλούτο? ουδόν ώφ€λ€ΐ.

Χο. ή πολλά και παρόντα και μέλλοντ’ ότι 
ήλγη σ ’ άκου'σα? βαρβάροισι πη'ματα.

Βα. ώ δαΐμον, ώ? μ€ πόλλ’ έσέρχ€τα ι κακών 845
άλγη, μάλιστα δ ’ ή'δ€ συμφορά δάκν€ΐ, 
α τιμ ία ν  γ€ παιδό? άμφι σώ ματι 
έσθημάτων κλυουσαν, ή' νιν άμπέχ€ΐ. 
άλλ’ €ΐμι, και λαβουσα κόσμον έκ δόμων
ύπ α ντιάζ€ ΐν  π α ιδ ί μου π€ΐράσομαι· 850
ου γάρ τά  φ ίλ τα τ ’ έν κακοί? προδώσομ€ν.

Χο. ώ πόποι ή μ€γάλα? αγαθά? Τ€ πο- στρ. α.
λισσονόμου β ιοτά? έπ€κυ'ρσαμ€ν, €υθ’ ό γ€ραιό? 

πανταρκή? άκάκα? άμαχο? βασιλ€υ? 855
ίσόθ€0? Δαρ€ΐο? άρχ€ χώρα?.

πρώτα μέν €υδοκίμου? σ τρατιά? άπ€- άντ. α.
φαινόμ€θ’ ήδ€ φνομί(σ)ματα πΰργινα  π ά ν τ ’ έπ€υθυνον|· 

νόστοι δ ' έκ πολέμων άπονου? άπαθ€ΐ? 860
<αΰθι? έ?> €υ πράσσοντα? άγον οίκου?.

όσσα? δ ’ €ΐλ€ πόλ€ΐ? πόρον ου διαβά? "Αλυο? στρ. β.
ποταμοίο

ούδ’ ά φ ’ έσ τ ία ?  συθέί?· 866
οΐαι Στρυμονίου π€λάγου? Ά χ€λω ΐδ€? €ΐσί πάροικοι
Θρήίκων έπαυ'λ€ΐ?, 870

845  κακών Schiitz: κακά codd.
8 5 0  π α ιδ ί μου Burges: έμω  πα ιδ ί M IW V

859 νο μ ίμ α τα  ΜΥΑ1: νο μ ίσ μ α τα  Aa: νόμ ιμ α  τά  ferecett.: π ο λ ίσ μ α τα  Keiper 
861 <α ύθις £ς> suppl. Headlam kg ante οίκους del. Porson 
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anguish at the catastrophe he has completely ripped up the 
embroidered robes he is wearing into tattered threads. So 
calm him down with kind words; you, I know, are the only 
one he will be able to bear listening to.

I am now going back down into the subterranean 
darkness. Elders, farewell to you. Lend your souls to 
pleasure a day at a time, despite the difficulties, since wealth 
is of no use to the dead.

[Dareios disappears from view.]

Chorus It was agonising to hear about the barbarians’ many 
tribulations, both now and in the future.

Queen O god, numerous harsh pains are afflicting me, but the 
misfortune which hurts me most of all to hear about is that 
my son is disgraced by his clothes on his body. I shall go 
and get robes from the palace and try to meet him. For I 
shall not fail those dear to me in a time of trial.

[Exit the Queen in the direction of the palace.]

Chorus O popoi, what a great and excellent str. 1
life of civic order was ours, when the old 
all-sufficing undamaging invincible 
godlike King Dareios ruled the land!

First we proved ourselves glorious on military ant. 1
campaigns,

and then a system of laws, steadfast as towers, regulated
everything(?)

Our men return to their homes again from wars 
successfully, uninjured and unharmed.

How many cities he took without even crossing str. 2
the river Halys,

without even leaving his hearth:
the Acheloian cities neighbouring the gulf of Strymon,
Thracian garrisons.

89
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λίμνας* τ ’ έ'κτοθ€ν αΐ κατά χέρσον έληλαμέναι 

πέρ ι πύργον
άντ. β.

τούδ1 άνακτος* άϊον,
'Έ λλα ς  άμφι πόρον πλατύν €υχόμ€ναι, μυχία Τ€ 

Προποντίς*,
και στόμωμα Πόντου·

875

νάσοί θ’ αΐ κατά πρώ ν’ ά'λιον π€ρίκλυστοι
ταδ€ γα  προσήμ€ναι,
οΐα Λέσβος* έλαιόφυτός* Τ€ Σάμος*,
Χίος* ήδέ Πάρος*, Νάξος*, Μύκονος*,

στρ. γ. 
882

Τηνω τ € συνάπτουσ’ "Ανδρος* ά γχιγ€ ΐτω ν . 885

και τάς* άγχιάλους* έκράτυν€ μ€σάκτους*,
Λήμνον ’Ικάρου θ’ έ'δος*
και Τόδον ήδέ Κνίδον Κύπριας* Τ€ πόλ€ΐς*

άντ. γ. 
890

Πάφον ήδέ Σόλους* Σαλαμινά Τ€, τάς* 
νυν ματρόπολις* τώ νδ’ α ιτ ία  στ€ναγμών.

895

και τάς* €υκτ€άνους* κατά κλήρον Ία όνιον  πολυάνδρους*
φΈλλάνων έκράτυν€ σφ€τέραις* φ ρ€σ ίν .|
άκάματον δέ παρήν σθένος* άνδρών
τ€υχηστήρω ν παμμ€ΐκτω ν τ ’ έπικοιίρων.
νυν δ ’ ούκ άμφιλόγως* θ€0τρ€πτα τά δ ’ αΰ φέρομ€ν

έπωδός*.
900

πολέμοισι,
δμαθέντ€ς* μ€γάλως* πλαγα ισ ι ποντία ισ ιν.

905

ΗΕΡΗΗΣ
ί \ιω·
δύστηνος* έγώ, στυγ€ράς* μοίρας* 
τήσδ€ κυρήσας* άτ€κμαρτοτάτης*. 
ώς* ώμοφρόνως* δαίμων ένέβη 
Π€ρσών γ€ν€α· τ ί  πάθω τλήμων; 
λέλυται γάρ έμών γυίων ρώμη

910

876 "Ελλάς τ ’ QKLb: τ ’ om. rell.
900 <πόλ€ΐς> post έκράτυν€ suppi. Schiitz 
904 θ€0πρ€πτα MPOV: θ€οθρ€πτα Q
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And the walled cities on dry land outside the lake ant. 2 
knew him as their King,
proudly situated around the broad stream of Helle; 
and the creeks of the Propontis, 
and the mouth of the Black Sea.

And the sea-washed islands opposite the str. 3
coast of the peninsula, lying near this country, 
such as Lesbos and olive-producing Samos,
Chios and Paros, Naxos, Mykonos, 
and Andros the close neighbour of Tenos.

ant. 3
And he governed the sea-girt islands between the coasts, 
Lemnos and Ikaria,
Rhodes and Cnidos, and the cities of Cyprus,
Paphos, Soloi and Salamis, whose 
mother-state is the cause of the lamentations now.

900 And he governed in his wisdom the cities rich in epode
wealth and men in the Ionian land colonised by Greeks.
He had at hand the indefatigable strength of men 
under arms and a great variety of allies.
But now there is no doubt that through wars we are enduring 

905 the gods’ reversal of our fortunes;
we have suffered a great defeat through blows inflicted at

sea.

[Enter Xerxes, in rags and on a curtained vehicle, from the same 
direction as the messenger.]

XERXES
/o!
Wretched me, I have suffered a loathsome 

91 o and totally unexpected fate!
How cruelly god has come down on the Persian race! 
Miserable me, what is to become of me?
The vigour has gone from my limbs
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τή ν δ ’ ήλικίαν έσ ιδό ντ’ αστών.
€ΐθ’ δφ€λ€ν, ZcO, κάμέ μ €τ’ άνδρών 
τω ν οίχομόνων
θανάτου κατά μοίρα καλΰψαι.

Χο. ότοτοΐ, βασιλ€υ, στρατιάς* αγαθής*
και ττ€ρσονόμου τιμής* μ€γάλης\ 
κόσμου τ 1 άνδρών, 
οΰς* νυν δαίμων έπ€Κ€ΐρ€ν. 
γά  δ ’ α ίάζ€ΐ ta v  έγγα ία ν  
ή'βαν Ξόρξα κταμόναν, "Αιδου 
σάκτορι Π€ρσάν* ’ Αγβατάνων γάρ 
πολλοί φώτ€ς*, χώρας* άνθος*, 
τοξοδάμαντ€ς·, πάνυ ταρφυς* τις* 
μυριάς* άνδρών, έξόφθινται. 
α ία ι α ία ι κ€δνάς* άλκάς**
Ά σία  δέ χθων, βασιλ€υ γαίας*, 
αίνώς* αίνώς* έπ ι γόνυ κόκλιται.

Η€. όδ1 έγών, οίοι, αίακτός*·
μόλ€ος* γέννα  γά  τ€ πατρώα 
κακόν άρ’ έγ€νόμαν.

Χο. πρόσφθογγόν σοι νόστου ταυ'ταν
κακοφάτιδα βοάν, κακομόλ€Τον ίάν 
Μαριανδυνου θρηνητήρος* 
πόμψω πολιίδακρυν ιαχάν.

Ξ€. ΐ€ τ ’ αιανή πάνδυρτον
δυσθροον αύδάν. δαίμων γάρ όδ’ αΰ 
μ€τάτροπος* έ π 1 έμοί.

Χο. ή'σω τοι και <τάν> πάνδυρτον,
Ιλαοπαθή Τ€ σ€βιζων άλΐτυπά τ€ βάρη t  
πόλ€ως* γ έν ν α ς  π€νθητήρος*. 
κλάγξω δ ’ αυ γόον άρίδακρυν.

9 2 4  Α γ β α τ ά ν ω ν  Brunck: ά γδ α β ά τα ι codd.: ά δοβάτα ι Hermann 
9 2 6  τα ρφ υς τ ι ς  Franz: γά ρ  φυ'στι-ς codd.
935  ταυ'ταν Page: τά ν  codd.
941 α ια νή  και codd.: και del. Passow
9 4 4  καί < τ ά ν >  anon.: κάγώ Paley: και codd.
945  λαοπαθ€α σ έβω ν Prien
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915
as I contemplate the advanced age of these citizens. 
O Zeus, I wish that fate had shrouded me 
with death as well,

Chorus
along with the men who died.
Ototoi, my King! Alas for your noble army 
and for the great prestige of imperial Persia,

920 and for the glorious men 
whom god has now cut down!
Earth laments the youth of the young
men she bore, killed by Xerxes, who has crammed

925 Hades with Persians. Many men 
from Agbatana - the flower of the land, 
archers, a great thicket of men, 
tens of thousands of them - are destroyed. 
Aiai aiai - their cherished might!
The land of Asia, O King of the country,

930 has terribly, terribly been brought to her knees.

Xerxes Behold me - oioi - 1 am lamentable! str. 1

935 Chorus

I have become a miserable blight 
upon my family and my fatherland.
To salute your return I shall let forth this 
cry of ill omen, the ill-auguring sound 
of a Mariandynian mourner,

940 a wail full of tears.

Xerxes Let out your ceaseless, dismal, ant. 1 
harsh-voiced noise, for god has now 
changed course against me.

Chorus
945

I shall indeed let out my dismal noise,
honouring the people’s suffering, and the city of my birth,
which mourns the disasters incurred at sea.
I shall shriek a tearful lament.



Η€. Ίά ω ν  γάρ άπηυρα,
Ίά ω ν  ναιίφαρκτος·
’Άρης* έτ€ραλκής· 
νυχίαν πλάκα κ€ρσάμ€νος* 
δυσδαίμονά τ ’ άκτάν.

Χο. οίοιοΐ βόα και π ά ν τ ’ έκπ€υθου.
που δέ φίλων άλλος* όχλος*; 
που δ€ σοι παραστάται, 
οίος* ήν Φαρανδάκης*,
Σουσας*, Π€λάγων καί Δατάμας* 
ήδέ Ψάμμις* Σουσισκάνης* τ ’ 
Ά γβ ά τα να  λιπών;

Ξ€. όλοούς* άπ€λ€ΐπον
Τυρίας* έκ ναός 
έρροντας* έ π ’ άκταΐς*
Σαλαμινιάσ ι, στυφ€λου 
θ€ΐνοντας· έ π ’ άκτάς*.

Χο. οιοιοι <βόα>, που σοι Φαρνοΰχος*
Άριόμαρδός* τ ’ αγαθός·; 
που δέ Σ€υάλκης* άναξ 
ή Λίλαιος* €υπάτωρ,
Μέμφις* Θάρυβις* καί Μασίστρας* 
Άρτ€μβάρης* τ ’ ήδ ’ Ύσταίχμας*; 
τάδ€ σ ’ έπαν€ρόμαν.

Η€. ίώ ιώ μοι*
τάς* ώγυγιους* κατιδόντ€ς*
στυγνάς* Άθάνας* πάντ€ς* ένι πιτυ'λω,
έέ', έέ', τλάμον€ς* άσπαίρουσι χέρσω.

Χο. ή και Π€ρσάν τον άωτον,
τον σόν π ιστόν π ά ν τ ’ οφθαλμόν

94
στρ. β. 

951

955

960

άντ. β. 

965

970

στρ. γ. 
975

9 6 0  ήδέ ά γ α β ά τ α ς  codd.: ά γα β ά τ α ς  del. P assow
9 6 7  <βόα> , που σοι Hermann: πού δέ (vel δή) σοι codd.
9 7 7  e € € fere codd.
9 7 8  Γΐ€ρσάν το ν  άω τον Page: τον  (vel τώ ν) Π ερσώ ν αυτού codd.
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950 Xerxes Robbed by the Ionian str. 2

-  the Ionian -  Ares, with his fences of ships,
favouring the other side,
ravaging the night-dark surface of the sea
and the ill-starred shore.

955 Chorus Oioioi - cry it out, and find everything out. 
Where is the rest of your crowd of friends? 
Where are your comrades, 
such as Pharandakes,

960
Sousas, Pelagon and Datamas? 
Psammis and Sousiskanes, 
who left from Agbatana?

Xerxes I left them behind, destroyed, ant. 2 
disappearing from Phoenician ships 
onto the strands

965 of Salamis, striking 
against the harsh coast.

Chorus Oioioi - cry it out; where are your Phamouchos 
and noble Ariomardos?
Where lord Seualkes

970 or Lilaios of noble birth? 
Memphis, Tharybis and Masistras, 
Artembares and Hystaichmas?
I put the question to you again.

Xerxes
975

Io io, ah me! str. 3 
When they saw Athens, ancient 
and abhorrent, all at one oar-stroke -

Chorus
ehe ehe - they lay gasping, poor wretches, on the shore. 
And what of the best of the Persians, 
your most faithful, all-seeing Eye?
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μύρια μύρια π€μπαστάν 980

Βατανώχου 
π α ΐδ ’ άλπιστον 
του Σησάμα του Μ €γαβάτα,
Πάρθον τ € μόγαν τ ’ Οίβάρην
όλιπ€ς* €λιπ€£; ώ ώ δαίων. 985
Πόρσαις* άγαυοΐς* κακά πρόκακα λόγ€ΐς*.

He. ΐυ γ γ ά  μοι δ ή τ1
αγαθών έτάρων άνακιν€ΐς\

άντ. γ.

<άλαστ’> άλαστα στυγνά  πρόκακα λόγων, 
βοα βοα <μοι> μ€λόων όνδοθ€ν ήτορ.

990

Χο. και μην άλλους* γ€ ποθουμ€ν, 
Μάρδων άνδρών μυριοταγδν 
Ξάνθην Ά ρίον τ ’ Ά γχάρην,
Δ ια ιξ ίν  τ ’ ή δ ’ Άρσάκην 
ίππιάνακτας*,
tκ ή γ δ α δ ά τα v t και Λυθίμναν 
Τόλμον τ 1 αίχμάς* άκόρ€στον.

995

όταφον όταφον ούκ άμφι σκηναις* 
τροχηλάτοισ ιν  όπιθ€ν έπομόνους*.

1000

Η€. β€βάσι γάρ τοίπ€ρ άγρόται στρατού. στρ. δ.
Χο. β€βάσιν, οΐ, νώνυμοι.
Η€. ίή ιή, ίώ ίώ.
Χο. ίώ ίώ δαίμον€ς\

<ώς*> όθ€τ’ ά€λπτον κακόν 
δ ιαπρόπον  οιον δόδορκ€ν νΑτα.

1005

981 lac. h ic  stat. W est, post "Αλπιστον Hermann
982 αλπιστον W est: άλπνιστον W ecklein: "Αλπιστον codd.
9 8 9  άνακιν€ΐς· H eadlam : υπομιμνήσκεις* codd.
9 9 0  < ά λ α σ τ ’> suppi. Hermann
991 < μ ο ι>  suppi. D ind orf
9 9 2  άλλους* Prien: άλλο codd.
993  μ υ ρ ιοτα γδ ν  Dindorf: μ υριότα ρχον M aH: μ υρ ιόντα ρ χον  Μ 1
9 9 7  και Δ α δάκ αν W ilam ow itz
1006 <ώς*> suppl. Johansen
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980 The one who counted the tens of thousands

[ ------ ], the fairest son
of Batanochos,

985

son of Sesames, son of Megabates?
And Parthos and great Oibares -
did you leave them behind, leave them behind? Ο o , for

their misery!
You tell of evils beyond evils for high-born Persians.

Xerxes You stir up in me longing ant. 3 
for my noble comrades,

990 telling of unforgettable - unforgettable - and loathsome evils
beyond evils.

My heart cries out - cries out - from within my limbs.
Chorus There are yet others we long for - 

Xanthes, commander of ten thousand 
Mardians, and Anchares the Arian,

995 and Diaixis and Arsakes, 
lords of the cavalry,
[------ ] and Lythimnas
and Tolmos, insatiable in war.

1000 I am astounded - astounded - that they do not follow 
behind the wheels of your curtained car.

Xerxes 
Chorus 
Xerxes 

1005 Chorus

They have gone, those commanders of the army. str. 4 
They have gone - oi - into obscurity.
Ie ie, io io\
Ιό io, O gods,
you caused an unexpected and outstanding 
disaster! How terribly Calamity looks at us!



He.
Xo.
H € .

Xo.
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H € .

Xo.
H€.
Xo.
H € .

Xo.
H € .

Xo.
H € .

Xo.

H € .

Xo.
H € .

Xo.
H € .

Xo.
H € .

Xo.
H € .

Xo.

He. 
Xo. 
H € .

π€πλήγμ€θ’, οΐ, τάς· δ ι’ αίώνος· τύχας* - 
π€πλήγμ€θ’· €υδηλα γάρ - 
νέα νέα  δύα δύα.
Ίαόνω ν ναυβατάν 
κύρσαντ€ς· ούκ €υτυχώς*. 
δυσπόλ€μον δή γένο ς  το Π€ρσάν.

πώς* δ ’ ού; στρατόν μέν τοσού" 
τον τάλας* πέπληγμαι. 
τ ί  δ ’ ούκ δλωλ€ν, μ€γάλατ€, Tlcpoav; 
όρας* το λοιπόν τόδ€ τά ς  έμάς* στολάς*; 
όρώ όρώ.
τόνδ€ τ 1 ό ϊστοδέγμονα - 
τ ι  τόδ€ λέγ€ΐς· οεσω μένον; 
θησαυρόν β€λ€€σσιν; 
βαιά γ 1 ώς από πολλών. 
έσπανίσμ€θ’ αρωγών.
Ίά νω ν λαός ού φυγαίχμας·.

ά γα ν  άρ€ΐος·- κατ€ΐ_ 
δον δέ π ή μ ’ α€λπτον. 
τρ α π έντα  ναύφαρκτον έρ€ΐς* όμιλον; 
πέπλον δ ’ έπέρρηξ’ έπ ι συμφορά κακού, 
πα π α ι παπαι.
και πλέον ή παπα ι μέν ούν. 
δίδυμα γάρ έσ τι και τριπλά - 
λυπρά· χάρματα  δ ’ έχθροΐς·. 
και σθένος· γ ’ έκολούθη. 
γυμνός· €ΐμ ι προπομπών, 
φίλων ά τα ισ ι ποντία ισ ιν.

δίαιν€ διαιν€ πήμα· προς* δόμους* δ ’ ϊθι. 
α ία ι αίαι, δύα δύα. 
βόα νυν άντίδουπά μοι.

άντ. δ. 

1010

στρ. €. 
1 0 1 5

1020

1 0 2 5  

άντ. €.

1 0 3 0

1 0 3 5

στρ. ζ. 

1 0 4 0

1008 οΐ, τάς.,.τύχας W est: οΐαι (vel οΐα)...τυχαι fere codd. 
1026 ay  αν apcios* W ellauer: άγανόρ€ΐος vel -όριος· codd.
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99
Xerxes We have been struck down - oi - from our ant. 4

lifelong good fortune...
Chorus We have been struck down; for it is clear....
Xerxes ... by new anguish, by new anguish!
Chorus ... that we encountered the Ionian sailors 

to our misfortune.
The Persian race is unlucky in war.

Xerxes How could it be otherwise? It is a miserable str. 5
blow for me to have lost so great an army.

Chorus Is anything left of the Persians, O man of great calamity? 
Xerxes Do you see what remains of my outfit?
Chorus I see, I see.
Xerxes And this quiver...
Chorus What is this that you say has survived?
Xerxes ...the storehouse of arrows?
Chorus Little enough out of so much.
Xerxes We have been deprived of those who defended us.
Chorus The Ionian people do not run away from battle.

Xerxes They are too warlike; I watched ant. 5
an unexpected disaster.

Chorus Do you mean the rout of our naval force?
Xerxes I ripped my gown because of the disaster which happened.
Chorus Papai, papail
Xerxes And even more than papai.
Chorus Twofold, threefold are...
Xerxes ...our afflictions. But they delight our adversaries.
Chorus Yes, and our strength was shorn off.
Xerxes I am stripped bare of escorts.
Chorus By the disasters incurred by our friends at sea.

Xerxes Weep, weep at the disaster; proceed towards str. 6
the palace.

Chorus Aiai, aiai, agony, agony.
Xerxes Cry out in response to me.
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Χο. δόσιν κακάν κακών κακοις*.
Η € . ΐυζ€ μέλος  όμου τιθ€ΐς*.
Χο. ότοτοτοτοι·

βαρ€ΐά γ 1 αδ€ συμφορά* 
οϊ, μάλα και τό δ ’ άλγώ. 1045

Η € . έρεσσ" έρεσσε  και σ τό να ζ’ έμήν χάριν. άντ. ζ.
Χο. δια ίνομαι γο€δνός* ών.
Η € . βόα νυν άντίδουπά μοι.
Χο. μόλ€ΐν πάρ€στι, δόσποτα.
Η € . έπορθίαζό νυν γόοις*. 1050
Χο. ότοτοτοτοι*

Η € .

μόλαινα δ ’ άμμ€μ€ΐξ€ται, 
οΐ, στονόεσσα  ττλαγά.

και στόρν’ άρασσ€ κάπιβόα το Μιίσιον. στρ. η.
Χο. άνια, άνια. 1055
Η € . καί μοι γ€ν€ΐου πόρθ€ λ€υκήρη τρίχα .
Χο. ά π ρ ιγδ ’ άπριγδα, μάλα γο€δνά.
Η € . άϋτ€ΐ δ ’ όξιί.
Χο. και τά δ ’ €ρξω.

H e . πόπλον δ1 €p€iK€ κολπίαν ακμή χ€ρών. άντ. η.
Χο. άνια, άνια. 1061
Η € . και φάλλ’ €0€ΐραν και κατο ίκτισα ι στρατόν.
Χο. ά π ρ ιγδ ’ άπριγδα, μάλα γο€δνά.
Η € . διαίνου δ ’ όσσ€.
Χο. τό γγο μ α ί τοι. 1065

Η € . βόα νυν άντίδοίΝτά μοι. έπωδός*.
Χο. οίοΐ οίοΐ.
Η € . αίακτός* έ ς  δόμους* κΐ€.
Χο. ίώ ίώ· Π€ρσις* αία δύσβατος*. 1070
H e . ίωά δή κ α τ’ άστυ.
Χο. ίωά δήτα, ναι ναι.

1052 ά μ μ € μ € ΐξ€ τα ι Dindorf: αυ μ € μ ίξ€ τα ι codd.
1053 οΐ Lachm ann: μοι codd.
1054  κάπιβώ  Dindorf: καί βόα Herm ann ex  Eust., Αισχύλος· φησί· βόα το Μιίσιον.
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1045

Chorus A wretched response of wretched cries to wretched cries. 
Xerxes Shout your song along with me.
Chorus Ototototoil

This misfortune is hard to bear: 
oi, this pains me exceedingly too.

1050

Xerxes Row with your arms like oars, row them, and ant. 6
groan for my sake.

Chorus I weep in my distress.
Xerxes Cry out in response to me.
Chorus This is my concern, master.
Xerxes Raise high your voice in wailing.
Chorus Ototototoi\

Groans will mingle, 
oi, with blackening blows.

1055
Xerxes Beat your breast and cry out the Mysian lament. str. 7 
Chorus Agonising, agonising!
Xerxes And ravage for me the white hair of your beard.
Chorus I do so with tightly clutching hands and terrible despair. 
Xerxes Scream sharply.
Chorus This too I will do.

1060

1065

Xerxes Tear the robe on your breast with your finger-nails. ant. 7 
Chorus Agonising, agonising!
Xerxes Pluck your hair and pity the army. .
Chorus I do so with tightly clutching hands and terrible despair. 
Xerxes Let tears fall from your eyes.
Chorus My eyes are wet.

1070

Xerxes Cry out in response to me.
Chorus Oioi, oioi.
Xerxes Wail as you proceed towards the palace. 
Chorus Ιό, io\ the Persian earth is hard to tread. 
Xerxes Cry ioa throughout the city.
Chorus Ioa indeed; yes, yes.

epode
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He. γοασθ’ άβροβάται.
Xo. ίώ ίώ· Π^ρσις* αια δύσβατος*.
He. ήή ήή> τρισκάλμοισιν,
<Xo.> ήή ήή> βάρισιν oXopevoi.
<He. πρ6πeμπe, νυν μ 1 ές* οίκους.>
Xo. πe,μφω τοι ae δυσθρόοις* γόοις*

1076 choro redd. West
1077 exempli gratia suppl. West



103

1075

Xerxes Wail, you who tread softly.
Chorus Io, io\ the Persian earth is hard to tread.
Xerxes E-e, e-e, triple-banked....
Chorus.........e-e, e-e, were the ships in which they died.
<Xerxes Escort me home now.>
Chorus I will indeed escort you with harsh-voiced wails. 

[Xerxes and the chorus exeunt in the direction of the palace .]
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Commentary
(Throughout this book line references are to the Greek text, rather than to the 
translation, of which the numeration is occasionally slightly different: a line reference 
followed by an asterisk (e.g. 8*) refers to the commentary on that line in the Greek 
text).

Hypothesis

This ancient preface to the play is probably a late compilation of observations dating 
back to the Hellenistic scholars of Alexandria. It is included in the manuscripts with a 
certain degree of variation, especially in connection with its account of the Persian 
wars.

Glaucus: It would be comforting to be able firmly to identify this unknown ancient 
scholar with Glaucus of Rhegium (in southern Italy), a late fifth-century critic writing 
within decades of both Phrynichus and Aeschylus.
modelled: On the interpretation of the Greek term παραπβποιήσθαι rests our view of 
the extent to which Aeschylus' play was dependent on his predecessor. The verb 
παραττοΐ€ΐν can have a pejorative connotation: Thucydides uses it of making a false 
copy of a seal (1.132), and it can mean 'to parody' (Dio Chrys. 32.81). But it usually 
means 'to alter slightly' (Paus. 5.10.1), or 'to copy with alterations' (Athen. Deipn. 
12.513a). However much Aeschylus adapted from Phrynichus' play, we can be certain 
that he did make some significant alterations (discussed below).
"These...": If the first lines of the two plays are representative, Aeschylus did not 
simply reproduce any of the work of Phrynichus. Although similar, the opening words 
differed in metre, in terms of the verb in the participle (βββηκότων / οίχο μόνων), and 
in Aeschylus' omission of the word πάλαι ('long ago').
Phrynichus: On this tragedian and his work see Introduction, pp. 7 and 14. 
eunuch: The eunuchs of the Persian court fascinated the Greeks, who found them 
emblematic of the effeminacy and the cruelty which they attributed to their historic 
enemy. Eunuchs appeared in Sophocles' Troilus and Euripides' Orestes (see Hall 1989, 
157-8).
defeat: Phrynichus' play was constructed completely differently if the audience was 
aware from the prologue onwards that Xerxes had been vanquished, 
prepared: The Greek στορόννυμι means 'to strew' or 'put coverings on' something, 
often to 'make up' a bed (e.g. II 9.621). By having his eunuch put out cushions or rugs, 
Phrynichus was playing on the Greeks' obsession with the luxurious textiles of the 
Persian court (see 543-5*).
thrones: Although θρόνος· can simply mean 'chair', it probably here implies regal
thrones of state (see e.g. Hdt. 1.14).
magistrates: In Herodotus (7.147, 8.138) the word πάρ€δροι is used specifically of
the special counsellors who 'sat beside' Xerxes, although it can often have the technical 
sense 'state magistrate'.
elders: It was a big change to substitute senior male Persians for Phrynichus' female 
Phoenicians, and may suggest that Aeschylus changed the focus of the play from 
private bereavement to public grief at a catastrophe afflicting the empire as a whole.



Greece: Some manuscripts add here details of the size of the cavalry and navy.
Menon: A fourth-century inscription allows us to date Menon's archonship to 473/2, 
and therefore Aeschylus' production to the spring of 472 (IG ii2 2318 = TgrFl DID A 
1); the inscription adds that Pericles was the choregos.
Phineus...: On these plays see Introduction, pp. 10-11.
Atossa: See 155*.

106 COMMENTARY

1-154: Parodos

The chorus of elderly Persian royal advisers, greying and bearded (1056), dressed in 
long ceremonial robes (πέπλοι, 1060), file into the theatre via the parodoi, the passages 
to the sides of the central dancing area (orchestra). Their entrance song is designed to 
inform the audience of the precise chronological point at which actors and audience 
are collectively entering, through the medium of dramatic illusion, the Persian city of 
Sousa: the Persian army left for Greece some time ago, and has long since crossed the 
Hellespont, but no news has yet arrived as to the outcome of the expedition.

The parodos falls into three distinct parts, (i) A 'programmatic' section (1-64), 
whose temporal focus is the past. After explaining their own identity, status, and 
topographical location, the chorus give an account of recent events, including an 
overview of the contingents and commanders who have followed Xerxes to Greece but 
of whom they have as yet had no news. The metre is the so-called 'marching anapaest', 
a metre from archaic times associated with a synchronised military pace (see further 
Raven 1968, 56-61, West 1987, 29, 48-9): it was probably chanted, since anapaests 
followed a musical line dissimilar from the natural pitch of the tonal Greek language 
(Potscher 1959); strophic lyrics in Persae are usually preceded by anapaests (532-47, 
623-32, 908-31), and may have been used to occupy the time while the chorus arranged 
themselves for the stasima (Ruijgh 1989). M.L. West calculates that since an anapaestic 
metron (u  u  -  u  u  - )  corresponded to a double pace, the chorus probably took 119 
double paces during this section (1990a, 8). (ii) A more emotional, imaginative, and 
pessimistic section (65-139), which moves from the past into the future. The metre 
changes to lyrics, with the 'Ionie a minore' prominent (65-139*). The chorus express 
their acute anxiety about the fate of the Persian forces, offer images of Xerxes crossing 
the Hellespont and leading his great army from his royal chariot, and anticipate the 
terrible distress and scenes of mourning which a Persian defeat would inflict on their 
people, (iii) A brief, pragmatic section (140-54), which returns abruptly to the present 
situation, marked by the return to anapaests. The chorus recall their current purpose - 
to reflect on the situation - but are interrupted by the arrival of the Queen.

1-2 "The FaithfulM...Greece: The Persian counsellors refer to themselves in the 
neuter plural (τάδ€), a construction which tends to lend an impersonal or formal 
effect: in this play it suggests the self-conscious formality of the Persia court: cf. 
171 (γηραλέα πιστώματα), 681 (πιστά πιστών), and 851 (τά φιλτατ’). Here it 
lends a solemn tone to the opening line. The Greeks believed that the Persian 
kings named their close advisors by an Iranian term meaning 'The Faithful' (Hdt. 
1.108, Xen. Anab. 1.5.15); the stem pist- recurs in reference to the chorus and 
other important figures in Xerxes' regime (171, 443, 681, 979). By choosing it
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Aeschylus makes the first of many attempts at lending authentic ethnographic 
colour to his evocation of Persia. The fundamental opposition of the whole play, 
Persia/Greece, is set up immediately, who have gone: The verb ο ϊ χ ο μ α ι  (go) 
could be translated throughout by 'depart', providing the same ambiguity and 
overtone of death as the Greek term (LSJs.v. ο ϊ χ ο μ α ι  II. 1). Aeschylus gradually 
unfolds the implications of the verb in this anapaestic section (see 13, 60, 
Winnington-Ingram 1973a).

3 the sumptuous palace: The luxury and wealth of Persia and its court is to be a 
recurring issue until Dareios' climactic statement at 842 that wealth is of no use to 
the dead. The chorus do not use a deictic to say 'this' sumptuous palace, because 
the play is set at a sufficient distance from the royal household for the Queen's 
chariot entrance (at 155) to be plausible, rich in gold: The gold of Asia, 
contrasted with the silver from the Attic mines at Laureion (238*), is one of the 
standard poetic signifiers of the barbarians in this play, mentioned several more 
times in the parodos alone (45, 53, 80).

4-6 lord Xerxes...son of Dareios: One of the means by which Aeschylus suggests the 
hierarchy and extravagant protocol of the Persian court is by the serial 
accumulation of titles bestowed on members of the royal family (see e.g. 155-7, 
633-4, 854-6). seniority: The chorus members are elderly, contemporaries of the 
dead Dareios (681), but the term πρ€σβ€ία also implies seniority in status.

8 the homecoming: This play is the first of many by all three tragedians with a plot 
structured around the return home (nostos) of the male head of the household (e.g. 
Aesch. Ag., Soph. Track., Eur. HF). The archetypes of the nostos-plot were the 
cyclic epic 'Returns' (Nostoi), which told of the returns of heroes such as 
Agamemnon from Troy, and, of course, the Odyssey. The theme is picked up by 
the chorus of this play at 935, shortly after the long-awaited arrival of Xerxes (see 
also 261).

9 gold-bedecked: The army, like the palace (3), is rich in gold. Although 
Wecklein's popular emendation π ο λ υ ά ν δ ρ ο υ  ('of many men') makes arguably 
better sense in the light of line 12 (and cf. 73 and 533), π ο λ υ χ ρ ΰ σ ο υ  is an 
appropriate enough epithet for the army: Herodotus (9.80) remarks on the golden 
spoils the Greeks took from the Persians after Plataea; a possibly Simonidean 
epigram quoted by a fourth-century orator calls the Medes at Marathon 'gold- 
bearing' (χ ρ υ σ ο φ ό ρ ω ν ) :  Simonides EG 21.2).

10 prophetic of disaster: At Aesch. Sept. 722 the Erinys that Oedipus called down 
upon his sons is likewise κ α κ ό μ α ντ ις* . Aeschylus typically slightly adapts a 
familiar Homeric expression: in the first book of the Iliad Agamemnon calls 
Calchas 'prophet of evil' ( μ ά ν τ ι  κ α κ ώ ν , 106). On Aeschylus' physiology of the 
emotions see 745-50*. is troubled: A strange word, explained by Hesychius as 
τ α ρ ά σ σ € τ α ι  ('is disturbed'): see the discussion in Pernee 1985. The verb 
ό ρ σ ο λ ο π έ ω  is identical in meaning to ό ρ σ ο λ ο π € υ ω : in the Homeric Hymn to 
Hermes the divine infant asks Apollo 'why are you angrily harassing me?' 
(χο λ ο υ 'μ ^ νο ς*  ό ρ σ ο λ ο π € υ '€ ΐς* , 308). Cf. Anacreon's epithet of Ares, ό ρ σ ό λ ο π ο ς · ,  
'troublesome' (fr. 393 PMG).

13 clamours at the young man: βαυζ€ΐΐ5 an unexpected word to find in the context, 
since this metaphor from the barking of dogs often implies the murmured



expression of secret, hostile, or disaffected sentiments {Ag. 449-50), although here 
it may imply the foreignness of the language, for at Pers. 574-5 the chorus 
describes its own voice as making a sadly 'barked' (δυσβάυκτον) noise in 
lamentation. The text could be translated 'snarls that the man is too young', or 
'murmurs at having a youthful (or new) king', or even 'snarls "the man is young!"'. 
There may be textual corruption. The youth and inexperience of Xerxes later in 
the play certainly become part of its explanation for his disastrous career (744, 
782, see Paduano 1978, 95-6), although in reality Xerxes, at around forty years of 
age, was no spring chicken at the time of Salamis.

14 no messenger: Although it is unlikely in the extreme that in reality no news of the 
army had come to the palace by this stage, the lack of awareness here expressed 
by the chorus is necessary if the extended 'messenger scene' (249-514) is to 
achieve its full emotional impact, on foot or on horseback: The normal tragic 
messenger arrives on foot. It is possible that Aeschylus is suggesting the 
angareion (a Persian loan-word), the Persians' fast and efficient courier-system 
described by Herodotus, in which one horseback courier handed over daily to 
another at stage-posts along the route (8.98). The word an gar os occurs in 
reference to the beacon fires in Agamemnon (282). In Timotheus' Persians one of 
the barbarians dying at Salamis is described as coming 'from the land of couriers 
who run across it in a day' (fr. 791.40-2 PMG).

16-18 Forsaking Sousa: This implies that all the commanders and contingents to be 
enumerated between 21 and 32 had mustered at Sousa before the expedition. 
Agbatana: The capital of the old Median empire, crushed and assimilated by the 
Persians under Kyros in 550/49; the Greeks used the names 'Medes' and 'Persians' 
interchangeably. Aeschylus in this play uses a Hellenised form of the name closer 
to the authentic Persian Hamgmatana ('place of assembly') than the usual 
Hellenisation Ekbatana, which suggests an authentically Persian form of 
pronunciation (Kranz 1933, 86). Cf. 535, 961. Kissia: According to Herodotus 
Kissia was the district within which the city of Sousa was situated (5.49), although 
this play may imply that it was a separate community (120). Aeschylus may have 
derived the name from the Ionian Hecataeus' proto-historical Periegesis (I FgrH F 
284): see 21-58*. they went: The postponement of the verb (see also 25) helps to 
suggest the sheer size of the forces.

21-58 The chorus embark on a catalogue of the commanders of the Persians' army 
and navy, and the contingents they led, similar to the poeticised cartography to be 
found elsewhere in Aeschylus (see 480-514*). It is conspicuous that it does not 
include any of the Greek peoples and leaders who fought for Xerxes (see 771. 
852-907*). The military catalogue had of course an ancient archetype in the 
tradition of oral epic: see especially the catalogues of Achaean and Trojan forces 
in the Iliad (2.494-759, 816-77) and the catalogue of Trojan allies which 
concluded the lost cyclic Cypria (Proclus, Chrest. 80 = PEG, p. 43). Catalogues 
of foreign-sounding peoples and places were familiar from the Hesiodic 
Catalogue of Women, especially books 2-3: see Merkelbach 1968, 136-9, M.L. 
West 1985, 76-91. 144-54, Hall 1989, 35-7. But many scholars assume that 
Aeschylus' source for the catalogues was Hecataeus' Periegesis\ Hecataeus is 
described by Herodotos in a meeting at Miletus, 'enumerating all the tribes under
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Dareios and showing how great the king's power was' (5.36). Although Aeschylus 
may have derived some place-names from Hecataeus (see 16-18*, 317*, 935- 
40*), and possibly some information on barbarian clothes (see 660*), there is 
however no way of proving the extent of his debt to the early historian (see 
Introduction, pp. 14-15).

21-32 The catalogue commences with Persian commanders.
21 Amistres: The first proper name in the first of six such catalogues of barbarian 

military commanders, also marking the messenger's first long speech (302-27), 
and Xerxes' kommos (958-61, 967-72, 981-5, 993-9). In striking contrast, not a 
single Greek individual is ever named (see 355*). These passages create within 
Greek diction the impression of barbarian speech, especially where they are listed 
consecutively with no Greek words to dilute the cacophonous effect (e.g. 958-9). 
They imply the strangeness of the Persians' language and their superiority in 
numerical terms. They largely do not conform with those of Herodotus' Persian 
commanders; their historical authenticity is impossible to establish, and it is not 
even clear whether Aeschylus had access to a source which had been lost (see 
Introduction pp. 14-15), was drawing on the Athenians' collective memories of 
the war, or whether he invented some or all of them. Even their etymological 
possibility in the Iranian language is controversial. Keiper (1877, 53-114) thought 
that about 75% were recognisably Iranian. Kranz saw an authentic historical 
figure lying behind most of the names, but thought that most of them had been 
disguised in form or considerably Hellenised (1933, 90-3). Lattimore (1943, 86- 
7), while believing that the names of Xerxes' personnel were largely fictitious, 
thought that most of the 'invented' warriors bore genuine Iranian proper names. 
Schmitt (1978, 70-1) concludes that the poet had only a small repertoire of Iranian 
names to draw on, and that the names in the parodos are much more plausible than 
those in the kommos at the end of the play. There is no doubt that some of the 
elements in the names of the leaders indicate (if they are invented) a sensitivity to 
the sound of the Iranian language (see 22*, 967-73*). Artaphrenes: The Art- 
element in this and several other of the proper names in the play is a Hellenisation 
of an Iranian root meaning 'the right' (Benveniste 1966, 83-5, 97, 101-2, 117), 
which is common in Persian inscriptions (Burn 1970, 52).

22 Astaspes: The element -aspes is derived from the Iranian for 'horse'.
23 commanders: ταγός· (see also 324) is an elevated term found only in solemn 

contexts or parodies of them (e.g. Ar. Knights 159)
24 kings...the great King: This is a grammatical inversion of the expression 'King of 

kings', probably attested first here in Greek literature, and known to be a Greek 
translation of the Persian title xsayaSiya xsayaeiydndm (Schmitt 1978, 19). 
Dareios used it on the Behistun inscription: 'I am Dareios, the great King, the 
King of kings, the King of Persia' (Kent 1953, 140 par. 8h); see also Burn 1970, 
27, Missiou 1993. It had Assyrian and Median antecedents (Frye 1964, 34-46); a 
similar grammatical form is attested in Egyptian literature (Gwyn Griffiths 1953, 
151), and it is recurrent in the Bible (see Revel. 17.14, 19.16, 'King of kings and 
lord of lords'). The Egyptian chorus of Aeschylus' Supplices (524) call Zeus 'king 
of kings' (άναξ άνα'κτων). For the technically minded the plural term in such 
phrases is an example of the 'paronomastic genitive of intensity'. See also 664-6*,



681*. subject: The term hupochoi probably refers to the satraps, the provincial 
governors of the Persian provinces; Herodotus and Thucydides call them 
hupochoi, and the term is here used of Persian (rather than e.g. Egyptian) 
commanders. The term satrapes, the Hellenisation of the Iranian xsagapdvd, is not 
attested until the early fourth century.

26 invincible archers and horsemen: Herodotus says that Persian youths were 
trained 'to ride and in archery and to tell the truth' (1.136). See also 555-6*.

27 terrifying to look upon: Aeschylus frequently prompts the visual imagination of 
his audience by such expressions (48, 179, 210, 398).

29-32 Artembares...horses: The catalogue-effect is heightened by the absence of a 
verb. These lines further develop the theme of Persian horsemanship and archery 
(26*), and insinuate the image of the chariot, which, along with the bow and the 
yoke, is to become one of the play's symbols of the Persian empire (84*). the 
charioteer: The Greek word ίπττιοχάρμης* in the Iliad means 'one who fights 
from a chariot' (24.257). It is one of several epic terms used by Aeschylus to 
convey the strangeness of the Persians' language, substituting diction which would 
have sounded archaic to the fifth-century audience for the ethnically alien (see 
Michelini 1982, 77-8, 105); on Homericisms in Persians generally see Sideras 
1971, 198-200,212-15.

33-40 The chorus turn to Egypt, annexed by Kambyses in 525 BC (Hdt. 3.1-15).
33-4 the great and fertile Nile: The Greeks, ever envious of the Egyptians' abundant 

arable land, were fascinated by this river. A fragment of Aeschylus (300 TgrF) 
reflects contemporary theories about its source of emanation; the Danaids in his 
Suppliants sing in the Nile's praise (561, 854-7), emphasising its fecundity and 
life-giving properties, in a manner which suggests that Aeschylus may have been 
familiar with Egyptian hymns to Hapy, the personified Nile (Hall 1989, 144). 
Euripides opened his Helen, set in Egypt, with the topos of the fertile Nile (1-3), 
in lines hilariously parodied by Aristophanes ( Thesm. 855-7). 'The Nile' often 
stands in poetry metonymically for 'Egypt'; see Aesch. Suppl. 281, 880, 922.

36 sacred Memphis: Often regarded as the centre of lower Egypt, Memphis was 
supposedly the site for the celebration of Egyptian mysteries, and had numerous 
famous temples (Hdt. 2.153. 176).

37-8 governor: The verb e<t>€n€iv, only here in tragedy, may imply that Ariomardos' 
leadership style was autocratic; in the Iliad it is used of 'driving' or 'whipping on' 
horses (16.732. 24.326 - with μαστιγι). ancient Thebes: In the Iliad Achilles 
turns down Agamemnon's offered gifts, saying that he would not even accept 'all 
the wealth that goes...to Egyptian Thebes, where the houses hold vast numbers of 
possessions - Thebes, the city of a hundred gates, and two hundred warriors with 
horses and chariots pass through each' (9.381-4). For Greek authors on Egyptian 
Thebes see Burkert 1976.

39 skilled oarsmen: Egyptian rowing seems to have fascinated Aeschylus; in his 
Suppliants Danaos vividly describes the leading ship of the fleet of the sons of 
Aigyptos, her sail furled, being rowed in to shore (719-23). According to 
Herodotus the Egyptians' main contribution to Xerxes' force was naval (7.97). 
from the marshes: Thucydides calls the marshmen of the Nile 'the most warlike' 
of the Egyptians (1.110).

110 COMMENTARY



40 incalculable horde: On the theme of numbers and the leitmotif of astonishing or 
excessive size (πλήθος·), see Introduction, pp. 24-25.

41- 52 From Egypt the chorus turn to the Persian provinces in mainland Asia.
41 Lydians: Kyros conquered Lydia in 547/6 BC, and it became the chief Persian 

satrapy in western Asia, live in luxury: Literally, 'having a soft lifestyle'. This is 
the first of a remarkable series of compound adjectives with habro- in the play 
(133-9*, 541-2*, 543-5*, 1073*). They helped to canonise the notion of ά β ρ ο σ υ ν η  
(like χλιδή, 544, 608) in the semantic register of orientalism (see Antiphanes fr. 
91 PCG). The earliest appearances of αβρός· are in references to the delicacy of 
young women (Hesiod fr. 339 MW), goddesses, and young eastern gods (Sappho 
frr. 44.7, 128, 140.1 PLF); in reference to men and cities αβρός* is usually 
pejorative, implying an excessive luxury and consequently effeminacy (Hall 1993, 
120-1). The Lydians' ά β ρ ο σ υ ν η  became a traditional topos\ Herodotus tells how 
they fell from warlike manliness into ά β ρ ο σ υ 'νη  when Kyros ordered them to 
exchange their weapons for musical instruments and shopkeeping (1.155-7).

42- 3 the entire continental-born race: Under Xerxes the Lydian satrapy, based at
Sardis, was in charge also of Mysia (52*) and of the Ionian Greek settlements in 
Asia minor: the 'continent' (ή π € ΐρ ο - )  here seems to mean the western coast of Asia 
minor. It is conspicuous that Aeschylus at this point omits to specify these Greeks, 
subsuming them under a vague collective term (although see 771*, 852-907*). 
The sheer length of the current sentence, with its relative clauses of increasing 
extension ( o iV . . .  τ ο ύ ς ·...) ,  mirrors the content.

43 Mitragathes: In Old Persian this would mean 'by whom Mithra [the supreme 
Zoroastrian divine principle] is hymned'.

44 rulers: The term δίοπος* may sound exotic: its only other occurrence in tragedy is 
in the mouth of a Thracian addressing other barbarians at Eur. Rhes. 741.

45 manifold gold of Sardis: On the term π ο λ υ 'χρ υ σ ο ς·, already applied to the 
proverbially wealthy Lydian king Gyges by Archilochus (19.1 IEG), see 3*, 9*. 
Herodotus says that gold dust was actually washed by a river through the market 
in the centre of Sardis (5.101.2). In Euripides' IA the chorus imagine 'gold-decked 
Lydian women' (π ο λ υ 'χ ρ υ σ ο ι  Λ υ δ α ί)  as part of the mythical Trojan empire (786- 
7). Sardis, the capital of the kingdom and then the satrapy of Lydia, had long been 
famous for its metallurgy and wealth (the faction of the archaic Lesbian poet 
Alcaeus received financial support from Lydia, fr. 69 PLF), and was thought to 
have been the first place to mint coins.

46 set going: The verb όρμάν or έξορμάν is elsewhere used of setting an army in 
motion (Hdt. 8.106, Eur. IT  1437, Or. 352). chariots: See 84*. The extended 
emphasis on the Lydians' chariots is an expression of the powerful impact these 
military vehicles seem to have made on the Greeks: the archaic poet Sappho 
speaks of the outstanding visual beauty of 'the Lydians' chariots and armed 
infantry' {PLF fr. 16.19-20, see Page 1955, 54-5). This section of the parodos 
dwells on barbarian military hardware.

47 poles: At Xen. Cyr. 6.1.51 a 'four-poled' chariot has eight horses, which may 
corroborate the view of a scholiast here, that Aeschylus visualised four-horse and 
six-horse chariots respectively.

48 a terrifying sight: See 27*.
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49 sacred Tmolos: A famous mountain in Lydia, mentioned in an earlier military 
catalogue, for the Trojans' Maeonian allies in the Iliad were born 'beneath Tmolos' 
(2.866). Tmolos is likewise 'sacred' at Eur. Bacch. 65. are set on: In Homer this 
verb is always singular and with a future infinitive implies a threat or promise 
(e.g. Hector 'threatens' or 'vows' (στβυται) to cut the top of the poops off the 
Achaean ships, II. 9.241). But it once occurs, as here, with the aorist infinitive 
{Od. 17.525).

50 yoke of slavery: The connection of Tmolos and the metaphorical yoke of political 
subordination may have been suggested to Aeschylus by Theognis 1023-4 IEG , 'I 
will never put my neck under the galling yoke of my enemies, not even if Mount 
Tmolos is on my head'. The yoke is to become one of the most prominent images 
in the play, associated throughout with the excessive and despotic exercise of 
power. Xerxes is arrogant enough to 'yoke' the two continents (68-72, 722, 736), 
in the Queen's dream Xerxes tries to yoke Greece and Asia to the same chariot 
(191), but Greece smashes the yoke (196), and the imperial regime, which 
proscribed free speech, was 'a strong yoke' (594). One of Aeschylus' most 
effective techniques is the use of imagery which eventually becomes visually 
concrete, and two 'yokes' actually appears in due course, when the Queen and 
subsequently Xerxes enter the stage on vehicles (see 607-8*, 1000-1*). Archaic 
poetry metaphorically associates the yoke with necessity {Hymn. Horn. Cer. 216- 
17, Pind. Pyth. 2.93), or political domination (Theognis 1023 IEG); the 'yoke of 
slavery' became a common metaphor in the fifth century (see Schreckenberg 
1964, 24-7). Herodotus makes his Xerxes memorably declare that he will not rest 
until he has made the Greeks submit to the yoke of slavery (7.8.3). Cf. Aesch. 
Sept. 75, 471, 793, Soph. fr. 59 L5. The conception of political subjection to the 
Persian kings as 'slavery' may have been suggested by their own practice of 
calling even their lieutenants 'slaves', for δούλος* in epigraphy is attested as a 
translation of the bandaka occurring on the Behistun inscription (Cook 1985, 224 
η. 1).

51 anvils of the lance: A scholiast plausibly explains this as meaning that Mardon 
and Tharybis were as immovable under the onslaughts of spears as anvils under 
the hammer. Much later Callimachus was to call Heracles 'The anvil of Tiryns' 
{Hymn. Dian. 146).

52 Mysians...light spear: The Mysians also appeared in the Homeric catalogue of 
Trojan allies (2.858). Under the Persians they were governed by the Lydian 
satrapy. They were renowned for their light spears, which Herodotus says were 
made of wood hardened in fire (7.74.1). Aeschylus put Mysians on the stage as 
the chorus of his tragic Mysians, probably dealing with the story of the Greek hero 
Telephus' sojourn in Mysia.

52-5 Babylon...with the bow: The whole of the eastern empire, which in actuality 
extended all the way to the Indus, is dismissed in these few lines, which may 
indicate that Aeschylus knew very little about it beyond the name 'Babylon' itself, 
rich in gold: See 3*.

59 such the flower: This has been repeated in English to avoid clumsiness. The 
chorus here introduce one of the more important images in the play: the young 
men of Persia are said to be its 'flower' (see 252, 925). άνθος* is already used in

112 COMMENTARY



the metaphorical sense of the ’bloom' of youth (η β η ς· άνθος*) in Homer (//. 
13.484), and Solon (fr. 25.1 IEG): for a discussion of its connotations elsewhere 
see Borthwick 1976. In Persians the metaphor is consistently used in proximity to 
the idea of the Persian earth as the young men's 'mother' (see 61-2*), and thus 
springs into vivid life. Flowers have other, related connotations at 611-18* and 
821-2*.

61-2 land of Asia...nurtured them: The introduction of the recurring image of the land 
of Asia as a fertile mother figure, or mother in mourning (see 548-9*, 922*, Hall 
1993, 122-6): the play stresses the fecundity of Asia, violent yearning: Cf. the 
'softly weeping' Persian wives at 135-6. The Persians' longing (πόθος*) for their 
men (see especially 992) is an important component of the emotional dimension of 
the play (see Introduction, p. 19).

63 parents and wives: Such 'photographic' glimpses into the private lives of the 
Persians in the city and empire beyond the scene of the action pervade the play: 
see especially 537-45.

65- 139 After the conclusion of their 'marching' anapaests, the chorus commence a 
strophic lyric system, based on Ionics a minore until 115, where trochaic and iambic 
lyrics take over. The Ionic a minore metre (u  u  — ) recurs in the evocation of Dareios 
(633-71), in the chorus' responses to him (694-5 = 700-1), and in Xerxes' kommos (950- 
6 = 962-8, 977 = 991). It is found elsewhere in association with the 'eastern' god 
Dionysos (Eur. Bacch. 113-14 = 128-9, 144-53, Ar. Frogs 324-36 = 340-53), and 
Headlam (1900, 108) suggested that its predominance in Persians helped to create its 
eastern atmosphere, a view now generally accepted (Dale 1968, 120-6, Korzeniewski 
1968, 116-18, Hall 1989, 82-3).

65 which annihilates cities: Soon the chorus will explain that fate ordained the 
Persian task of sacking cities (102-7); π € ρ σ € π τ ο λ ις *  is identical in meaning and 
stems to the Homeric π τ ο λ ίπ ο ρ θ ο ς * , epithet of warlike individuals such as 
Achilles, Ares (II. 15.77, 20.152, Hes. Theog. 936) and Odysseus (Od. 8.3). The 
term π € ρ σ € π τ ο λ ις *  almost certainly involves a word play; the pers- element is 
connected with π ό ρ σ α ι ,  the aorist 1 infinitive of the verb π ό ρ θ € ΐ ν ,  'to sack, 
destroy', which sounds identical to the proper name Π ό ρ σ α ι ,  'Persians'. Aristotle 
recommends exactly this verbal pun in his Rhetoric (3.1412b 2): see also 348, 
585*, 714*, 1056, Couch 1931, Winnington-Ingram 1973a. The term may also be 
suggestive of the place-name Persepolis, where Persian kings were (in reality) 
buried. This line was famous enough to be parodied by the comic poet Eupolis 
(Marikas fr. 207 PCG).

66- 7 neighbours' land opposite: I.e. Europe. Euripides spells it out clearly in a
similar passage in his Ion: the Ionian Greeks 'shall colonise the plains on either 
side of the strait (άντίπορθμα...π€δία) that divides the two continents of Europe 
and A sia '(1585-7).

68-72 crossing....together: This is the earliest example of one of the most famous 
topoi in Greek and subsequent literature inspired by the Persian wars: the bridging 
of the Hellespont (cf. Herodotus 7.34-6, 54-6; Timotheus fr. 791.72-4 PMG): the 
theme is developed by Dareios and the Queen at 721-5, 745-50. Helle, Athamas'
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daughter: The Greeks liked to think that the Hellespont, for which this whole 
phrase is a periphrasis (see others at 7 9 9 ,  8 7 6 - 8 ) ,  derived its name from the 
Theban princess Helle. Her wicked stepmother contrived to make Helle's father 
Athamas decide to sacrifice her and her brother Phrixus: the children were rescued 
by the golden ram, sent by their real mother Nephele, on which they flew off 
across the sea. Phrixus survived, but Helle fell off into the famous strait, which 
was thenceforward named after her. This mythical complex must have been 
treated in archaic poetry, for it was popular in the fifth century: Aeschylus and 
Sophocles both wrote plays entitled Athamas; Phrixus tragedies are attributed to 
Sophocles and Euripides, floating bridge: σ χ β δ ίa can mean a raft or float (Od. 
5 .3 3 ,  Xen. An. 2 .4 .2 8 ) ,  or (as here) a bridge of boats (Hdt. 4 .8 8 ,  9 7 ) .  bound with 
flaxen ropes: For a detailed description of how the mechanics of the bridge may 
have operated, see Herodotus 7 .3 6 :  Odysseus's raft ( σ χ € δ ί η )  is 'bound with many 
ropes' (τ τ ο λ ΰ δ € σ μ ο ς \ Od. 5 .3 3 ) .  The Persians' cables were taken to Athens (Hdt. 
9.121) to be dedicated as offerings in the temples; epigraphic evidence proves 
that some of them were dedicated at the Athenian Stoa at Delphi (Amandry 1 9 5 3 ,  
3 9 ,  1 0 4 - 1 5 ) .  yoking: See 5 0 * .  bolted together: Hesiod calls ships π ο λ ΰ γ ο μ φ ο ι  
(Op. 6 6 0 ) .

73 raging: θούριος* combines the senses of violent aggression and precipitate 
hastiness (see 137-8, 718). It is probably important that in the Iliad only Ares is 
θουρος* (e.g. 15.127): he is the god so keen on bloodshed, and so indiscriminate 
about whose blood is shed, that Zeus calls him α λ λ ο π ρ ό σ α λ λ ο ς *  (one who fights 
on either side), adding 'you are the most hateful to me of all gods on Olympus, for 
strife and wars and battles are always dear to you' (5.889-1). populous: See 9*.

75 godlike flock: In Homeric epic kings, especially Agamemnon, are called 
'shepherd of the people' ( π ο ι μ έ ν α  λ α ώ ν ) , and 'godlike' (θ € ΐο ς·). The chorus, in 
accordance with their generally extravagant depiction of the army and 
appropriation of the epic style (see 29-32*), make Xerxes' flock, rather than 
himself, slightly superhuman. Kranz (1933, 87) was wrong in thinking this to 
mean that Xerxes is seen as a god (see 156-7*).

76-80 equal of the gods: Dareios is also called ίσόθ€ος* (856), an innocent enough 
word in epic, but with overtones of excessive self-aggrandisement in tragedy 
(Conacher 1974, 151). golden race: According to Herodotus 7.61 and 7.150, the: 
Persians claimed to be descended from the eponymous hero Perseus, who was 
conceived by Danae when Zeus visited her in the form of a shower of gold. See 
185-6*. The genealogy interacts with the emphasis on the actual abundance of 
Persian gold (3*). both on land and on the sea: An antithesis which is to prove 
fundamental to the play (see 102-14*, 707*).

81-2 He casts...snake: Later in the play the chorus are unable to meet Dareios' gaze 
( 6 9 4 ) .  This striking description of Xerxes assimilates several Homeric expressions 
in a new combination: κυάνβος* means 'blue-black' (like the hair of Poseidon and 
Boreas in archaic poetry, and of Hector at II. 2 2 .4 0 1 - 2 ) .  Agamemnon has 'blue- 
black' snakes portrayed on his breastplate (II. 1 1 .2 6 ) ,  and when Hector awaits his 
last combat with Achilles he is likened to a snake with a terrifying gaze 
(σ μ € ρ δ α λ € ο ν . . .δ € δ ο ρ κ € ν ,  II. 2 2 .9 3 -5 ) .
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84 his Syrian chariot: According to Herodotus 7.140 the Athenians had received an 
oracle from Delphi including the warning that 'fire and a harsh Ares' would bring 
them low, 'speeding in a Syrian chariot'. The verbal similarities between the oracle 
Herodotus quotes and this passage have been used to prove the authenticity of the 
oracle (see Pritchett 1971-85, vol. i, 311 and n. 47). The chariot was probably 
conceived as Assyrian in design: Herodotus says that the Greeks called the 
Assyrians 'Syrians' (7.63). The play in performance must have drawn a contrast 
between this chariot and the shabby curtained vehicle on which Xerxes actually 
arrives (1000-1*).

85 Ares: If printed without a capital 'A' the term άρη could simply mean a warlike 
'force' or 'spirit'. But the presence of Ares in the oracle (see 84*) and the chorus' 
desire in Aesch. Choeph. 161-2 to be liberated by an 'Ares...brandishing a back- 
bending Scythian bow' protect the actual conceptualisation of the war-god here. 
Ares, notoriously fickle in warfare (73*), is associated with both sides in 
Aeschylus' presentation of the Greco-Persian conflict: see 950-4. spearsmen: 
Here the play sets up the bow/spear antithesis, which is to provide a symbolic 
alternative to the Persia/Greece polarity throughout. See 147-9*.

86 for valour: This has to be supplied in English.
87 flood: Cf. 412, where the Persian 'flood' is having to do the withstanding. For the 

Homeric predecessors of the imagery here see van Nes 1963, 30.
90 sea-wave: The metaphors in Persians often draw on the appropriate semantic 

register of the sea and sailing (see 406*, 433*, 599-600*, 767*, 1046*).
92 being cunningly deceived: A fragment of Aeschylus says 'god does not stand 

aloof from righteous deception' (άπατης- δικαίας-, fr. 301 TgrF).
94-5 has the power to leap easily aside: More literally, 'who with a swift foot is king 

of an easy leap' - a very bold use of άνάσσω. Later a rower is described as being 
'king o f (i.e. in charge of) his oar (κώπης- άναξ, 378), and comparable 
metaphorical meanings of άνάσσω are attested elsewhere in tragedy (of an oar, 
Eur. Telephus fr. 111.1 Austin, of a generalship, Eur. IT  17), but none is as bold as 
this.

96-8 apparent: This has to be supplied to make sense in English. Calamity: The 
goddess Ate herself is personified here, the eldest daughter of Zeus (at Hes. Theog. 
230 her mother is Strife), who wrecks men's judgement, blinds them, corrupts 
them and brings them down indiscriminately (//. 19.91-4). See 821-2*, 1006-7*. 
fawns on: With ποτισαινω  (=  προσσαινω ) cf. Aesch. Ag. 1665. nets: 
άρκυστατα (cf. Aesch. Ag. 1375) are nets set up to make a tunnelled enclosure 
with high enough sides to prevent the hunted animal, once driven into them, from 
escaping (Xen. Cyneg. 6.6-7). Thus the emphasis on leaping (94-5).

102-14 The text does not adopt Muller's almost universally accepted transposition of 
these lines with 92-101, because it is unnecessary (there is exhaustive discussion 
and bibliography, although a different conclusion, in Belloni 1988, 93-8). After 
the confident tone of the first two strophic pairs (65-91), in which the chorus 
described the inexorable movements and conquests of Xerxes' army on land, they 
then introduced a note of anxiety: the gods deceive mankind and Calamity can 
appear friendly at first before luring men into her nets (92-101). This pattern is 
then illustrated with a possible example. The gods ordained that the Persians sack
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cities (102-7), but following successes in that sphere the Persians may have been 
led by Ate into 'learning' to cast their eyes on the sea (,108-14). This fear is the 
cause of the chorus' acute anxiety (115-25). The distinction is between divinely 
approved fighting on land and learned behaviour, without divine sanction; this 
thought sequence is similar to Pindar's antitheses between what is natural and 
approved by god, and what humans acquire without god (see 01. 2.86-8, 01. 
9.100-4, Nem. 3.40-2, A. Miller 1983, Wilson 1986).

102-7 The imperial expansion of Persia through military campaigns on land was 
divinely sanctioned. Fate, ordained by the gods: 'ordained' has to be supplied out 
of 0€00€v. Cf. the words of the chorus of Agamemnon, 'a fate ordained by the 
gods' (τ€ταγμ€να μοίρα.,.€κ 0€ών, 1025-6). which destroy walls: Walls and 
towers are recurrent images, perhaps prompted by the Greeks' astonishment at the 
Persians' monumental architecture. See 192, 874. overthrowing of cities: See 
65*.

108-14: There is no mention of divine sanction when it comes to the Persians' first 
steps in maritime activities, cast their sights on: The meaning 'eye eagerly’ for 
€ ΐσ ο ρ α ω  is supported by Soph. Ant. 30, but the implication could be 'endure the 
sight o f (Eur. Med. 264). precinct: The meaning of the antistrophe depends on 
the interpretation of ά λσ ο ς·. It usually designates a sacred grove; if it here implies 
a sense of enclosure, then the reference might well be specifically to the bridging 
of the Hellespont (as the following lines certainly imply), rather than naval affairs 
in general, vdde-pathed sea: An echo of the Homeric θ α λ α σ σ ή ς· € υ ρ υ π ό ρ ο ιο  
(e.g. II. 15.381). confident...men: A poetic reiteration of the more exact 
description of the bridge over the Hellespont at 67-72*.

115 black robes of my heart: The notion of desperate tearing of clothes (at Choeph. 
24-5 the cognate άμυγμός· is used of gashed cheeks), a crucial theme in the play 
(123-5, 199*), is here metaphorically transferred to the chorus' 'heart', or φρην 
(internal seat of emotion, see 745-50*). It is possible that the chorus were 
themselves wearing black, but Homer often calls the φρένβς- 'black' (e.g. 11. 
17.499),'and Aeschylus' (admittedly black) Danaids speak of their 'black-skinned 
heart' (785). terror: Along with hatred and longing, one of the Persians' dominant 
emotions (Introduction, p. 19).

116-17 "Oa - the Persian army!": Here and at 121-2 the chorus imagine and 
preemptively utter the kind of cry of lament which a defeat would precipitate at 
Sousa, and which, from the moment they hear the bad news at 274, they 
continuously utter themselves; a remarkable feature of the play is its repetition and 
variety of cries of misery approximately equivalent in significance to the poetic 
English 'alas!' (see Introduction, p. 23). But oa. like many of the noises in the play 
(especially ήή and oi without μοι or 4γώ), seems to have been less than familiar 
to the Greek ear, for a scholiast here needed to explain it as 'a Persian lament'. 
This instance of imagined collective direct speech contrasts with the remembered 
direct speech of the Greek battle exhortation (402-5).

118-19 emptied of men: κ έ ν α ν δ ρ ο ν  here is the first appearance of the recurrent 
picture of an Asia completely emptied of men, or deprived of men (ά ν α ν δ ρ ο υ ς · ,  
289), by the war. Wild Xerxes is said to have 'emptied' the whole continent 
(κ€νώσας· 718), a metaphor probably made visually concrete by his empty quiver
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at 1020-2. The land of Persia, in defeat, is conceptualised as manless and female. 
See also 166, 298, 579, 730, M. Anderson 1972, 169, Bacon 1961, 3, Hall 1993, 
117-18.

120 in response: The chorus imagine Kissia (17*) singing antiphonally in response to 
Sousa; on the Asiatic antiphonal lament see 1040*. The idea of a city as a mournfcr 
recurs (682, 944-8*); ά ν τ ίδ ο υ τ τ ο ν  (rather than ά ν τ ί φ ω ν ο ν )  also implies the self- 
inflicted blows of mourning (δ ο ύ π ο ι  is used of breast-beating at Soph. Aj. 634).

121-2 horde of women: This description of the mourning of the women of Persia, a 
recurrent picture (see 133-9*, 537-45), contributes to the overall impression of 
Asia as a 'feminine' continent, in contrast with the masculine strength of Greece 
(Hall 1993). Phrynichus' Salamis play, Phoenician Women, had a female chorus, 
either widows of the Phoenician navy or slaves in the Persian court, who sang 
lyrical and exotic songs recalling their homeland (3 TgrF  frr. 9-11), which 
Aeschylus may have had in mind in such passages as these. On the -pleth- element 
see Introduction, pp. 24-25.

123-5 tearing their linen gowns: This violent picture further establishes the theme 
of threnodic clothes-rending (115*), in which Aeschylean barbarian choruses 
specialise (cf. Choeph. 28-31), and which is to be of profound importance (199*). 
Herodotus (7.181) agrees that the Persians used βΰσσος·, a fine linen, which Pollux 
says came all the way from India (7.75). A fragment of linen imported from Asia 
has been found preserved in a bronze urn at Koropi, near Athens: see Beckwith 
1954.

128-9 like a swarm of bees: An expression powerfully reminiscent of the simile in 
the Iliad marking the mustering of the entire Achaean army to assembly, 'just as 
the tribes of thronging bees go forth from some hollow rock, always coming on 
afresh...' (2.87-90). leader: δρχαμος* is a Homeric term not found elsewhere in 
tragedy. Here Aeschylus implies that what we call queen bees were male.

130-2 Literally, '[the company], having crossed over the projecting sea-arm, now 
yoked over, which is common to both continents'. A circumlocution for the 
Hellespont bridge, yoking: see 50*.

133-9 Marriage-beds...man: This antistrophe develops further the picture of the
lonely women of Persia already mentioned at 63 and 121-2*, and which will recur 
again at 288-9 and 537-45. These images dwell on the themes of female desire 
( φ ιλ ά ν ο ρ ι) ,  yearning (π ό θ ο ? , see 61-2*), and softness (ά β ρ ο π € ν θ € ΐς · , see 41*). An 
evocative image of Persia is the marriage bed occupied by only one spouse, the 
wife: when the Queen arrives she says she has left the bedroom which she used to 
share with Dareios (160); Dareios' ghost returns to the theme of the marriage bed 
they once shared (704). raging: See 73*. the marriage yoke: The repertoire of 
uses to which the image of the yoke is put in this play (see 50*) is supplemented 
by the picture of the Persian wife, supporting the yoke of marriage on her own.

140-54 The chorus now turn from the past and the feared future to the present, a
change marked by the return to anapaests. They intend to turn their thoughts to practical
measures, but are interrupted by the arrival of the Queen.
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140-1 But come, Persians: Anapaestic passages frequently open with an apostrophe 
introduced by 'but', (ά λ λ α ) , marking a change in the train of thought (Potscher 
1959, 91); ά λ λ α  is also sometimes found introducing a command or exhortation 
(Denniston 1954, 13-15). let us sit down on this ancient building: A vast 
amount of speculative ink has been spilt over these lines, even by Aeschylean 
scholars' standards. On the interpretation of the word 'building' ( σ τ ό γ ο ? ) ,  and the 
view taken of what little is said about Dareios' tomb (τ α 'φ ο υ , 684) and funeral 
mound (ό χ θ ο ς · ,  647, 659), rests our view of the original scenery. The problem is 
exacerbated by the dearth of available information external to the play about the 
theatre at Athens in the fifth century, especially as early as 472 BC (for 
discussions see Taplin 1977, 434-59, Hammond 1972 and 1988, Gould 1985, 
Podlecki 1989, 9-11). The only certainty seems to be that the spectators' benches 
(ikria) were made of wood. At this date dramatic performances may still have 
taken place in the agora, or they may already have been transferred to the southern 
slope of the acropolis. The dancing floor (orchestra) may have been either round 
or rectangular. The action may or may not have made great use of a rock (pagos), 
which could in the case of Persians have served as Dareios' funeral mound. There 
may or may not have been background scenery. There may or may not have been 
a raised stage (skene) for the actors behind the orchestra.

In the light of the inconclusive external testimony, the only sensible policy is 
to eschew unprovable hypotheses and use only the evidence of the text. I discount 
the remote possibilities either that there was no scenery at all, or that the scene 
was supposed to be imagined as changing during the course of the play (for 
example from a council chamber to a road outside the city, as has sometimes been 
alleged) without the transference being made verbally explicit.

The following, therefore, is all that can with likelihood be inferred from the 
text, (i) The action is set at sufficient distance from the palace for the Queen to 
say she has 'left' it (159) and to arrive in a chariot: the line 'Cry ίσα throughout the 
city' (1071-2*), uttered by Xerxes as he and the chorus prepare themselves to 
travel from the setting of the play to the palace, might imply that the city centre 
lay between them, (ii) A tomb and a funeral mound are required for the Dareios 
scene, (iii) The chorus here say τ ό δ ’ 4 ν € ζ ό μ € ν ο ι  σ τ έ γ ο ς ·  ά ρ χ α ΐο ν :  there must 
therefore have been somewhere or something on which the audience might 
plausibly imagine the chorus members were going to sit: it may be relevant that 
Phrynichus' Phoenician Women certainly opened with a eunuch preparing seats 
(θ ρ ό ν ο ι)  for the magistrates of the realm - see commentary on the hypothesis, (iv) 
Whatever the audience could see, it looked plausibly 'old' ( ά ρ χ α ι ο ν ) .

Beyond these conclusions there is only controversy, σ τό γο ς*  could refer to an 
edifice either consisting of or including Dareios' grave, since in Sophocles' Electra 
it is used of a funeral urn (1165), and in Lycophron (Alex. 1098) it refers 
unequivocally to a grave. But although στέγος  almost always implies a roof or 
cover, it can mean 'building' or 'residence' in a fairly vague sense. The participle 
€ν€ζόμ€νοι does not help, since it could plausibly mean either 'sitting in’ (a 
building? an alcove?) or 'sitting on' (a funeral mound? steps up to a council 
chamber?): see Aristotle, Probl. 5.11 = 881b 37.
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The textual evidence in Persians is therefore most easily construed as 
implying that the tomb of Dareios and the meeting place of the chorus, advisers to 
the Queen, are either identical or located in the immediate proximity of each 
other, across the city from the palace. Such an arrangement would have seemed 
far less macabre to an ancient Greek audience than it does to us. There is 
considerable archaeological and literary evidence for assemblies of one kind and 
another at tombs (Kolb 1981, 7, Seaford 1994, 111-13). In the Iliad the Trojans 
meet in council by the tomb of their ancestor Ilus (10.415), and assemble their 
army at the tomb of Myrine (2.814). Moreover, anecdotes tell how the Megarians 
built a council chamber to incorporate the tomb of their hero Timalcus (Paus. 
1.43.3): indeed, at Sicyon the citizens celebrated the sufferings of their hero 
Adrastus with 'tragic choruses' at his hero-shrine in their agora (Hdt. 5.67). By the 
fifth century there was a dichotomy between extramural burial and intramural 
hero-cult at ancient tombs, e.g. in the Athenian agora (Seaford 1994, 117): 
Dareios. as deified dead King, is comparable with a Greek hero.

145-6 son of Dareios: The patronymic echoes that in the opening sentence of the 
play (6). The manuscripts' reading, 'our race of your father's [i.e. Dareios'] name' 
does not make sense. The Persians are not called the 'Dareians'. It is simplest to 
assume that line 146 arose from an intrusive gloss, and delete it altogether, as in 
the text printed here.

147-9 bow...spear: These weapons are here made to symbolise the Persians and the 
Greeks respectively (see 239-40); the metal heads of Persians arrows, brand new 
in 480 BC, have turned up in the Athenian agora (H.A. Thompson 1981, 345).

150-1 like light...gods: This may imply that the chorus, who are about to perform 
prostration, are unable or not allowed to meet the Queen's gaze (see 81-2*, 694). 
Both Xejxes and Dareios are called ισόβζος, 'equal to the gods' (76-80*). This 
extravagant compliment to the Queen, suggestive of elaborate court protocol, 
would seem dangerously excessive in a Greek context: cf. Clytemnestra's 
speeches equating Agamemnon on his arrival with numerous blessings (Ag. 896- 
901, 968-72), including 'the fairest of dawns to look upon after a storm' (901). 
Those comparisons are almost certainly imitating a barbarian (Egyptian) praise- 
song to a king (see Hall 1989, 206). The Persians in this play are extraordinarily 
partial to ornamental diction related to light and the sun, perhaps reflecting a 
Greek poetic appropriation of authentic Persian court language.

152 prostrate: A powerful piece of stage action implying more forcefully than words 
ever could the hierarchical nature of the Persian court. Although the Greeks 
genuflected before the images of gods, and when praying (Soph. Phil. 776), they 
were deeply shocked by the Persian act of obeisance towards mortal superiors, 
which they regarded as totally degrading. In Herodotus two Spartan emissaries at 
Xerxes' court refuse to prostrate themselves before the King (7.136). See Hall 
1989, 96-7, 156, 206-7. The chorus may also prostrate themselves before the 
ghost of Dareios (694-702*), but not before the 'failed' king Xerxes. Other 
barbarians in tragedy perform prostration (see Eur. Phoen. 293-4, Or. 1507, fr. 
adesp. 664.9 - Lydian slave women); it is conspicuous that the only Greek who 
does so is Clytemnestra before Agamemnon, in a context where she wants to 
make him be perceived as similar to a barbarian autocrat (Aesch. Ag. 918-22). The
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more usual term for prostration is π ρ ο σ κ υ ν ώ  (a word actually found after 
π ρ ο σ π ί τ ν ω  in some MSS): π ρ ο σ π ί τ ν ω  may suggest kneeling. The Persians seem to 
have performed a variety of gestures ranging from the full prostration to kissing of 
the hand (Frye 1972); Plato regards the most extreme as the π ρ ο σ κ υ λ ισ ις * , the rolling 
out of the body in the direction of the recipient (Legg. 10.887e 3, see also Plut. de 
Sup. 166a). See the Persian dignitary in the act of the hand-before-mouth gesture, 
while bowing slightly, depicted in the Persepolis treasury relief (see fig. 3) and also 
the tribute procession relief at Apadana (fig 17 in Root 1979), although some 
scholars deny that this is a representation of prostration (Bickerman 1963). For a full 
discussion see Root 1979, 238.

153-4 must all address: This announcement of an obligation to make a formal 
speech of salutation is most unusual, and perhaps implies to Aeschylus' audience that 
it was a regular Persian court practice, of salutation: Clytemnestra describes her 
formal and hyperbolic panegyric of Agamemnon (see above 150-1*) by the cognate 
term π ρ ο σ φ θ € γ μ α τ α  (/\g. 903); see also what the Persian chorus later say when they 
'salute' Xerxes' return at 935.
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155-248: The Queen
While the chorus are performing prostration and delivering their formal salutation, the 
aged Queen of Persian enters on a chariot in great finery (see 607-8*). Her dialogue 
with the chorus falls into three sections, (i) A short formal interchange in which the 
Queen is greeted, she explains the reason for her appearance, and secures the promise of 
assistance from her 'Faithful elders' (155-175): the metre is the trochaic tetrameter. This 
metre is a striking feature of Persians, characterising seve/al sections of the exchanges 
between the chorus, the Queen, and Dareios (697-9, 215-48, 703-58): in other 
Aeschylean tragedies it occurs only at Ag. 1649-73, the animated ending of the play 
(Rosenmeyer 1982, 32). Trochaic lines are longer than iambic trimeters, but were felt to 
be livelier and closer to the rhythm of rapid colloquial speech: they are frequent in 
comedy and occur in a fragment of an Aeschylean satyr drama, TheCJroi (or Isthmiastae, 
fr. 78a. 18-22 TgrF). Aristotle says that trochaics were a feature of early tragedy, which 
was similar to satyr drama, and that they gave way to iambics as tragedy gained its 
proper solemnity {Poet. 1449a 21): the preponderance of trochaics in the play may 
therefore be a sign of its early stage in the development of tragedy. But it is easy to 
overplay such evolutionary models: Aeschylus may just as well have selected the metre 
at will for exclusively aesthetic reasons. Here it may imply a sense of great excitement 
at the arrival of the Queen (see Drew-Bear 1968, 388). (ii) The second section 
comprises the Queen's report of the dream and omen which have presented themselves 
to her, and the chorus' interpretation of the signs and advice to perform rituals (176- 
230): the metre changes to the iambic trimeter for the Queen's long narrative (176-214, 
which underlines the change in register from interchange to sustained monologue), and 
back to trochaics when the chorus respond, (iii) A trochaic dialogue (stichomythic after 
the first two lines) between the Queen and the chorus in which she asks them questions 
about Athens (230-48). The importance of this whole sequence lies in its establishment 
of the formalised relationship between members of the Persian royal family and even 
their most high-status courtiers. The Queen is the first character to appear, and the one 
involved in the greatest part of the action. Aeschylus chooses to make her the primary
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representative of the Persian empire, thus allowing ancient Persia, defeated by the men 
of the new Athenian democracy, to speak in an ageing female voice. She is a powerful, 
grave, and stately character, deeply eoncerned with affairs of state, and portrayed as 
wielding influence over her son Xerxes (838). It is possible that Aeschylus was aware 
that royal Persian females enjoyed a relatively influential role in the life of the court 
(Hall 1989, 95), although later Greek authors tended to exaggerate it wildly (Sancisi- 
Wecrdcnburg 1983). On the 'real' Atossa see Brosius 1996, 16-17, 108-9.
155 O highest Queen: She is not named in the play; 'Atossa' in the list of 

characters was probably imported by ancient scholars from Herodotus or the scholia. 
This does not mean that Aeschylus did not know her name; Xerxes is not addressed by 
name in the vocative in his presence either, and the poet may be implying that, unlike 
Greek royal characters in tragedy, who are sometimes addressed by name even by 
underlings, Persian royalty did not permit such easy familiarity, deep-girdled: Given 
the play's thematic emphasis on clothes, it is striking that the first of the string of 
solemn honorifics offered to the Queen (see 4-6*) refers to the clothing of Persian 
women. Following a scholion on Od. 3.154, the term βαθύφωνος* has been taken to be 
particularly suitable for barbarians (Gow 1928, 137 n. 15); it may be more significant, 
given the honorific context, that it often refers in Homeric epic and hymns, Hesiod and 
Pindar, to goddesses (but see Choeph. 169). The word probably implies that Persian 
women's gowns were voluminous, using an extravagant amount of fabric to create a 
deep indentation inwards towards the belted waist.

156-7 The chiastic word order of these two lines (mother/wife/wife/mother) adds to 
their formality, aged: In reality Atossa, as a daughter of Kyros I, could not have been 
much younger than seventy at the time of Salamis, the Persians' god...god’s mother: 
On no other occasion in tragedy is a king, living or dead, called unequivocally a 'god' 
(fieos). The play assumes that the dead Dareios has been deified: at 643 he is called 
'the Sousa-born god of the Persians' (see Gow 1928, 136). Some Iranologists believe 
that the Persian kings did indeed receive formal posthumous cults which Aeschylus 
may have known about (e.g. Calmeyer 1975). There were rumours in Greece, 
probably incorrect, that the Persian kings also encouraged ruler-cult (see e.g. Gorgias 
82 B 5a DK), but it is now generally accepted that the Persian kings did not expect to 
be thought divine while alive (Duchesne-Guillemin 1979, Calmeyer 1981). Aeschylus 
here leaves the charismatic status of the Persian kings during their lifetimes slightly 
ambiguous: it is implied that Xerxes has the potential to become a god, but with the 
clear qualification that he successfully fulfils his imperial destiny (75*, 711).

158 an ancient deity: The Persians in this play speak with remarkable frequency 
of an indefinite and unnamed dainUTn with malevolent intent towards them (see 
Introduction, p. 15). It has been thought that Aeschylus was attempting to represent 
the army of evil spirits led by Ahriman, the principle of evil in Zoroastrianism, 
described in the Vendidad (SBE vol. iv, see Sole 1946, 23-49). But the belief in 
malevolent daimones was common in Greek thought (Mikalson 1983, 19, 59-60), and 
seems to be interchangeable with the frequent Greek formulations τ ις  ('some 
god'), or troubles which come 'from the gods' or are 'god-given' (see e.g. Pers. 294). 
turned against: μ€ϋ€στηκ€ here is somewhat problematic, but it must literally mean 
something like 'altered for the army in some respect [τι]' or 'changed its stance in 
some respect with reference to the army'. It is quite clear, however, that the chorus are



afraid of a change in fortune, a change recognised later both by the chorus ('the gods' 
reversal of our fortunes’, θ€<5τρ€πτα, 903-4), and by Xerxes ('god has changed course 
against me', 942-3).

159-72 The Queen's first speech is astonishingly obscure in both meaning and 
expression, even by the cryptic standards of Aeschylean females. The poet may be 
trying to lend an impression of the formality and strangeness of Persian court 
discourse.

159 That is the reason: The Queen's τ α υ τ α  picks up the fear the chorus have just 
expressed at the end of their address to her. golden ornaments: It is fitting that her 
very first words allude to gold (3* 76-80*).

160 bed-chamber: The royal bedroom is also emphasised by Dareios (704).
161-4 Anxiety is tearing my heart: A close echo of the chorus' words at 115*, 'the

black robes of my φρη'ν are torn ( ά μ ΰ σ σ € τ α ι )  with terror’. It is conspicuous that the 
Queen's anxiety is not for the welfare of the Persian state or army, but for her family's 
private wealth, the proverb...I am afraid that: More literally, 'I shall tell you a 
proverb not at all of my own, nor am I without fear lest..'. The word μύθος* can mean a 
proverb or saying (Aesch. Choeph. 314). "great W ealth...prosperity": This 
apparently proverbial saying is obscure in meaning and not otherwise attested. Its 
context is usually thought to be the battlefield or the race-course, although the image 
may be that of overturning the table as a symbol of bankruptcy. See Sansone (1979), 
who however argues that it is a wrestling metaphor: the image is 'of great wealth 
tripping up prosperity and throwing it to the floor of the palaestra amid a cloud of 
dust'. The following lines suggest that the Queen's distinction is not so much between 
'wealth' and 'prosperity', but between well husbanded and unsupervised wealth. 
Unhusbanded wealth may 'kick up dust' and spoil things. The play elsewhere does 
however seem to distinguish πλούτος*  and δλβος* (Gagarin 1976, 44-5 with n. 35).

166 I know that the masses...respect: A verb like 'know' or 'believe' has to be 
supplied in English. The negative of the infinitive in indirect discourse is usually ού,  
but μη (or μ ή τ €  as in this and the next line) is not uncommon in expressions 
conveying either lack of hope or disbelief: see Soph. OT 1455-6 and Goodwin 1889, 
269-70. χ ρ η μ ά τ ω ν  ά ν α ν δ ρ ω ν  is best construed as a genitive absolute. The Queen 
seems to be afraid of revolution in the absence of Xerxes and his army, as Dareios 
later fears both stasis and that the wealth he laboured to accumulate may be plundered 
by the first comer (715, 751-2).

167 light...powerful: It is almost impossible to make sense out of this line, which 
may be corrupt. As it stands it could equally well mean, 'Men who lose their wealth 
have not the radiant strength that once they had' (Podlecki 1970, 39). Here φως* 
(contraction of φάος*) probably has a metaphorical meaning, approximating to 
'happiness' or 'glory'. On the high-flown 'light' language in this and the following lines 
see 150-1*.

168 sufficient: Literally, 'irreproachable [sc. as to amount'], "light": οφθαλμός*  
can mean the dearest or most precious attribute of something, as Pindar calls Theron's 
forefathers collectively 'the eye ( ο φ θ α λ μ ό ς * )  of Sicily' (Ol. 2.9-10), and Amphiaraus 
the 'eye' of Polynices' army (OL 6.16). But in a Persian context the reference may be 
more specific (see 979*).
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169 "light": For variety Aeschylus uses δμμα, another word literally meaning ’eye’, 

which, like οφθαλμός*, could metaphorically mean something particularly precious 
(Aesch. Eum. 1025, the Athenian women picked to escort the Erinyes to their new 
home are 'the όμμα of the whole land of Theseus'), presence: The chorus later 
curiously praise Dareios for expanding his empire while staying at his own hearth 
(862-6*).

171 Faithful elders: For the neuter plural and the pist- stem see ταδ€...πίστα (1*).
174 which lies within our power: The translation assumes that the ambiguous Greek 

phrase is here equivalent to the Homeric 'as far as I am able' (όση δυναμίς* ye 
παρ€στι, II. 8.294), rather than, as often supposed, a reference to a formal vested 
authority.

176-214 In this speech the Queen describes to the chorus two events which have 
caused her to be anxious about the welfare of her son. The first was a dream and 
the second an omen. Her narrative provides the first firm indication in the play 
that disaster has struck the Persian forces. This will soon be corroborated by the 
eye-witness evidence to be delivered by the messenger, by Dareios, and 
subsequently by Xerxes himself. The change in register from dialogue to narrative 
is underlined by the change from trochaics to iambic trimeters, the first time the 
latter are used in the play. At the conclusion of the dream Xerxes tears his clothes 
while Dareios pities him - a picture which encapsulates the action of the whole 
play. Aelion 1981, 136-7, therefore argues that the dream represents a brilliant 
early instance of the literary device of the 'mise en abyme', a term borrowed from 
heraldry to denote the inclusion of an internal miniature duplication of the frame 
motif - e.g. a shield within an indentical shield. The Queen's dream was 
memorably illustrated by John Flaxman (more famous for his designs created for 
Josiah Wedgwood's pottery) in his Compositions from the Tragedies o f Aeschylus, 
which he created in Rome but had published in London in 1795 (fig. 5).

176 dreams: Dreams were regarded as one of the means, along with omens and 
sacrifices, by which gods give signs to men (Xen. Eq. Mag. 9.7-9). In Hesiod's 
Theogony they are the fatherless children of Night, who also gave birth to Fate, 
Death, Sleep, Blame, and Misery (211-14). In tragedy they are unsolicited, almost 
invariably afflict women, are usually a device predictive of crisis, and are always 
true (Mikalson 1991, 101-4, 107-10); cf. Clytemnestra's dream (Choeph. 32-46, 
523-50), prefiguring her murder, and Io's dreams at PV  640-72, ordering her to 
submit to Zeus.

178 departed: See 1-2*. to destroy: Probably a pun on persai (to destroy) and Persai 
(Persians). See 65*. Ionians: The Persians in this play frequently call the Greeks 
collectively 'Ionians' (see e.g. 563, 1011, 1025). There is no implication 
whatsoever that it means Ionians as opposed to Dorians. Aeschylus suggests the 
strange language of the Persians without directly representing it. A scholion on 
Ar. Ach. 104 claims that barbarians referred to all Greeks as 'Ionians' (see also 
Hdt. 7.9.1): this has been confirmed by the appearance in the Persepolis tablets of 
Greeks working in Persia denoted by the ethnic Yauna (See Hall 1989, 74 n. 76, 
78 and n. 100, Hallock 1969, nos. 1800.21-3, 1810.18-19).

180 last night's dream: The word for 'night', as often in Greek poetry, is the 
euphemistic βύφρόνη, 'the kindly time' (see e.g. Soph. El. 19). This dream is given



a detailed but anachronistically psychoanalytical reading by Devereux (1976, 1- 
23).

181 beautifully dressed: The description of the clothing of the two women is 
characteristic of the play's emphasis on the significance of dress (see Introduction, 
pp. 7 and 20). The two women are visualised as wearing identifiably Persian and 
Greek robes respectively, underlining their roles as personifications of the two 
countries. The polarity is further emphasised by the use of the dual number 
throughout this line. Female figures representing Asia and Hellas are portrayed on 
the Dareios vase (for which see p. 8 and fig. 1). The Queen's dream seems to have 
been familiar to the Hellenistic poet Moschus at least three hundred years later; 
his Europa dreams that two women, one looking foreign and one like the women 
of her own country, struggled over possession of Europa (2.8-15).

182-3 Persian robes...Doric clothing: The term 'Dorie' does not imply that the 
woman represents Sparta rather than all of Greece. The short and austere Doric 
chitan was thought to have been the dress worn by all Greek women in earlier 
times (Hdt. 5.88).

184 conspicuously larger: Heroes from the past (Soph. El. 758, Hdt. 1.68), goddesses 
in human form {Hymn. Horn. Cer. 275-6, Hymn. Horn. Ven. 84-5), and messengers 
in dreams (Hdt. 5.56, 7.12) were all conceptualised by the Greeks as extremely 
tall. So were Asiatic people generally (Hippocr, de Aer. 12.36, μ€γ€0€ΐ 
μβγιστους·). The stature and beauty of the women adds solemnity to the Queen's 
report.

185-6 sisters of one race: Even ancient scholars found this confusing: an improbable 
scholion cites an obscure tradition which made Europe and Asia both daughters of 
Ocean by different wives. Some modern scholars have interpreted the expression 
as meaning that the woman in Persian dress represents the Asiatic Greeks under 
Persian rule, but this is confusing and unnecessary. The Greeks tended to view all 
the peoples of the world as stemming ultimately from Greek heroes (Bickerman 
1952), a theory given systematic expression in books 2 and 3 of the Hesiodic 
Catalogue o f Women (M.L. West 1985, 76-91, 144-54). A genealogy in 
Herodotus (see 80*) makes the Persians descendants of the eponymous Greek 
hero Perseus. Georges 1994, 67, argues that the dream is a genuine reflection 'of 
Persian diplomatic propaganda that represented the Persians to the Greeks...as a 
kindred people'.

187 land of the barbarians: Persia and all her dominions (434*). In calling her own 
people and their subjects 'barbarians' the Queen sounds unusually Greek.

188 conflict: The Greek word στάσις- is particularly associated with political strife 
(see 715*). Here the pre-existing antagonism is suggestive both of the Ionian 
revolt (see Introduction, p. 4) and Dareios' 490 invasion of Greece, mentioned at 
236, 244, 475.

190-1 harnessed them...chariot: At 84* Xerxes' chariot was a symbol of his 
military power: here it represents his imperial rule. The bit from a Persian bridle, 
lost by a Persian on the acropolis or dedicated there by an Athenian, has been 
found near the Parthenon (M. Miller 1985, 100 and plate 3a). yoke-strap: See 
50*. The picture of the two women yoked like horses is striking: although poets 
called young women 'fillies' (e.g. Anacreon fr. 417.1 PA/G), on monuments
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chariots are usually drawn by stallions (Devereux 1976, 8-10). But female figures 
often served as eponyms of countries.

192 towered proudly: On architectural imagery see 102-7*
196 smashed the yoke in the middle: The Greek woman's destruction of the yoke, 

which symbolises the destruction of Persian imperial power, may also have called to 
mind popular rumours about Xerxes' original flaxen 'yoke' over the Hellespont (see 
68-72*, 130-2*). According to Herodotus 7.34 'a storm of great violence smashed it 
up'.

199 he tore the robes: The word for robes, π έ π λ ο ι ,  in Greek suggests female 
clothing, and funereal robe-tearing was conceived as a female practice (see 123-5*, 
908-1078*). This detail contributes to Aeschylus' systematic feminisation of the 
Persians (see Introduction, p. 13). Xerxes arrives in rags at 908, and the messenger, 
Dareios, the Queen, and he himself all repeat that in reality grief drove him to tear his 
π έ π λ ο ι  (468*, 834-6*, 847-8 1028-30*).

201-2 dipped...spring: Aeschylus makes little attempt to differentiate Persian from 
Greek religious practices (see Introduction, pp. 15-16): it was Greek custom to 
cleanse oneself in fresh water after an unpropitious dream (Ar. Frogs 1340).

203-4 a libation....disaster: Elsewhere in tragedy libations are offered after 
disturbing dreams (Choeph. 22-99, Soph. E l 406-27, Eur. 7Γ42-64). Judging from the 
proximity of Apollo's hearth (205-6), he is intended to be one of the recipients, avert: 
Apollo was often invoked in 'apotropaic' contexts (Ar. Knights 1307, Birds 61).

205-6 an eagle: This bird, always associated with sovereignty (it is Zeus's favourite 
bird at II. 24.310-11, 'because it is the strongest'), was believed by the Greeks to be the 
Persians' own chosen emblem of royalty (Xen. An. 1.10.12, Cyr. 7.1.4), and indeed has 
been discerned by Nylander 1983, 23 on the Persian standard in the famous Alexander 
mosaic. It here represents Xerxes and by extension the might of the entire Persian 
force. It may well be relevant that Delphi was the only temple complex not burnt by 
the Persians, which gave rise to oral traditions alleging that Apollo himself intervened 
to drive them away (O. Murray 1987, 105), just as the eagle here is prevented from 
reaching Apollo's hearth. But another interpretation would argue that although the 
eagle tries to find sanctuary at Apollo's hearth, the god denies him protection because 
of such sacrileges as Xerxes did commit at Delphi (Hdt. 8.35-9). On the eagle in 
augury see D'A.W. Thompson 1936, 7-8. hearth of Phoebus: The alternative name of 
the god Apollo may have been used because it contributes to the conspicuous 
alliteration of 'ph' sounds, suggestive of the Queen's stupefaction (Φ ο ίβ ο υ  φ ό β ω  6 ’ 
α φ θ ο γ γ ο ς · . . . φ ί λ ο ι ) .  Apollo is in the classical period the quintessentially 'Hellenic' god 
of reason and order, who watches over the triumph of the Lapiths over the barbarous 
centaurs on one of the pediments at Olympia, and opposes the Persians on the 'Dareios 
vase' (see Introduction, p. 8, fig. 1, and 181*). He is one of the seven male gods and 
heroes (see 347*, Hall 1993, 127-30) depicted in Persians as authorising, overseeing, 
or collaborating in the Greek victory: Ajax (307*), Pan (448-9*), Cychreus (570*), 
Zeus (739-40*), Poseidon (749-50*), Ares (950-4*). Apollo's divine sanction for the 
Persian defeat will have had a particular significance for the Athenians, since one of 
the most important buildings destroyed in their agora by the Persians in 480-79 was 
the temple of Apollo Patroos (see 809-10*, Travlos 1971, 3, 96, H.A. Thompson 1981, 
344).
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207-8 hawk...eagle: The notion of the weaker bird defeating the stronger not only 
underlines the play's concentration on the numerical superiority of the barbarian force. 
It also brings with it the authority of the Odyssey, by imitating the important omen in 
which a hawk, 'the messenger of Apollo', tears apart a dove (15.525-8), interpreted as 
meaning that Telemachus will not be subordinated to the suitors. But of course in 
Persians the omen spells defeat to its recipient. It is a fairly typical tragic omen, in that 
it portends disaster and uses the medium of birds (Mikalson 1991, 104-5).

210-11 witness...audience: For this popular formulaic contrast of those who see 
something with those who hear about it, see e.g. Pind. Pyth. 1.26-7.

212 to excite great admiration: The Persians were thought to honour men who 
had distinguished themselves in battle more than any other people (Hdt. 7.238).

213 not accountable: The choice of word - Xerxes is not ύπ€υ'θυνος* - draws a 
political contrast between the unanswerability of Persian monarchs and the 
accountability of Athenian magistrates under the democracy, who had to submit 
themselves to annual euthunai, examinations of their conduct in office (Hdt. 3.80). 
The tyrannical Zeus of Prometheus Bound is said to be 'a harsh monarch who rules 
without being ύπ€υ'θυνος*' (324). See 828*.

215-16 mother: Since the chorus are at least the same age as the Queen, this is a 
reverential mode of address implying their utter subordination to her. Dareios is 
addressed as 'father' (663*). either...or: The chorus' response to the dream and omen 
could not here be more equivocal, although they offer an optimistic interpretation a 
few lines later (225).

218 children: It is possible that 'child' should be read here, but the plural throws 
into relief the Queen's obsessive interest in her son Xerxes alone (see 227).

220 libations to Earth and the dead: The nightmarish dreams of tragedy are 
usually thought to have been sent from the dead (Soph. EL 459-60), or the underworld 
gods, especially Earth, 'mother of dark-winged dreams' (Eur. Hec. 70-1, see also IT  
1259-82). Mikalson (1991, 103) points out that in the 'real life' of classical Athens 
dreams were more often associated with Zeus, Athena, and the healing gods, 
propitiatory manner: πρ€υμ€νώς* usually means 'graciously' (as below at 224), but 
in this play it often seems to signify the formal reciprocity of goodwill to be desired in 
potentially dangerous interchanges between the living and the dead (609-10*, 684-5*).

223 be kept down..obscure darkness: With μ α υ ρ ο ΰ σ θ α ι  cf. Ag. 296, where the 
flame of the beacon-relay burns brightly and is 'not dimmed' (ο υ δ ό  πω μ α υ ρ ο υ μ ό ν η ) .

224 prophetic heart: θυμόμαντις*, as Broadhead (1960, 86) remarks, implies that 
the chorus prophesy intuitively, rather than from signs or in a state of possession. They 
have previously called their θυμός* 'prophetic of evil' (κακόμαντις*, 10*).

225 will work out well: The optimistic view of the chorus represents one of the 
most mistaken pieces of divination in Greek literature. According to Hesiod a happy 
life is guaranteed to those who can understand divination from birds (Op. 826-8). The 
chorus are like Xerxes in their total inability to divine the future (see 373), unless the 
implication is that they dare not express their true fears to the Queen.

227 my son: See 218*. Atossa actually had four sons by Dareios (717*).
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231-45 In this first stichomythic dialogue of the play the chorus answers a series of 
questions put by the Queen about the Athenians, covering their political system, their 
military capacity, and their economy. It must have given Aeschylus' audience 
considerable pleasure to hear themselves discussed in this manner in their theatre. The 
way in which the Queen's questions are formulated cleverly draws a picture of the 
Persian political psyche, for her concerns are limited to the size of the Athenians' 
army, their wealth, whether they are good archers, and the identity of the sole political 
and military leader she assumes rules over them.

231 Athens: The Queen's puzzling ignorance of the whereabouts of the very city 
her son's expedition set out to conquer has long excited disapproval from 
commentators, but it might be intended to heighten the impact of the news of the 
Persian defeat - they were beaten by a people they had previously regarded as 
insignificant. From this point onwards the proper name 'Athens' is recurrent: see 474, 
716, 824, 976.

232 the Lord Sun: This circumlocutory way of saying 'they live far to the west of 
us' allows the introduction of the association of the Athenians with light (and therefore 
the Persians with darkness), which is to inform the messengers' speeches in particular. 
See 386-7*.

233 his prey: The verb θηρ€υ€ΐν insinuates an image of Xerxes as a hunter. 
Herodotus, when relating that the Persians 'hunted down' the populations of 
conquered islands by combing them with chains of men holding hands, uses the 
metaphor of the fisherman's dragnet (€σαγήν€υον...€κθηρ€υοντ€9, 6.31). A te  was 
earlier seen as a huntress (96-8*).

234 all Hellas: There is no clearer evidence of the play's Athenocentric bias (see 
Introduction, pp. 11-13) than this statement, subject: The Athenians were to use the 
term ύττηκοοι of their own subject allies (Thuc. 7.57.3), but passionately rejected the 
status of 'subjects' themselves (see 242*).

235 a large supply of men: On the obsession with large numbers and the -pletheia 
element see the Introduction, pp. 24-25. The Queen's question implies that the 
Persians assumed that size was the only important factor in an army's success: and yet 
the whole play suggests that Athenian cunning intelligence, discipline, naval skill, 
manliness and valour were, in contrast, the determining factors.

236 large enough...great harm: This is one of the only two occasions in classical 
Greek on which Denniston (1954, 325) thinks that an opening καί may have an 
affirmative sense comparable with 'yes'. The other is Plato, Hipp. Maj. 302e. But the 
chorus' answer, in accordance with the play's strategy of implying the vast numerical 
superiority of the Persian forces, is actually non-committal as to the size of the 
Athenian army. They respond instead in terms of its efficacy. The reference is to the 
battle of Marathon, at which, according to Herodotus (6.117), there were 6,400 Persian 
and only 192 Athenian casualties. Medes: Media, in central Asia, had been crushed by 
Kyros' Persians in 550/49 BC, and the two cultures fused.

237 wealth: The Queen is obsessed with wealth (see 161-4*). palace: When the 
Queen has used the term δόμοι previously (159, 169), it has been in reference to royal 
households. Having no conception whatsoever of democracy (see 241), she is 
assuming that there must be a palace in Athens.
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238 a spring of silver: In contrast with the Persians' much-emphasised gold (3*). The 
reference is to the silver mines at Laureion in Attica (see Thuc. 6.91); 
Themistocles (to whom this line probably makes veiled allusion, see Introduction 
p. 12) had persuaded the Athenians to use the revenue from these mines on 
building a fleet for a war against Aegina. Herodotus says that the outbreak of that 
war 'saved Greece by forcing Athens to become a naval power' (7.144). A report 
on p. 3 of The Independent of 23/9/94 (coincidentally the anniversary of the battle 
of Salamis) says that geologists have found lead in ice cores in Greenland dating 
from the early 5th century BC, some of which they think entered the atmosphere 
from the extraction of silver from lead ore (cupellation) at Laureion.

239 bows and arrows: More literally, 'Is the arrow-point (αιχμή), drawn by the bow, 
to be seen in their hands?' She assumes that an army's effectiveness is based on its 
archers.

240 spears...shields: A poetic way of describing hoplites, for the spear was of course 
the hoplite weapon par excellence (see Lazenby 1991, 96). Despite its focus on 
the naval encounter at Salamis, the play does give a degree of emphasis to the 
achievements of the hoplites and marines in the encounter at Psyttaleia (447-71*). 
In classical times the Athenians despised archery, regarding it as a cowardly mode 
of fighting from a distance, suitable only for Scythians and Cretans. See Lycus' 
disparagement of Heracles' archery in Eur. HF 157-64. Great pride was attached 
to close combat, designated in Homer as σταδίη ύσμίνη.

241 Who leads them: Literally, 'who is their shepherd' (see 75*). is sole commander: 
The verb €πιδ€σπόζ€ΐν probably implies the tyrannical autocrat.

242 slaves: On the Persians' conceptualisation of the king-subject relationship as a 
form of slavery see 50*. subjects: see 234*.

244 Dareios' large...army: Another allusion to Marathon (see 236*).
245 parents: See 63*. The Queen is of course herself a parent of someone on the 

expedition, of our men: Literally, 'of men who go (or "who have gone") [to war]'. 
The notion may well be a gnomic generalisation: the news is of the kind that 
would universally cause distress to parents of soldiers. If the verb is aorist in 
tense, then a gnomic tone is even more likely.

247 clearly Persian...running: Gait was construed both ethnically and ethically by 
the Greeks (see 1 0 7 3 * ) .  One can speculate as to the means by which the actor 
playing the messenger indicated his ethnicity through his movements. It is 
possible that a jibe is intended at the speed with which the Persians turned tail and 
fled from Greece (see 4 7 0 ) :  in Euripides' Orestes the Phrygian messenger sings of 
his 'barbarian flight' ( β α ρ β α ' ρ ο ι σ ι  δ ρ α σ μ ο ΐ ς * ,  1 3 7 4 )  on his 'runaway legs' 
( δ ρ α π € τ η ν . . . π ό δ α ,  1 4 9 9 )  from the Greek Pylades'sword.
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249-531: The Messenger

The dramatic entrance of the running Persian opens the longest messenger scene in 
extant Athenian tragedy. It falls into two sections, (i) The first includes music (249-89): 
the immediate impact of the bad news which the messenger has summed up in his first 
lines is expressed by the chorus in lyrics, alternating with the messenger's spoken



iambics. Inarticulate cries of grief begin to proliferate for the first time: the effect is of a 
wild, disjointed dialogue, of shock, panic, and extremes of grief, mingled with 
curiosity, settling in neither one register nor the other. Very few 'facts' about the defeat 
emerge, except that it was in a naval encounter at Salamis, and that the Athenians were 
involved, (ii) In the second section the messenger, in response to questions by the 
Queen, delivers five speeches of between 11 and 79 lines recounting the full story of 
Salamis and its aftermath: a roll-call of the dead in the naval encounter (302-30), an 
account of the size of the fleets (337-47), the central, longest speech describing the 
preparations before and the events of the naval engagement (353-432), a report of the 
land battle on Psyttaleia (447-71), and a narrative dealing with the flight of the 
survivors through Greece and Thrace (480-514).

The messenger's role is extremely challenging: he has to sustain the tension and 
interest in his narratives for considerably longer than any other tragic messenger, but 
Aeschylus has assisted him by using some spectacularly colourful images and 
vocabulary, and varying the tempi and styles of diction within the narratives. Note the 
careful use of prompts to the audience's visual imagination (e.g. 387, 398), visual 
details like the colour of a captain's beard changing as it became wet (315-16), reports 
of speeches made by individuals on both sides (357-60, 364-71), sensory stimulation in 
the form of descriptions of the noise of the trumpet, the battle-cry, the screams of the 
dying (395, 402-5, 426-7), and particularly brutal verbs to describe the violence (e.g. 
426, 463). Although there can be no certainty, there are various hints in the text as to 
the movements and gestures a performer of this role could use to keep up the audience's 
visual interest: his own distinctively Persian gait (247), and his apparent difficulty in 
standing still and refraining from desperate groaning (295). Moreover, his narratives 
contain suggestive descriptions of certain actions such as the 'leaping' of the dying from 
their ships (305), the 'head-butting' of the shores by corpses (310), Xerxes' threat to 
behead his captains (371), the striking of oars against the surf (396-7), and the 
prostration in prayer of the Persian escapees at the frozen river Strymon (499). How far 
did he replicate these actions by gesture and posture?

249-289: The initial shock in response to the messenger's news is expressed not by the 
Queen but by the chorus, in three pairs of strophes and antistrophes, interspersed with 
short spoken iambic utterances by the messenger. This structure is known as 
'epirrhematic' and often serves to mark an emotional peak (M.L. West 1990a, 14). 
Although in tragedy generally characters of non-aristocratic social status do not sing 
(Maas 1962, 53-4), Aeschylus could have made this Persian messenger sing 
antiphonally with the chorus. The two low-status singers in extant tragedy are both 
overwrought male barbarians: the Egyptian herald in Aeschylus' Suppliants, and the 
Phrygian slave in Euripides' Orestes (Hall 1989, 119). But the impact of the lyrics of 
Xerxes is made far greater by reserving the individual singing voice for him alone.

249-50 The messenger uses elaborate titles to address Sousa, as the chorus use 
elaborate titles when talking to or about their rulers (4-6*). citadels: The 
messenger might be addressing all the cities under Persian rule, but he might 
equally be addressing Sousa as the capital 'of all Asia', storehouse of huge 
wealth: The Greek actually says 'huge harbour of wealth'. The word λιμήν is
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used metaphorically elsewhere by Aeschylus (e.g. Suppl. 471), but may be 
particularly appropriate in a play with a naval theme (see 90*). Euripides 
borrowed the notion of 'a great harbour of wealth* at Or. 1077.

251-2 prosperity: On the juxtaposition of 'wealth' ( π λ ο ύ τ ο ς · )  and 'prosperity' (όλβος*)  
see 161-4*. at a single blow: The term π λ η γ ή  (and its cognates) has four inter
related meanings in the play: as here, the metaphorical 'blow' of bad fortune 
(1008-9), the violent blows inflicted by the Greek weapons (304), the ramming of 
the ships (906-7), and the ritual blows of self-mutilation the mourning Persians 
inflict on themselves (1053). flower of the Persians: On this metaphor see 59*.

254: relate: Literally, 'unfold': see also 294. The verb άναπτυσσ€ΐν means to unfold 
the rolls on which documents were written (Hdt. 1.125).

255 Persians: The fact that the messenger apostrophises the chorus rather than the 
Queen has sometimes been taken to signify the sinister and excessive influence of 
'advisers' at the Persian court, but the news to be related is of concern to the whole 
Persian empire of which the chorus is the representative.

256 Agonising, agonising: The text reproduces the manuscripts' dnia dnia (short 'i'), 
which gives a word otherwise unknown outside this play, meaning something like 
ανιαρός*  ('painful', 'distressing'); it recurs at 1055 and 1061. without precedent: 
ν β ό κ ο τ ο ς *  seems to mean 'strange' or 'unheard o f (cf. Aesch. Sept. 803). The 
notion of the novel and exceptional nature of the disaster emerges repeatedly in 
the play (e.g. 664-6, 693). The first expression of grief by the chorus is 
remarkable for its 'a' and 'ai' sounds, which may be the result of an attempt to 
make them sound distinctively Persian (Introduction, p. 23).

257 weep: δ ι α ί ν € ΐ ν  is a verb of unknown origin meaning 'to moisten' (//. 2 2 . 4 9 5 ,  a 
cup 'wetted the lips but not the palate'). In this play both the active δ ι α ί ν β ι ν  ( 1 0 3 8 )  
and the middle form δ ι α ί ν € σ θ α ι  (here and 1 0 6 4 )  signify weeping.

261 to return home alive: A clear adaptation of the Homeric expression 'to see the 
day of homecoming' ( ν ό σ τ ι μ ο ν  ή μ α ρ  ί δ ό σ θ α ι ,  Od. 5.220). See 8*.

262-4 We are old...too long: The Greek is impossible to translate literally. The 
chorus say that as old men ( γ β ρ α ι ο ΐς * )  their own life (α ι ,ώ ν)  has manifestly been 
( έ φ α ν θ η )  lived too long ( μ α κ ρ ο β ι ο τ ο ς * ) ,  since they have to hear about the 
unforeseen disaster. The messenger, presumably a young man, did not expect to 
escape alive: the chorus imply in response that they should not even be alive, if 
this is what old age had in store for them.

266 I myself witnessed: The attachment of importance to eye-witness evidence is one 
of the many features tragic messenger scenes share with the Athenian lawcourts, 
where throughout the fifth century witness testimony, presented orally in person, 
was the most common medium for the corroboration of evidence (see Eden 1986, 
14-16). Similar assurances of 'autopsy' are offered by the messenger in Aeschylus' 
Septem (40-1), and the herald in his Suppliants (930-2).

268 Otototoi!: Repeated in the corresponding position in the antistrophe (274), this is 
a favoured exclamation, of varying extension, in tragic lament contexts, especially 
in the mouths of distraught barbarians (Aesch. Ag. 1072, 1076, Eur. Tro. 1294). It 
recurs in the closing dirge (1043, 1051).

269 our weapons: Aeschylus often makes weapons or blows the subjects of verbs, 
which sounds somewhat unnatural in English.
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270-1 Zeus' country: Giving Dian a capital letter produces an allusion to the 
genealogy of Hellen, the offspring of Zeus (Hes. fr. 4 MW), and eponymous 
mythical ancestor of the Hellenes (see Oliver 1960, 124-5), comparable to the 
derivation of the Persians from Perseus (see 80*, 185-6*). This is probably better 
than dian, a here somewhat inappropriate reference to 'the noble land' of Greece.

272 are filled up with: The vocabulary of emptying and filling permeates the play 
(see 118-19*, Introduction p. 21). the corpses: Recurrent imagery pictures 
barbarians, defeated by Greeks, struggling in the water or knocking, as corpses, 
against the shores (274-7, 303, 307, 419-21, 576-8, 964-6). Many of the original 
audience will have been able to remember such scenes in reality. Herodotus says 
that a reason for the Persians' heavy casualties at Salamis was that, unlike the 
Greeks, they could not swim (8.89), and Timotheus' poem about the battle, his 
Persians, includes an extended description of a drowning barbarian (fr. 791.40-85 
PMG): in classical Athens the proverbially ignorant man was said to be unable 
either to read or to swim (Plato, Legg. 3.689d 3), and exegetes of the proverb 
explained that all the classical Athenians taught their sons to swim 'on account of 
sea-battles' (Hall 1994).

273 Salamis: The first of the frequent mentions of the island which occur until 965.
275 bodies...drenched: The overall sense of this apparently unmetrical line is not in

doubt.
277 their cloaks wandering around them: The diplax in Homer is a garment or 

covering with double folds (II. 3.126). Seaford points out that three of its four 
occurrences in the Iliad have funerary overtones (11. 22.440-4, 23.243, 253), and 
suggests that in this passage the Persians' robes 'have become (enfolding) funeral 
robes, and their only funeral procession is to be carried (φ€ρ€σθαι) by the sea' 
(1994, 339 n. 31). The pathetic detail (see also the article on this passage by 
Flintoff 1974) fits with the Persians' alleged general obsession with their 
magnificent clothing: comments on the Persians' clothes seem to have been a 
standard feature of Athenian popular Persian war narratives. See Ar. Wasps 1087, 
'we harpooned them in their baggy trousers'.

278 bows and arrows: Both included in τόξα.
279 defeated: δαμάζβιν (see also 906-7) is often used of 'taming' animals and raping 

women as well as defeating other men in war (Vermeule 1979, 101), and its use 
may add to the way in which the Persians are effeminised in the play (see 468*, 
Introduction, p. 13, Hall 1993, 118). ramming: The ramming of the Persian ships 
in the battle receives considerable emphasis (336, 408-9, 561-3, 906-7).

280-3 Yell...Persians: The printed text is the result of extensive surgery on the 
corrupt manuscript readings, although the general gloom of the sentiment is not in 
doubt, the gods have ordained: The insertion of θ€οί (scanned as one syllable) 
provides metrical correspondence with 289, and much better sense.

284 hateful: Hatred is one of the dominant emotions in the play (see e.g. below 286, 
and the Introduction, p. 19).

285 as I remember Athens: On the memory theme see 287 and 824*.
286 abhorrent: στυγνός· and its cognates are prominent words (e.g. 909, 976).
288-9 The chorus concludes its sung responses to the messenger with a reminiscence

of previous 'unmanned' wives of Persia - presumably those who lost their
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husbands at Marathon (236, 244). On the 'manlessness' of Persia see Introduction, 
p. 13. she ruined...husbands: More literally, 'made many of the Persian women 
bed-partners in vain, and manless'.

290 I have long been silent: The Queen speaks for the first time since the entry of the 
messenger. She says that her silence was caused by shock. Aeschylus was 
notorious for exploiting silence in the delineation of principal characters, on which 
see Taplin 1972; it is one of his techniques derided by Euripides in Aristophanes' 
Frogs (919-20). But in the other known examples the characters' silences 
preceded any speech from them at all (e.g. Niobe in his Niobe remained silent for 
a third of the play, Cassandra remains silent from her entrance at 810 of the 
Agamemnon all the way until 1072).

293-5 Dareios later expresses a very similar comforting generalisation ( γ ν ώ μ η )  when 
trying to calm the Queen into telling him the news (706-8). the gods send: For a 
similar formulation see Aesch. Sept. 719, 'when the gods send troubles ( θ € ώ ν  
δ ι δ ό ν τ ω ν )  you cannot evade them', compose yourself: In Frogs a calm wind is 
described as καθβσ τηκ ός*  (1003). The messenger may have been evincing signs 
of uncontrollable distress, and the Queen extends her 'wind' analogy to him. 
unfolding: See 254*.

296-8 Who survived...placed in high command: By asking first who did not die, 
and focusing on the superior officers, the Queen is clearly fishing for news of 
Xerxes. The expression <ετγ!  σ κ η π τ ο υ χ ί α  recalls the Homeric expression 
σ κ η π τ ο ύ χ ο ι  β α σ ιλ η € ς* ,  'sceptred kings' (II. 2.86 etc.). In contexts depicting 
Persia σ κ η π τ ο ύ χ ο ι  designates important officers in the royal court, often 
assumed by Greek authors to be eunuchs (Xen. Cyr. 8.1.38, 8.3.15, Anab. 1.6.11). 
But there is no need to imagine that eunuchs are suggested here (although they did 
feature in tragedy: see commentary on the hypothesis), unmanned: See 288-9*.

299 lives and looks upon the light: Only a slight adaptation of the Homeric 
expression ζ ω € ΐ ν  κ α ι  ό ρ ά ν  φάος· η € λ ί ο ι ο ,  'to live and see the light of the sun' 
(II. 18.61, Od. 4.540). The messenger and the Queen in the next two lines engage 
in Persians' distinctively elaborate 'light' vocabulary (see 150-1*).

300 a great radiance: Here the metaphorical 'light' is similar to the Homeric metaphor 
of the 'light' of joy at deliverance, e.g. Ajax, by breaking a Trojan phalanx, 
'brought deliverance to his comrades' (φόως* δ ’ έ τ ά ρ ο ι σ ι ν  € θ η κ € ν ,  II. 6 .6 ) .

301 a brilliant day out of dark night: One of Clytemnestra's phrases in her 
'salutations' of Agamemnon (which may be based on a barbarian encomium of a 
king, see 150-1*), hails him as 'the fairest of days to look upon after a storm' (Ag. 
901).

302-30: The messenger's first extended speech is a roll-call of the dead commanders,
ornamented with a few picturesque details. On the accumulation of barbarian-sounding
proper names see 21*.

302 Artembares: This cavalry officer had been the fifth leader named by the chorus 
in the parodos (29). commander: βραβ€υς* strictly means 'umpire', but here and 
at Aesch. Ag. 230 it refers simply to a man in command, of ten thousand: See 
304*.
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303 Sileniai: A scholiast says that this was the name of the coast of Salamis adjacent 
to the site of the Greek victory.

304 chiliarch: A commander of a thousand men. The Persian army was divided into 
units in multiples of ten (Hdt. 7 . 8 1 ) ,  and Greek words (unheard of elsewhere in 
tragedy) and periphrases (e.g. 3 0 2 )  suggest this. The term χ ι λ ί α ρ χ ο ς  is a Greek 
translation of the attested Iranian hazGrapatis (Schmitt 1 9 7 8 ,  2 0 ) .  There is 
controversy about the extent of the chiliarchs' responsibilities (Lewis 1 9 7 7 ,  1 7 -  
18) .  blow: See 2 5 1 - 2 * .

305 leapt lightly: The image of a diver may be possibly be implied here: in the Iliad 
the dying Cebriones falls from his chariot, and Patroclus taunts him with being a 
’light' («Ελαφρός·) man, plunging to the ground like diver into the sea (16.745-50). 
The irony is that the speaker here is a friend rather than a foe.

306 Bactrians: Bactria (known to the Iranians as something like 'Zariaspa', part of 
modern Afghanistan), was an important eastern satrapy, in the parodos subsumed 
under 'the tribes wielding the sabre' from every corner of Asia (56). See also 317, 
730-2*.

307 haunts: πολόω is equivalent to the Homeric πολβυω ('haunt, range around, go 
about', Od. 22.223). island of Ajax: Salamis. Ajax's name receives some 
prominence in the play (368, 596). This important local hero of Salamis (Pind. 
Nem. 2.13-14), celebrated in Attic drinking songs as the best warrior after Achilles 
who went to Troy (frr. 898, 899 PMG), had a significant cult in Attica (Kearns 
1989, 82, 141), for which Sophocles' Ajax, with its Salaminian chorus, provides a 
mythical charter (Burian 1972). According to Herodotus he received special 
prayers, along with his father Telamon, from the Greeks before the battle of 
Salamis (8.64): the victory was celebrated at the Aianteia, Ajax's festival, on 
Munychion 16 (see G. Murray 1940, 115).

308 Arsames: Named as an important figure in the parodos (37). and...Argestes: The 
crasis in κ’Αργηστης· is most unusual. The ’ is not a sign of elision of καί, but 
the breathing in the capital alpha now internalised. *

309-10 rammed: A graphic image, for the usual meaning of κυρίσσω refers to 
butting with horns (Plato, Resp. 9.586b 1). dove-breeding island: Nobody can 
decide whether this is another way of saying 'Salamis' or a reference to one of the 
smaller islands nearby.

312 Pharnouchos died: There is no verb in the Greek.
314 Chrysa: Perhaps the same place, as the Iliadic Chryse in the Troad (1.37). 

commander of ten thousand: See 304*. The Iranian term would have been 
*baivarpatis.

315-16 More literally, 'he was dipping his tawny, thick, bushy beard, changing its 
colour by dyeing it purple'. A vivid visual picture adds colourful detail to the 
catalogue of the dead. Aeschylus piles up adjectives without connecting particles, 
as often in the play (see e.g. 635-6*). bushy: δάσκιος* is used of the river-god 
Acheloos' dripping beard at Sophocles' Track. 13. tawny: πυρσός* (more 
commonly πυρρός·) is an adjective often found applied to hair and to red-haired or 
red-skinned barbarians such as the Scythians (Hdt. 4.108, Hippocr. de Aer. 20.20- 
4). dye of the purple sea: Aeschylus combines a Homeric epithet describing the 
colour of the sea with a metaphor inspired by textile technology.
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317 Magos the Arabian: For information about 'Arabians' Aeschylus may be 
dependent on Hecataeus (1 FgrH  F 198). But although Magos is probably the 
proper name (Schmitt 1978, 38-9), it is possible that this should be translated 
'Arabos the Magian'; the Magoi were a Medo-Persian ethnic group (Hdt. 1.101) 
who formed a priestly caste.

318 thirty thousand: See 304*.
319 he moved: A metic (μ € τ ο ι κ ο ς · )  at Athens was a resident non-citizen who enjoyed 

few civic rights. The met- element implies a change of residence, rather than living 
'with' (Whitehead 1977, 6-7). The tragedians often used the idea metaphorically, 
especially in pathetic reference to men buried away from home (see Garvie 1986, 
231-2).

321 Ariomardos: This name, here given to a Lydian commander, apparently from 
Sardis, was applied to an Egyptian leader at 38, and recurs at 968.

322 Mysian: See 52*.
323 Tharybis: A name repeated from 51. five times fifty: See 304*. At 341-3 the 

messenger says that there was a total of 1,000 Persian ships, which would put 
Tharybis in charge of a quarter of the entire vast barbarian fleet. Commander 
C.F.T. Poynder kindly advises me that this is highly improbable, especially in the 
days before radio.

324 handsome: The Hippocratic treatise On Airs Waters Places comments on the 
good looks of Asiatics ( τ ά  €i6ea κ α λ λ ί σ τ ο υ ς \  12.36).

326-8 Syennesis: A name regularly borne by the Cilician kings. The trouble he is 
said to have caused to the Greeks may well mean that this is an individual with 
whom Aeschylus' audience, to their cost, were perfectly familiar.

331 A ia i! : Three of the Queen's subsequent responses to the messenger's narratives 
similarly open with a cry of despair (433, 445, 517). height of calamity: An 
expression also used by Dareios at 807. The Persians talk about their calamitous 
situation in terms of both heights and depths (see Introduction, p. 25).

332 shrill screams: On the significance of the kaku- stem see 468*.
334-6 The Queen assumes that only a comparably large fleet could have dared to take 

on the Persians: see 235*, 236*. with ramming of ships: See 279*.

337-47 The messenger's second narrative is an ostensibly precise account of the size of
the respective fleets, with a theological tailpiece. On counting see the Introduction, pp.
24-25.
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337 size: On the term plethos see the Introduction, p. 24
338- 43 The precision of the numbers of the ships on each side, their consistency with

other sources on Salamis, and what is meant by the ships of special speed, have all 
been much debated by historians. For general discussions see Lazenby 1993, 172- 
3, Morrison and Coates 1986, 55-6, 152-7.

339- 40 came to: The preposition εις  can have this meaning in numerical contexts
(LSJ s.v. cig III.2). three hundred...separately: The ten ships forming this select 
squadron may be those which were to constitute the leading right wing in the 
actual battle (399-400), or those from which the Greek hoplites disembarked to



attack Xerxes' elite infantry on the island of Psyttaleia (456-7). Presumably 
Aeschylus' original audience knew the answer.

341-3 thousand...fast: According to Aeschylus' figures the Persian fleet 
outnumbered the Greek by more than three ships to one. The account of the naval 
engagement itself makes no further mention of these 207 outstandingly swift 
barbarian triremes.

345 some god: On the malevolent daimon, mentioned by every character in the play, 
see the Introduction, p. 15, and 158*.

346 by loading....fate: This image may imply that the daimon was Zeus, for it goes 
back to his golden scales in the Iliad, in which he weighed the fortunes of men and 
which determined the issue of battles (e.g. 8.69, 16.658, 19.223 and most 
famously 22.209-13, where the fates of Achilles and Hector are weighed against 
one another). Aeschylus wrote a play entitled Psychostasia, dramatising another 
famous weighing of souls at Troy: those of Achilles and Memnon (frr. 279-80 
TgrF). Aristophanes may have remembered this when he made Aeschylus suggest 
using a set of scales to weigh poetry in Frogs (1365). The messenger in Persians 
is partial to the image of scales (437*).

347 the goddess Pallas: This reference to Athena, in a metonymic expression for her 
topographical sphere of influence, is the only one in the play. This is remarkable 
given the general tendency to exaggerate the Athenians' contribution to the Persian 
wars (Introduction, pp. 11—13). It is all the more surprising in view of the thanks 
offered to Athena Nike (Athena of Victory) in the immediate aftermath of the wars 
(Boersma 1970, 42, 132). Moreover, a mural in the Stoa Poikile, painted at 
approximately the same time as the first production of Persians, portrayed Athena 
assisting the Athenians at Marathon (Paus. 1.15.4), and tradition held that the good 
omen of Athena's owl was seen before both Marathon (Ar. Wasps 1086) and 
Salamis (Plut. Vit. Them. 12.1). The play's suppression of Athena may therefore be 
evidence for some attempt to make the Salamis victory panhellenic rather than 
Athenian, but it could also be a result of the masculinisation of the Athenians, 
otherwise represented on the divine level exclusively by virile Olympians and 
heroes (see 205-6*).

349 while men...secure: The city of Athens had of course been sacked. The 
messenger's answer expresses an apparently traditional sentiment; the Lesbian 
poet Alcaeus had said that a city's defences consisted not in walls but men (Ael. 
Arist. Or. 46.207 = Alcaeus fr. 426 PLF\ cf. Thuc. 7.77). The statement also draws 
an implicit contrast with the frequent stress on the now 'unmanned' and 'manless' 
Persian empire.

353-432 The messenger's third speech is by far his longest, and deals with the twenty-
four hours of the actual naval engagement itself, from the events of the evening
preceding it, through the Greeks' surprise attack at dawn, until the following evening,
which fell as the sea still resounded to the screams of dying barbarians (428).
354 vengeful spirit or malignant deity: See 158*.
355 a Greek man: No Greek individual is ever named in Persians, just as in the 

funeral speeches in praise of the war dead (epitaphioi logoi), delivered at the 
Athenians' annual military funerals, instead of the dead being catalogued by name 
(as the Persian commanders are so conspicuously in the play), Athenian history

COMMENTARY 135



and values were rehearsed and defined (Loraux 1986, Goldhill 1988). Aeschylus' 
inclusion of this episode shows that the ruse of the false message was a well- 
established element of the popular Salamis narrative within a decade of the battle. 
This is probably the most transparent reference to Themistocles in the play (see 
Introduction, p. 12), for according to Herodotus it was Themistocles who sent his 
own slave Sicinnus to deliver the message (8.75).

357 when the darkness...fell: The Greek uses a conditional clause in place of the 
temporal construction required to make sense, in English.

361-2 understand...tricking him: This incident implies the superiority of the
Greeks over the barbarians in cunning intelligence. The archetypal story of the 
defeat of greater physical power by greater (Greek) cleverness is of course 
Odysseus' tricking of the Cyclops, the 'barbarian' of the Odyssey, in book 9. The 
word for 'trick' here (δόλος*) calls to mind Odysseus' epithet δ ο λ ό μ η τ ις * ,  used in 
the parodos of Persians of divine trickery (92). The four cardinal Greek virtues 
were already in a process of canonisation in Aeschylus' time (Sept. 610); they are 
normally defined as intelligence ( σ ο φ ί α  or ξ υ ν β σ ι ς * ) ,  courage or manliness 
( ά ν δ ρ β ί α ) ,  discipline or restraint ( σ ω φ ρ ο σ ύ ν η ) ,  and political justice ( δ ι κ α ι ο σ ύ ν η ,  
Plato, Resp. 4.427e 10-11). Aeschylus' Persians are portrayed as deficient in all 
four; this episode defines their inferior intelligence (see also 369-71*, 374* 468*). 
gods were against him: More literally, 'bore a grudge'. On the 'popular' theology 
suggested by divine φθόνος* see Lenz 1986, 148-51.

363 a pre-battle speech: This is the first occasion on which the audience begins to 
hear about Xerxes' style of leadership. His battle exhortation (364-71), at least 
according to Aeschylus, consisted merely of bald orders and a death threat. The 
effect of the indirect speech is both to keep the audience at an emotional distance 
from the Persian King, and to throw the Greeks' very different pre-battle 
exhortation into sharp relief (402-5*).

364-5 As soon as....sky: The elaborate style of description of day and night, light 
and dark, is typical of this play (see 150-1*). regions: The word τό μένος* is 
property used of a sacred enclosure.

366-8 For a worthy attempt to make sense of the naval tactics in the battle as 
described by the messenger see Morrison and Coates 1986, 58-60. According to 
Aeschylus' account it is at least clear that the central strategy of the Greek fleet 
was to maximise the effectiveness of ramming by first tricking the Persians into 
occupying narrow straits, and then attacking them simultaneously from both sides 
(398-401). Ajax’s island: See 307*.

369-71 If the Greeks...beheading: Xerxes' reported speech of instruction concludes 
with a tyrannical threat which underlines both his despotic relationship with his 
men (he has the power of life and death even over his senior officers) and his 
cruelty. Herodotus relates that Xerxes did have some Phoenicians beheaded 
during the battle (8.90). Unpleasant physical punishments are hallmarks of the 
barbarian tyrant in Greek thought: see Hartog 1988, 198, Hall 1989, 158-9, 205. 
The detail suggests Xerxes' lack of 'justice' (361-2*).

373 he did not comprehend: Xerxes' inability to divine the future or the purpose of 
the gods is mentioned later by Dareios (see 744). The chorus had of course been 
unable to interpret correctly the Queen's dream and omen (225*).

136 COMMENTARY



COMMENTARY 137
374-83 And yet the Greeks...to and fro: The words 'and yet' constitute a rather strong 

translation of the text's 6 \ The Athenian citizen audience who had rowed at 
Salamis would have recognised themselves in this portrait: the physical demands 
which the rowing at Salamis made on the Athenian sailors was a proverbial cause 
of a sore bottom (Ar. Knights 785). Most commentators and translators assume, 
however, that the lack of an explicit change of subject must mean that the whole 
passage refers to the overnight activities of the Persians rather than the Greeks (an 
exception is Craig 1924, 100). But the arguments for making the Greeks the 
subject here are persuasive: the delineation of the sailors in terms of orderly 
conduct, in conventional democratic language defining willing obedience to 
authority (see 374*), is far more appropriate to the play's overall picture of the 
Greeks. Moreover, the oi 6’ picks up explicitly on the disorderly flight, with 
every man for himself, falsely predicted by the Greek (359-60), and contrasts it 
with the actual orderliness and mutual cooperation which ensued. There is 
elsewhere some confusion in the messenger's narratives as to the identity of the 
subjects of verbs, especially in the Psyttaleia speech (450, 452, 458), which is 
possibly meant to suggest his state of psychological disturbance. Of course in 
performance verbal stress, intonation, and gesture would make the meaning quite 
clear: I wonder, however, whether some text has not dropped out here.

374 in no disorderly manner: The Greeks' discipline is continuously contrasted with 
the Persians' disorder (see 399-401*). hearts obedient to authority: The 
π € ΐ θ α ρ χ ο $ *  φ ρ η ν  of the Greeks was a concept intimately connected with 
Athenian democratic and imperial ideals. An Athenian citizen at Ar. Eccl. 762-4 
says that he must obey ( π € ΐ θ α ρ χ € ΐ ν )  the laws passed in the assembly; Isocrates, in 
his patriotic Panathenaicus, cites π € ΐ θ α ρ χ ί α  as one of the virtues which enabled 
the Athenian democracy to maintain its imperial hegemony (115).

376 ready for rowing: The adjective € υ η ρ € τ μ ο ν  is best taken proleptically. For a 
detailed account, with illustrations, of the construction of the oar-ports, thole-pins 
and other rowing equipment in the classical trireme see Morrison and Coates 
1986, 148-51.

378-9 king of his own oar...master of his weapons: Elaborate periphrases for the 
rowers and marines respectively. The Persians' socio-political hierarchies ('king', 
'master') are metaphorically transformed by the Athenian democratic imagination 
into descriptions of each citizen's relationship with the tools with which he will 
defend his own liberty.

380 banks of rowers: This unusual meaning of the term ταξις*, which would more 
normally signify a squadron of ships, is highly probable in the context. Cf. Σ Ar. 
Frogs 1074, 'three banks (ταξ€ΐς·) of rowers', i.e. in a trireme.

386-7 the brilliant sight: In narrative Aeschylus frequently uses such phrases to 
prompt his audience's visual imagination (see 27*, and below 398). her white 
horses: Eos, the goddess of the dawn, is drawn by horses in the Odyssey (23.244- 
6). The messenger's speeches use the imagery of light and dark to point up Greek 
victory and barbarian defeat respectively (Kakridis 1975; Pelling 1997, 2-6). 
According to Pritchett (1971-85, vol. ii, 161), this is one of seventeen examples of 
'surprise' dawn attacks in Greek texts.

388-9 cry of good omen: The paean, specified below (393*).



392 their expectation: I.e., that the Greeks would attempt an overnight escape.
393 sacred paean: The paean was a triumphal song, performed after a battle in 

thanksgiving for victory (//. 22.391, after Salamis in Timotheus Pers. fr. 791.196- 
201 PMG), but it often also refers to the song of soldiers before battle (Xen. Cyr. 
4.1.6). Although properly associated with the worship of Apollo, the paean as 
battle-cry may have been addressed to Ares (see Σ Thuc. 1.50). On the contrast 
between the paean and the θρήνος·, representative of the Greeks and Persians 
respectively, see Haldane 1965, 35-6.

395 a trumpet: This instrument, made of bronze and around 100 cm in length, 
produced a noise so loud that it was said to be audible over fifty stades (Poll. 4.88, 
= ten kilometres). It was only used for signalling purposes (coordinating battle 
tactics, summons to assembly, starting races), rather than music-making; the 
attested competitions in trumpet-playing were probably judged according to the 
criterion of volume alone. Because of its importance in military operations (see 
Krentz 1991) it was closely associated with warfare in classical Greece: texts even 
suggest that it would become, like weapons, redundant in peacetime (Aesch. fr. 
45In.8-9 TgrF, Ar. Peace 1240, M.L. West 1992, 118-21).

396-7 on the command: The shouted instruction to the rowers, presumably by the 
κ€λ€υστής· (Morrison and Coates 1986, 130). they all pulled together: In Homer 
€μβαλββιν κώττης* means 'bend to the oars' (Od. 10.129). The ξυν~ element in 
ξυν€μβολή here stresses the cooperative nature of the enterprise: cf. Ar. Lys. 246, 
where Lysistrata says that all the women should go into the acropolis and help the 
others in applying the crowbars together (ξυν€μβάλωμ€ν...τούς· μοχλούς·).

398 came clearly into view: See 386-7*.
399-401 On the battle formation see 366-8*. in disciplined...fashion: Throughout the 

messenger's speeches a pointed contrast is drawn between Greek discipline (374, 
462) and Persian disorder (422, 470).

402-5 a great shout: Aeschylus carefully avoids specifying who shouted the great 
battle-cry of the Greeks. The ambiguity allows the possibility that the words are 
actually those of Themistocles (so Podlecki 1970, 62, who thinks 'there is a good 
chance that they are an iambic rendering of Themistocles' words on this occasion, 
or something very like them'). On the other hand the shout could be imagined as 
uttered by all the Greeks together: so Broadhead (1960, 124), who thinks it is a 
traditional kind of battle-song of the kind known as a 'war nome' (Thuc. 5.69, with 
Σ ad loc.). O sons of the Greeks...forefathers: These memorable and stirring 
words, the culmination of various noises made by the Greeks (their paean (388- 
91), their trumpet (395), the order of the rowing master and the splashing of their 
oars (396-7)) are the only direct speech by any Greeks to be heard in the entire 
play. Greek audiences to this day often applaud loudly at this point in a 
performance. liberate...liberate: Although the general formula of the exhortation 
is traditional (cf. e.g. Callinus fr. 1.6-8 1EG, 'It is an honourable and glorious thing 
for a man for fight his enemy for his land and children and wedded wife'), the 
repeated term έλ€υθ€ρουτ€ had powerful resonances in democratic Athens (see 
also 592-3* and especially Hdt. 5.62). In Timotheus' Persians the Greek battle 
exhortation before Salamis, praised by Plutarch (de aud. Poet. 11), included (and 
probably opened the poem with) the line 'Fashioning for Hellas the great and
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glorious ornament of freedom' (€λ€υθ€ρίας\..κόσμον, fr. 788 PMG). See Hall 
1994. fatherland: Asia, in contrast, is continuously imagined as a grieving mother 
(see 61-2*). wives: This is the sole mention in the entire play of the real women of 
Greece, in contrast with the several glimpses of the wives of the Persian army 
(63*, 121-2*, 133-9*). struggle: In Aeschylus αγών, originally an athletic contest, 
often means a military conflict.

406 clamour in the Persian tongue: ρόθος* (το ρόθιον is a loud shout of approval at 
Ar. Knights 546) contributes to the semantic register in the play suggestive of the 
sea (90*). The word and its cognates are particularly associated with the violent 
movement and/or sound of dashing waves (396* above, Od. 5.412, Aesch. PV  
1048, Soph. Phil. 688). See 462*. Aeschylus conspicuously omits to give the 
Persians any trumpet, music, or stirring words comparable to the Greek battle 
exhortation (Scott 1984, 156). Later texts assert that the Persians had a traditional 
practice of raising a great shout at the onset of battle (Diod. Sic. 17.58.1, Curtius 
3.10, inconditum et trucem sustulere clamorem). Paley (1879, ad loc.) was 
concerned that Aeschylus neglected to mention that 'a great part of the fleet would 
shout in Phoenician, Greek or Coptic, not in Persian at all'.

408-10 struck: This verb marks the beginning of the violence. There is to be a variety 
of verbs for hitting and different images used to evoke the blows inflicted on the 
Persians by the Greeks both at sea and on land, bronze beak: Although the 
ramming fixtures were made of iron, 'bronze' remained the traditional epithet in 
poetry of armaments of all kinds, and Pindar even characterises bronze as 'grey', 
like iron (Pyth. 3.48, 11.20)! Aeschylus may be equating the battle of Salamis here 
and at 456 with the heroic struggles of the Iliad by describing it as though it were 
fought with bronze (Thomson 1944, 36). a Greek vessel began: An unreliable 
tradition identifies the Ameinias of Pallene who commanded the first ship to ram 
(Hdt. 8.84) with a brother of Aeschylus of the same name (but different deme). 
Ramming, the most important tactical function of the trireme in the fifth century, 
was deemed analogous with aggressive sexual penetration (Ar. Birds 1256).

412 flood: See 87*.
418-19 made their strike: See 408-10*. turned upside down: Just as the Persians 

had turned upside down the shrines of the Greek gods (811-12). glimpse: See 386- 
7*

420 brimming: On the recurrence of this picture see 272*, and on the pleth- stem 
(repeated in the next line) 429*.

421 reefs: Many Greek expressions for 'rocks' charmingly associate them with pigs 
(e.g. Archilochus fr. 231 IEG , Aesch. Eum. 9, Δηλίαν...χοιράδα, 'rocky Delos'). 
Here (as at Pind. Pyth. 10.52, χοιρα'δος*...πέτρας) the idea seems to be that the 
rocks protrude in low flat curves from the water, like the backs of semi-submerged 
pigs.

422 was being rowed: See 1046*. in disorderly flight: In contrast with the consistent 
emphasis on the Greeks' orderly conduct (399-401*).

424-6 But they: This is the only occurrence of the epic τοι δ ’ in tragic trimeters. 
The use of epic forms is one means by which Aeschylus estranges the language of 
his Persians (see Introduction, p. 23), but the form is also particularly appropriate



here, where it introduces a simile in the epic style, striking and splicing...tunny: 
Note the accumulation of different verbs denoting violence, here enhanced by the 
asyndeton. In the Iliad  Patroclus, spearing Thestor, is likened to an angler 
dragging a fish from the sea (16.406-8). θύννοι were large Mediterranean fish 
related to mackerel. The simile is particularly apposite because the fish were killed 
by being struck on the head in their nets with clubs while still at sea, as the Greeks 
struck the encircled Persians: compare the image equating Cleon's associates with 
tunny fisherman in Aristophanes' Knights 313, and see Oppian, Hal 3.637-41. In a 
fragment of Aeschylus (307 TgrF) a man is said to endure repeated blows in 
silence, 'like a tunny fish'. The fish were then taken to shore and filleted: ραχίζ€ΐν 
is a particularly graphic verb, meaning 'to slice through the spine' (of e.g. a 
sacrificial animal). See especially Soph. Ajax 299. The fourth-century Sicilian 
name-vase of the 'Tunny-seller painter' (Campania no. 54 in Trendall 1967, 207-8, 
and the frontispiece of D'A.W. Thompson 1947) vividly depicts the extent of the 
physical force a fishmonger needed to fillet this fish. On the imagery of food 
processing see also 463*.

427 shrieking: The dying Persians are effeminised by the use of the term κωκΰματα, 
which belongs to the semantic register usually preserved for women (see 468*).

429 the plethora of disasters: Words with the stem pleth-, extremely common 
throughout the play (see Introduction p. 24), are piled up on one another at the end 
of this speech like the Persian corpses themselves (413, 420, 421, 432). ten days: 
The significance of the number is not clear. It may be related to the repeated 
emphasis on the division of the Persian army into units in multiples of ten (see 
304*). On the other hand it may just signify a large number of days, as δ€κάπαλαι, 
'a tenfold long time ago' (Ar. Eq. 1154), only means 'a very long time ago'. See 
also II  2.489.

430 go through it line by line: The verb Aeschylus coins is particularly appropriate 
because the στοιχ- element is associated with the orderly sequence of soldiers 
filing past in rows (e.g. Xen. Cyr. 6.3.34 and see LSJs.v. στοιχ€ω).

432 such a large number: On arithmetic see the Introduction, p. 25.
433 A vast ocean: The metaphorical notion of 'a sea of troubles' is idiomatic (see. 

Sept. 758, Suppl 470, Eur. Hipp. 822, HE 1088, Bond 1988, 340-1). But in the 
context of a naval disaster (cf. π€λαγίαν αλα, 427), it springs into vivid and 
effective life (90*).

434 the entire barbarian people: I.e. all the barbarian ethnic groups in the Persian 
empire (see 187). This line attests, for the first time in extant Greek literature, to 
the absolute polarisation of 'Hellene' and 'barbarian', which here means 'not-Greek' 
rather than just 'Persian'. The conceptual antithesis of 'Hellenes' and 'barbarians’ 
sometimes presupposes that a generic bond exists not only between all Greeks, but 
between all non-Greeks as well: cf. Soph. fr. 587 (παν τό βάρβαρον yevog), 
Eur. Hec. 1200, Andr. 173, Rhes. 404-5, 833-4, Hall 1989, 160-2.

437 outweighed them in the balance: The messenger uses the image of the scales 
again (see 346*). Here it is not the fate of the Greeks which is being weighed 
against that of the Persians, but the gravity of two separate incidents at Salamis. It 
is significant that the deaths of a few hundred of Xerxes' most trusted Persian 
noblemen (400 according to Paus. 1.36.2) is said to be 'at least twice' as tragic as
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the deaths the messenger has already reported of thousands of less prominent 
barbarians in the battle itself.

438-40 And what misfortune: Denniston observes that και before an interrogative 
can imply surprise and contempt, especially at the opening of a speech in a 
dialogue (1954, 309-10). to swing the balance: The Queen picks up the 
messenger's weighing metaphor (436-7).

441-3 physical prime...lineage: The messenger introduces his account of the 
massacre of Persians on the island at Psyttaleia with details emphasising the 
quality, rather than the quantity, of lives lost. This is in accordance with the status
conscious barbarian psyche as construed throughout the play, in fidelity: See 1*.

447- 71 The messenger now describes the hoplite assault on the Persian elite, an
episode to which the play thus lends remarkable prominence in comparison with e.g.
Plataea. Although the Athenian navy is the most illustrious hero of the play, Aeschylus
is certainly anxious not to overlook the contribution made by the infantry (see 240*, S.
Said 1992/3).

447 an island: Ancient historians call this island Psyttaleia. Modern historians have 
exercised great ingenuity in trying to identify it with the modern Lipsokoutali, or 
with Ayios Yeoryios: see Hammond 1956, 37, Broadhead 1960, 332-5.

448- 9 dance-loving Pan: Pan, a close associate of Dionysus, is also linked with
dancing by Pindar (fr. 99 SM), and in Attic drinking songs (PMG 887.1-2, 936.1- 
3, Π ά ν α . . . χ ρ υ σ ί ω ν  χ ο ρ ώ ν  ά γ α λ μ α ) .  In Sophocles' Ajax, the chorus of Salaminian 
sailors call on Pan, 'the gods' lordly dance-leader' (θ € ώ ν  χ ο ρ ο π ο ί ’ ά ν α ξ ,  698), to 
inspire their dancing. This detail in Persians is extremely sinister in conjunction 
with the account of the slaughter which follows it. Pan is one of the series of male 
gods and heroes Aeschylus connects with the Greek victory in the play (see 205- 
6*). In reality he was granted a place in the special pantheon associated by the 
Athenians with assistance in the Persian wars. Herodotus (6.105) says that the 
Athenian herald Pheidippides encountered Pan in Tegea on his journey to ask the 
Spartans for assistance before Marathon; the god told him to rebuke the Athenians 
for their neglect of him, and they therefore consecrated a shrine to him amongst 
the caves of the acropolis, and instituted an annual ceremony in his honour (see 
Ar. Lys. 911, Eur. Ion 938, Travlos 1971, 417, Borgeaud 1979, 195-7). treads: A 
term often used of divinities (Soph. OC 679, of Dionysus), indeed of Pan himself 
(Cratinus fr. 359.2 PCG, Π ά ν . . . € μ β α τ € υ ω ν ;  Eur. fr. 696.2-3 N2).

450 Xerxes: The proper name has had to be supplied for clarity in the translation (see 
374-83*). Xerxes has not been the subject of any verb for nearly 80 lines (373); 
perhaps Aeschylus is implying that to the Persians 'he', when in doubt, meant the 
King.

452 make an easy killing: The alteration in the subject of the verbs in this sentence 
(Xerxes/the Greeks/the Persians) may suggest the messenger's disjointed thought 
processes (374-83*), but in performance his emphases would prevent any 
confusion.
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454 what was to happen: Amongst Xerxes' numerous failings is a complete inability 
to divine the gods' will or the future, as Dareios remarks at 744.

455 victory: By using the Homeric term κυδος* (not employed by the other 
tragedians), the battle of Salamis is equated with the glorious military 
achievements of the warriors of the Iliad (1.279, 8.216, Ζβύς* κυδος* €δωκ€, etc.)

456 they armoured: From φράσσ€ΐν, a term meaning literally 'to fence’ or 'fortify'. It 
is usually used of fencing battlements (//. 12.263), fortifying defensive walls 
(Aesch. Sept. 63), or fencing in ships (//. 15.566-7, see below 951, 1029). Here the 
idea of fencing with armour is vividly transferred to the Greek warrior's own 
bodies, in a poetic evocation of hoplite equipment.

458 our men: Supplied in the translation to clarify the confusion caused by yet another 
abrupt change in subject (see 374-83*, 452*). had no idea: Unlike Homer's 
archetypal clever Greek, πολυμήχανος* Odysseus, they were without resource 
(μηχανή). The barbarians' lack of cunning intelligence has been suggested 
previously (361-2*).

461 arrows...fell on them: It would be much more natural in English to say that the 
Greeks shot arrows at them, rather than making the arrows the subject of the verb, 
but Aeschylus is gradually transferring the viewpoint from the Persian victims, via 
the Greeks (462), to Xerxes, sitting at a distance from the scene and, like the 
audience, contemplating it (465). There were of course archers on the Greek side; 
Plutarch records that there were four on each ship (Vit. Them. 14.1, see Pritchett 
1971-85, vol. iv, 150).

462 at a single cry: Or, 'in a single sweep' (see 406*). Either interpretation emphasises 
the unity of the Greek assault.

463 struck them, butchered...limbs: See 48-110*. The asyndeton suggests the 
uncontrolled violence of repeated blows. After stones and arrows, the Greeks 
finally get to close quarters with their victims, hacking their limbs to pieces, 
presumably with swords, the hoplite's secondary weapon (see J.K. Anderson's 
evocation of the bloody experience of hoplite fighting (1991), the illustration on 
the front of this book, and fig. 2). Georges 1994, 84, sees this line as Aeschylus' 
own 'poetic justice for his brother...killed at Marathon by a Persian who hacked off 
his arm with an ax' (see Introduction pp. 3-4). The term κρ€οκοπ€ΐν, 'to cut meat', 
is shockingly bald: at Eur. Cyc. 359 the chorus says that the cannibalistic giant is 
about to 'slice up (κρ€οκοπ€ΐν) the limbs of strangers', to similarly graphic effect. 
Cf. Aeschylus' image of the butcher's block where Cassandra imagines she will be 
slaughtered (κοπ€ΐσης*) Aesch. Ag. 1277-8). In the messenger's last long speech 
the Persians were conceptualised as fish being caught and spliced, with similar 
asyndeton (424-6*).

465 wailed aloud: Cf. 426, οίμωγή, and Ajax's cry of despair in Sophocles (317). 
Xerxes did not react like this to the loss of his ships; he is more upset by the loss 
of his crack regiment of πιστοί (441-4). The cries of despair we hear in the play 
itself were thus prefigured by those of Xerxes and his forces at Salamis.

466 he had a seat: According to Herodotus Xerxes watched the battle from Mount 
Aigaleos (8.90.4). This famous scene was further elaborated in later writers: in 
Timotheus' Persians Xerxes delivers his lament surrounded by an entire wailing 
entourage (fr. 791.171-2 PMG)\ in Plutarch he sits on a golden throne (Vit. Them.
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13.1). A silver-footed Persian throne on which Xerxes was alleged to have sat during 
the battle was one of the most famous spoils from the wars on the acropolis (see 
Introduction, p. 14). Those who wish to experience Xerxes' views of the battle can 
consult the photographs in Hammond 1956.

468 he tore his robes: Robe-tearing is typical especially of female and barbarian 
lamentation in Greek literature: see 123-5*, 199*. The term for Xerxes' clothes, 
πέπλοι, which the chorus also wear (1060), is used in Homer only for women's 
raiment; in Greek literature it is rarely used for male clothing, which usually consists 
of the ίμάτιον or χλαΐνα. Plutarch describes the ritual reversal of gender roles at the 
Hybrtstika at.Ar.gos: 'they clothe the women in men's tunics (χιτώσι) and the men in 
women's robes (πέπλοις*) and veils' (de Virt. mul. 4 = Mor. 245e-f). With the 
exception of the gown in which Agamemnon dies, defeated by a woman, the πέπλος* 
or πέπλωμα in Aeschylus is only worn by women and/or barbarians (Choeph. 30, 
SuppL 432). Elsewhere, when men are given the πέπλος*, it is usually a narrative 
strategy by which they are 'effeminised' (e.g. Pentheus and Dionysus in Eur. Bacch., 
see Loraux 1990, 33-40). The term, however, is used 'especially of long Persian 
dresses' (LSJ s.v. πέπλος* II.3, e.g. Xen. Cyr. 3.1.13). shrilly screamed: These words 
also belong to the semantic register normally reserved for women: men hardly ever 
κωκυ€ΐν in serious Greek literature. The word, implying a high-pitched scream of 
despair, is properly used of women's lamentations over the dead (Od. 24.295*. Aesch. 
Ag. 1313). In the Iliad Briseis, like Xerxes here, "λΐγ' έκώκυ€ over Patroclus'corpse 
(19.284), and Thetis' laments (οξύ...κωκΰσασα, 18.71) are juxtaposed to Achilles' 
manly deep groaning (βαρύ στ€να'χοντι, 18.70). See Soph. Ajax 317-20, where 
Tecmessa says that Ajax, who groaned in a deep voice, regarded high-pitched wailing 
as 'unmanly'. Elsewhere in Aeschylus the only utterances described by the term λιγύς* 
are delivered by women (Suppl. 114) or the nightingale, whose song was explained by 
the mythical aition of the female Procne's unceasing laments for her dead son Itys (Ag.
1146). Male barbarians are said to κωκυ€ΐν or utter κωκύματα elsewhere in Persians 
(e.g. 427).

469 infantry: This implies that Xerxes had retained some foot-soldiers for his own 
special protection.

470 rushing: This probably refers to Xerxes' own flight. In Homer ΐησι (from 
ϊημι) is used intransitively to denote the rushing movement of rivers or springs (II. 
21.158, Od. 7.130). On the other hand it could here be transitive (as at II. 21.158), in 
which case it could be translated 'sending them away', disorderly: See 399-401*.

472 O loathsome deity: Once again the situation is blamed on a malevolent but 
unspecified daiman (158*).

473-4 The vengeance...turned bitter on him: Literally, 'The vengeance my son 
exacted from famous Athens was bitter', famous Athens: Aeschylus may have 
allowed a partisan Greek viewpoint (focalisation) to intrude here (Broadhead 1960, 
134), but it is more likely that the Queen speaks with bitter irony.

475 Marathon: Another reminiscence of the battle of Marathon (see 236, 244), 
here virtually personified as the vanquisher of Persia.

477 multitude: The πλήθος* theme again (see Introduction, pp. 24-25).
480-514: The messenger's last speech is an example of Aeschylean poeticised 

cartography, similar to the travelogues and catalogues detailing numerous peoples and
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places in other plays attributed to Aeschylus (the 'map' of Pelasgia in Supplices, the 
beacon-relay in Agamemnon, the travelogues of the Prometheus plays): see Bacon 
1961, 45-59, Griffith 1983, 213-32, 287-91, 297-9, Bernand 1985, Hall 1989, 75-6: see 
also 21-58*. The audience accompanies in imagination the fast diminishing barbarian 
force along the whole hard route from Athens to Sousa, through well-known landmarks 
in mainland Greece via the river Strymon in Thrace. There is conspicuously little detail 
about the Asiatic section of the journey. The central theme is the Persians' inability to 
endure extreme hunger, thirst, and sudden changes in temperature: this idea coincides 
with the argument of the 5th-century Hippocratic treatise On Airs. Waters. Places, 
which explains that Asiatics lack spirit and independence because of their temperate 
climate and plentiful harvests, whereas Europeans, who suffer changeable climates, 
grow up vigorous and passionate and know how to deal with· harsh physical conditions 
(deAer. 12.7-38, 16.3-33, see Jouanna 1981, Hall 1993, 123-6). See also 792-4. The 
culminating catastrophe which occurred when the Persians tried to cross the river 
Strymon may have been raised to prominence in this play because it seemed fitting 
divine recompense for Xerxes' arrogant bridging of the waters of the Hellespont. 
Disaster while crossing a river is thus 'an appropriate form of punishment for the 
crossing of the straits' (Horsfall 1974, 505).

481 in disorder: See 399-401*.
482-3 began dying off: The imperfect tense suggests continuous acts of dying. 

Boeotia is of course to be the site of many more Persian deaths in the battle of 
Plataea, shortly to be prophesied by Dareios at 800-42.

484 others: Two consecutive half lines have almost certainly dropped out of the text, 
describing a middle group who suffered from a cause other than thirst or 
breathlessness, perhaps disease.

486 the land of Doris: Commentators have objected to the indirect route the remnant 
of the force are said to have taken from Phocis to the Melian gulf, but according to 
Herodotus Xerxes did pass through Doris, at least on his outward journey (8.31). 

488 Achaean land: Phthiotic Achaea (Achilles' homeland) in Thessaly.
494- 5 Bolbe's reedy marsh: Lake Bolbe is literally called 'a marshy reed'. Mount

Pangaion, Edonian territory: A famous mountain in Thrace, associated with 
Dionysiae myths. The first play of Aeschylus' tetralogic Lycurgeia was called 
Edonians. These names were important to Aeschylus' audience: in the period 
immediately after the wars the Athenians were keen to build up their colonies in 
this area; only seven years after the production of Persians they were to suffer 
catastrophic losses in Edonia (Thuc. 1.100). In JHS 1898, pp. xxxvi-xxxvii, there 
is a summary of an intrepid professor's account of the Thracian section of his 
expedition to retrace Xerxes' journey.

495- 7 god: One of the many indications that the Persians' catastrophic experiences
were divinely ordained, out of season: The flight of the Persians took place in the 
autumn. On the Asiatics' alleged inability to withstand changeable climates see 
480-514*. sacred...Strymon: This expression has been taken to imply the 
Persians' Zoroastrian reverence for water (especially river water), represented by 
the 'Apas', who were the 'yazatas' or divine beings of the element (e.g. Kranz 
1933, 86). But the epithet αγνός occurs in reference to rivers in entirely Greek
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contexts in Pindar (Isthm. 6.74) and elswhere in tragedy (Aesch. Suppl. 254-5, in 
the Greek Pelasgos' mouth, also in reference to the Strymon). See also 497-9*, 
577-8*.

497-9 Those who...prayers: Presumably the irreligious were praying in thanks for 
what initially seemed like a benevolent divine intervention, prostrating 
themselves: As the Greeks did for gods (see 152*); in Aristophanes' Knights it is 
implied that 'prostration before the earth and the gods' was associated with 
offering thanks for any great blessing conferred (156); in a fragment of Sophocles 
'everyone prostrates themselves before the turning circle of the sun' (738.2 TgrF). 
Earth and Sky: Earth was a rather vaguely conceptualised goddess, in the Iliad 
one of the elemental deities invoked in solemn oaths, along with Zeus, Sun, 
Rivers, and the Erinyes (3.276-9, 19.258-60). In mythology Gaia first gives birth 
to and then lies with Sky (Ouranos, Hes. Theog. 126-36). It has often been thought 
that the worship of Earth and Sky here reflects the Greek belief voiced by e.g. 
Plato's Socrates (Crat. 397c-d), that barbarians (and Greeks in former times) 
worshipped elemental deities such as 'sun, moon, earth (γή), stars, and sky 
(ουρανό?)’; Herodotus says that the Persians eschewed anthropomorphic gods and 
worshipped elements instead (1.131). But both Gaia and Ouranos were Greek 
divinities, addressed elswhere in tragedy (Eur. M ed. 57, 148), and it is 
unnecessary to assume a conscious attempt to evoke Zoroastrian ritual here. See 
495-7*.

500 numerous invocations: The implication may be that the Persians stupidly wasted 
valuable time on praying; if they had crossed the ice more quickly, they might all 
have escaped before the thaw.

502-5 the sun-god's beams...flame: On the play's recurrent elaborate language 
describing light and the sun, see 150-1*. drove through: A forceful verb, from 
διιημι ('thrust through'), used e.g. of an arrow from Odysseus' bow driving 
through the iron axes at Od. 21.328.

506 fell on one another: An aesthetically appropriate fate, echoing the collision of the 
Persians' ships with each other earlier, in the waters of Salamis (415-16).

507 breath of life: These barbarians either died from being crushed in the water, or 
drowned, or both (see 272*). This scene is reminiscent of the Trojans driven into 
the river Xanthus by Achilles, whose corpses choked its waters (II. 21.7-26).

512 yearning: On the πόθο? theme see Introduction, p. 19.
514 blasted: έγκατασκήπτ€ΐν implies that the god has struck the Persians as with 

thunder or lightning (cf. Soph. Track. 1087, έγκατάσκηψον β€λο?...κ€ραυνοϋ). 
This theme is later picked up by Dareios (715*, 739-40*).

515-16 Grievous deity: Yet another reference to the malevolent daimcrn (see 158*). 
leapt and stamped: In Eumenides the Erinyes say that they 'leap' with a heavy 
foot onto malefactors (372-4); cf. Soph. Ant. 1345-6, OT 263. But the image may 
have sounded distinctly oriental to Aeschylus' audience: a hymn to the Assyrian 
king Assurnasirpal calls him 'the mighty hero, who has trampled on the neck of 
his foes, who has trodden down all his enemies' (Luckenbill 1926, vol. i, 169). On 
the Behistun relief Dareios himself stands with his left foot triumphantly planted 
on the prostrate figure of the rebel Gaumata (Root 1979, 185). See also the 
anaphoric Egyptian hymn in honour of Thutmose III, 'I came to let you tread on
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Djahi's chiefs, I spread them under your feet...I came to let you tread on those in 
Asia’ (Lichtheim 1973-80, vol. ii, 36-7).

518 nocturnal vision: A reference, of course, to the dream described at 176-200. It is 
unusual to find the prosaic and comic term ένΰπνιον in tragedy, which generally 
prefers δναρ, ovcipos·, and oveipov (Kessels 1973, 132-4).

520 you...judged them: The chorus had delivered this judgement at 225.
521-4 However...palace: The chorus had suggested prayers and libations at 216-23.
525 doing this cannot change: These words have had to be supplied in English.
528 to us who trust you: On the significance of the recurrence of the pist- stem see 

1*. Here, πιστοΐσι might just possibly refer to the chorus rather than to the 
Queen ('You must take faithful counsel amongst your faithful selves').

530 escort him to the palace: An instruction the chorus do not forget, and which may, 
like other instances of προπ€μττ€ΐν, have funereal overtones (see 1036*). The 
suggestion that Xerxes could arrive at any minute keeps up the tension of 
anticipation in this nostos-play (see 8*).

146 COMMENTARY

532-97: Anapaests and Stasimon

The chorus have been restraining their emotional response to the messenger's 
cumulatively and increasingly more terrible news since their initial explosive reaction at 
256-89. In this great dirge, at the heart of the play, they range widely and in emotional 
(rather than chronologically linear) order over the past causes and the present and future 
private and public ramifications of the messenger's catastrophic report. They 
consecutively attribute the destruction to Zeus (532-6), Xerxes (550-3), and 'ships' both 
Persian and Greek (558-63), using the same root verb for all three (ολέσας, 
άπώλ€σ€ν, άπώλ€σαν). They reflect on the grief of bereaved Persian women (537-47), 
on the contrast between Xerxes' and Dareios' leadership (550-7), on the battle itself 
(558-63), on the escape of Xerxes (565-7), on their own lamentation (571-5), on fishes 
eating the Persian dead (576-8), on the grief of the bereaved parents (579-83), on the 
potential fall of the Persian empire (584-90), and conclude with a last glimpse of the 
Persian dead at Salamis (595-7). The language and imagery of the final third strophe 
and antistrophe (584-97) construct a picture of life under Persian despotism clearly 
formulated from an Athenian, democratic perspective.

The stasimon proper, which begins at 548, is introduced by a sequence of anapaests, 
just as the parodos, the necromancy, and the Xerxes' kommos with the chorus are (1- 
154*). The predominant metres of the stasimon itself are the lyric iambic in the first 
strophic pair, and subsequently lyric dactyls. The ritual effect of the dirge is powerfully 
enhanced by the strong twofold and threefold repetition both within and across the 
strophic system (see especially 550-2/560-2, 568/584), and by a variety of repeated 
inarticulate cries and exclamations (see Introduction, p. 23).

532 O Zeus, my king: Greece may previously have been called 'Zeus's country' (see 
270-1*), but the supreme Olympian has not otherwise so far been named in the
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play, which increases the impact of this strong statement of the role of the god in 
the destruction of the Persian expedition. In Dareios' homilies Zeus' role in the 
past and present history of Persia is to be fully established and clarified (739-40*, 
762-4*, 827), and Xerxes invokes Zeus in his first utterance (915): see 
Winnington-Ingram 1973.

5 3 3 - 5  you have destroyed: In English the word ν υ ν  ('now') means that the perfect 
tense is here required to translate the Greek aorist of κα τακρυ'τττω . who could 
boast so many men: Literally, 'greatly boasting and having many men'; with the 
impact of μ € γ α λ α υ 'χ ω ν  cf. Pindar's use of it to describe the 'braggart' Porphyrion, 
the king of the giants, who dared to fight against the gods but were utterly 
defeated (Pyth . 8.15), just as here the Persians arrogantly thought they could 
conquer the Greeks.

535 Agbatana: See 16-18*.
536 gloom: Cf. Choeph. 52, 'gloom (δνόφοι) covers the house'.
537-8 many women: The chorus return to one of their favourite themes - the 

lamentation of Persian women (see 121-2*, 123-5*). tearing their veils: In the 
Iliad Hecuba tears her veil off when mourning Hector (22.405-7). But the Persian 
women are actually ripping the fabric of their veils, for the middle of κατ€ρ€ΐκ€ΐν 
is transitively used for tearing one's own garments, as in Sappho fr. 140(a) 2 
(young women instructed to beat their breasts and tear their clothes in rites for the 
dying Adonis), and Hdt. 3.66 (high-born Persians weeping around the distressed 
king Kambyses). See also 1060*.

539-40 soaking, drenching: Literally 'soaking with tears their drenching breasts', or 
'soaking with tears their breasts so that they are drenched'. In the Iliad Althaea's 
breast is similarly drenched with tears (δ € υ 'ο ν τ ο  δ έ  δ ά κ ρ υ σ ι  κ ό λ π ο ι ,  9.570) 
through grief for her dead brother, and Hector's brothers 'drench their clothes with 
tears' as they mourn him (24.162).

541-2 softly wailing: The first of two habro- compounds in quick succession (543), 
on the significance of which see 41*. their recent bridegrooms: For the motif of 
the newly wedded bride, bereft of her husband, see Protesilaus' young widow, 'her 
cheeks torn in wailing, left behind in Phylace, his house but half established' (II. 
2.700-1); this Achaean was slain by a Trojan warrior as he leapt forth from his 
ship on arrival in Asia.

543-5 soft sheets: Another habro- compound. See 541 and 41*. The luxurious 
textiles of the Persians became a standard feature of Greek orientalising discourse 
(Xen. Cyr. 8.8.16, Hall 1989, 207). nuptial beds...pleasures: A sensual image: 
Dareios later enjoins the chorus to lend themselves to daily 'pleasure' (841*). 
abandon...laments: Insatiability and abandoned emotionalism are two of the 
hallmarks of the barbarian psyche as constructed in this play. See 908-1078*.

546 And I myself: The chorus add their voices of lament to those they have been 
describing, implying that they are but one group amongst many currently raising 
the dirge throughout the land of Persia. This sentiment serves as an introduction to 
the performance of the impending dirge proper: the change is marked by the shift 
into strophic lyric iambics, which are the predominant metre of lamentation in this 
play.



548-9 the entire land of Asia: The lyrics begin with the continent of Asia virtually 
personified as a woman in mourning (see 61-2*). emptied out: See 118-19*.

550-2 Xerxes...Xerxes...Xerxes: The threefold anaphoric rhythmical repetition and 
the inarticulate cries lend a simple but powerful ritual effect.

553 ships: Here and at 1076 the chorus uses an unusual term, βάρις-, which in Greek 
literature seems to signify an exotic non-Greek vessel; cf. Aesch. Suppl. 874, Hdt. 
2.96 (Egyptian boats), Eur. IA 297 (Trojan ships).

555-6 Lord of the bow: This title underlines the image of the Persian bow which is 
so important in the play (26*, Introduction p. 21). Here Aeschylus may be 
drawing on something of Dareios' own self-publicity. In a Persian sculpture at 
Behistun (Root 1979, plate 6) he is portrayed as an archer, and inscribed upon his 
tomb were the words, 'trained am I both with hands and with feet... As a bowman 
I am a good bowman both afoot and on horseback' (Kent 1953, 140, par. 8h). On 
royal coins Dareios had himself depicted as 'the first bowman of his people' (Root 
1979, 309). Aeschylus may well have seen one of the golden darics, coins 
introduced by and named after the King, on which his figure is distinguished by a 
conspicuous bow; these did filter to Athens, where they have been found in large 
quantities (M. Miller 1985, 99, 104 and appendix 1), since they were used in the 
western empire amongst the Greek communities (Cook 1985, 221-2 and plate 
12.3). benign: The strange formulation by which Dareios is described as 'not 
causing harm' rather than positively beneficial recurs at 663* ( α κ α κ β ) ,  855 
( ά κ α κ ας), and 860 (the men used to come home from wars unharmed (ά π ο ν ο υ ς -  
ά π α θ € ΐς - ) .  This is in contrast with Xerxes, who turned the fleet into 'not-ships' 
(ά να € ς · ,  680): see Introduction, p. 23. citizens: A somewhat jarring word given 
the effort Aeschylus has made to suggest the lack of rights enjoyed by the Persian 
King's subjects, but Herodotus uses it often in barbarian contexts, signifying little 
more than 'fellow countrymen' (e.g. 1.37).

558-9 Soldiers...sail-winged: There are textual problems here. Both lines as they 
appear in the manuscripts fail to respond metrically with 548-9, and the meaning 
of όμόπτβροι is not clear: it probably means something like λ ινοπτ€ροι,
'winged with sails', at PV468. Dark-eyed: Cf. the Homeric epithet for ships, 
κυανοπρωροι, 'dark-pro wed'. Eyes were actually painted on the bows of ships (see 
Aesch. Suppl 716), but the expression could just mean 'of dark aspect'.

560-2 ships...ships...ships: The lines use the same verbs and cries as those in the 
strophe, with the same strong threefold anaphoric repetition (550-2*). The first 
ships are Persian, the third Greek; the second either or both, manned by Ionians: 
Literally, 'by Ionian hands', by lethal ramming: Described by the messenger, 
278-9.

570-1 Cychreia: The name 'Cychreia' (identified with Salamis, Strabo 9.1.9 = 393) 
was derived from that of Cychreus, a mythical king of Salamis. He was succeeded 
by Ajax's father Telamon (Apollod. 3.12.7). Pausanias says that he appeared to the 
Athenians at the battle of Salamis in the form of a dragon (1.36.1). He had a 
sanctuary at Salamis, and was honoured in cult at Athens and Eleusis (Plut. Vit. 
Thes. 10.1, Vit. Sol 9.1). The 'Cychreian rock' was named in Sophocles' play 
about another Salaminian, his Teucer (fr. 579 TgrF).

148 COMMENTARY
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576 Lacerated: A strong word. The sea tears the flesh of the dead into ribbons. A 

metaphor from wool-combing, the word κνάπτ€ΐν denotes the effect on human 
flesh of torture by whips (Cratinus fr. 303 PCG) or thorned shrubs (Plato, Resp. 
10.616a 3), or the mangling of Hector's body as it trails behind Achilles' chariot 
(Soph. Aj. 1031).

577-8 voiceless children...undefiled sea: I.e. fishes. In an earlier simile the Persians 
themselves had been envisaged as fishes, trapped by fisherman (424-6*). In the 
Iliad Achilles, after throwing Lycaon into the river to be washed downstream to 
the sea, predicts that fishes will feast on his body (21.126-7, see also 203-4). In a 
Sophoclean fragment a tunny fish is called 'voiceless' (αναυδος·, 762 TgrF, cf. 
424*). The description of the sea as 'undefiled' has been thought to suggest the 
Persians' reverence for water. But Zoroastrians actually regarded sea-water as 
water whose purity had been tainted by Ahriman (see 495-7*, 497-9*), their 
malevolent deity (Boyce 1982, 166). The epithet, rather, reflects the Greek belief 
that sea-water could wash away pollution (see IT  1193, and Parker 1983, 226-7).

584 the inhabitants of Asia: τοί is an Ionic form (see Introduction, p. 23), with 
which the second strophe also began (568).

585 abide under Persian rule: π € ρ σ ο ν ο μ ο υ ν τ α ι  may involve a word play (65*): the 
pers- element suggests to the ear the aorist of the verb π ό ρ θ € ΐ ν ,  'to sack' (of cities), 
and implies that the Persian empire had been won by military violence against its 
vassal states. In English a future tense is required to make sense of the Greek's 
present tense plus δ ή ν .

586-7 pay further tribute...to the King: On the tense of the verb see the previous 
note. The word δασμός· is particularly associated in Greek sources with the taking 
of tribute by Persia (Xen. Anab. 1.1.8). Under the democracy at Athens taxes were 
payable to the state, not to any individual. The diction implicitly contrasts the 
Athenian system with the Persian kings' exaction of tribute paid to themselves, in 
elaborate ceremonies depicted on reliefs in Persian architecture: see for example 
the great stone portrait of Dareios and Xerxes at Persepolis, which probably 
portrays tribute-bringers from all over the empire from Arabia to the Caucasus 
(Burn 1970, 314, but consult also the cautious remarks of Root 1979, 230). These 
scenes fascinated the Greeks; see the lowest row of figures on the 'Dareios vase' 
(fig. 1).

588 prostrating themselves: Another reference to the prostration ( π ρ ο σ κ ΰ ν η σ ι ς · )  
performed before Persian royalty (see 152*), here envisaged as being performed 
by the entire subject population. But the chorus fear that Salamis may have put a 
stop to it.

592-3 people...talk freely: Aeschylus' chorus are afraid that freedom of speech will 
now be impossible to prevent. This implies to the audience that hitherto subjects 
of the King did not enjoy the right to express their views (in Greek ί σ η γ ο ρ ί α  and 
π α ρ ρ η σ ί α )  so valued by Athenian democrats. The expression έ λ € υ θ € ρ α  β ά ζ € ΐ ν  
seems to be equivalent to the verbs € λ € υ θ € ρ ο σ τ ο μ € ΐ ν  (PV  180), and 
€λ€υθ€ριαζ€ΐν, which in political theory means 'to speak or act like a free man' 
(Plato, Legg. 3.701e 5, Aristot. Pol. 5.1314a 8); 'freely' (eXcu'Gcpa) brings to mind 
the term for the Athenian political ideal of freedom, €λν .υθ€ρία  (see 402-5*).
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594 a strong yoke: The image of the yoke - the bridge which 'yoked' the 

Hellespont, the yoke with which in the Queen's dream Xerxes tried to control both 
Persia and Greece, the yoke of slavery the barbarians wanted to cast upon Hellas - 
recurs insistently as a symbol of Persian despotism (see 50*).

596-7 Ajax's...island: Salamis. See 307*. remains of the Persians: This ambiguous
phrase both implies that the Persian empire and Persian hopes died at Salamis, and 
also suggests the familiar gruesome image of the Persians' corpses (see 272*).

598-622: The Queen Returns
The Queen returns to the stage on foot (607-8*), and plainly dressed; she carries 
materials for the libation, perhaps in a basket or on a tray. This is a 'mirror' entrance, 
imitating her previous arrival at 155, but drawing a direct contrast with it (see 
Introduction, p. 20). The figure whose pomp represented the pride of the empire now 
represents its downfall. There is apparently no prostration by the chorus.
599-600 a wave of disasters: The Queen adopts marine imagery, traditional in Greek 

poetry for expressing notions about the vicissitudes of human fortunes, especially 
affairs of state, but particularly appropriate to a play about a disaster at sea (90*, 
433*).

601 heaven blows gently: In the English 'heaven' is a paraphrase of daimon, the 
divine agent who sends a fair wind. See 158*.

604-5 hostile images...rings in my ears: An acute description of the sensory 
disturbances caused by extreme anxiety, no victory-song: ού π α ι ώ ν ι ο ς ·  could 
alternatively be translated 'no song to bring about healing', but by emphasising that 
the din ringing in the Queen's ears has nothing to do with victory Aeschylus would 
remind his audience of the terror with which the barbarians heard the confident 
Greek pre-battle π α ι α ν  (393*), also called a κέλα δος·  (388).

606 terror: Fear is one of the most dominant emotions in the play: see 
Introduction, p. 19. driving me out of my mind: The Greek conveys the Queen's 
utter emotional distraction by a strong alliteration of 'k' and 'p' sounds ( κ α κ ώ ν  
€κπληξις*  έ κ φ ο β β ι  φ ρ € ν α ς “). On the connotations of φρ€ν€ς* see 745-50*.

607-8 without the chariot and finery: Incontrovertible evidence that the Queen's 
previous entrance was on a chariot and accompanied by much pomp; on chariot 
entrances in tragedy see Introduction, p. 22. The word for finery, χ λ ι δ ή  or its 
cognates, is often found in tragic contexts evoking specifically barbarian luxury (544 
above, Aesch. Suppl. 235-6, Eur. I A 74 ( β α ρ β α ρ ω  χ λ ι δ ή  μ ά τ ι ) ,  Rhes. 960). The 
Queen's second and simpler dress may have been black (Taplin 1977, 99). Her 
former χ λ ι δ ή  may have included attendants: perhaps the contrast between her two 
entrances is increased by making her return alone.

609-10 materials...libation: Before the messenger's arrival the Queen had been 
advised, and had resolved, to offer a liquid sacrifice (219-20, 229, 523-4). to 
propitiate: The Greek adjective π ρ € υ μ € ν ή ς *  consistently underlines the importance 
of securing the goodwill of the dead (see also 220, 685), and may, like the term 
'benign' ( α κ α κ ο ς \  see 663*), be associated with apotropaic ritual.

611-18 The ingredients of the libation (milk, honey, water, wine, and oil, accompanied 
by flowers) are typical of Greek libations to the dead and the gods of the underworld, 
at least as represented in tragedy: Soph. El. 894-6 (milk, flowers), Eur. IT  159-66
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(milk, wine, honey), Eur. Or. 114-15 (honey, milk, wine); see Burkert 1985, 194. 
The description of the ingredients, with its elaborate periphrases, is notable for its 
evocation of their purity and the femininity of the natural world which has produced 
them. While suitably solemn for the occasion, the expressions are also highly 
appropriate in the mouth of this anxious mother-figure, and by interacting with all 
the other female imagery in the play, inscribe the femininity and fecundity of Asia in 
the text (Hall 1993, 125-6). The picture, suggestive of a lactating cow, hard working 
bees, mature vines, abundant water, olives and flowers, is in accordance with the 
Greeks' stereotypical view of Asia, regarded in the Hippocratic On Airs, Waters, 
Places as blessed with a temperate climate, plentiful harvests, and fertile livestock 
(see 480-514*), in contrast with the ungenerous soil of Greece (792-4). a virgin 
spring: Springs appear in metaphors in the play: see 743*. garlands of flowers: As 
so often in Aeschylus a pervasive verbal image is made visually concrete. This part 
of the Queen's offering, visible to the audience, is a physical substantiation of the 
recurrent floral images preceding this scene: she is sacrificing real flowers, but the 
'manly flower of the Persian land' (59*) has been sacrificed at Salamis.

620-1 summon up: Although the Queen has previously been advised to pray for 
assistance to her dead husband (222-3), the decision, here announced, actually to call 
up his ghost may have come as a surprise to the original audience. The verb used for 
'to summon up', άνακαλ€ΐσθαι (middle of άνακαλ€ΐν), makes it apparent that the 
Queen requires the chorus to sing an 'anacletic' hymn (Rose 1950, 263-4). This could 
simply mean a hymn calling for aid, but the chorus' appeal at 630, 'send up the soul 
from below into the light', suggests that they have understood her as asking them to 
perform a necromancy.

623-80: Necromancy
The necromancy is the most exciting section in the play, visually and aurally bizarre and 
distinctive. Dareios is the earliest example in surviving tragedy of a ghost character; 
Aeschylus used another ghost, that of Clytemnestra, fourteen years later in his 
Eumenides, and Euripides' Hecuba is opened by the ghost of the murdered and unburied 
Polydorus, wandering the coast of Thrace. But both of these ghosts roam abroad, 
whereas Dareios' ghost 'is in no wise detached from the grave where the remains of its 
carnal tabernacle are entombed' (Ridgeway 1910, 151). Seneca was enthusiastically to 
adopt the Greek tragic ghost; his Thyestes, for example, is opened by the spectre of 
Tantalus. Much of the evidence for ghosts on the ancient stage is gathered in Hickman 
1938. It was partly Seneca's influence which made the theatrical ghost a staple of the 
renaissance and Shakespearean stage.

Yet the raising of Dareios' ghost, a scene in which an afflicted, war-torn community 
seeks advice from a respected dead leader, has its closest parallels in Athenian comedy: 
Dionysus in Frogs seeks advice on how to save the city from the dead Euripides and 
Aeschylus in the underworld (and his awareness of his debt to Persians is suggested by 
his references to the tragedy, see 1071-2* and Introduction, p. 2). An even closer 
parallel occurred in Eupolis' famous comedy, The Demes, in which the desperate 
Athenians brought back up from Hades several of their greatest leaders, including 
Pericles (Ael. Arist. Or. 3.365, Eupolis frr. 99-146 PCG).
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For ghost-raising was by no means an unfamiliar procedure to the Greek audience. 

Some scholars (e.g. Headlam 1902) have argued that it would have had a distinctly 
'oriental' significance. But in Choephori there is a vigorous (although unsuccessful) 
attempt to raise Agamemnon's ghost (see especially 477, 489-90). The Greeks honoured 
their dead ancestors with rituals (Hdt. 4.26); the Athenians had a festival of the dead, the 
Genesia, at which they believed their ancestors returned from the underworld to haunt 
the city (see Jacoby 1944).

Seeking advice from the shades of the dead had a fundamental archetype in the 
Odyssey. Following Circe's instructions (10.516-37), Odysseus goes to the entrance of 
Hades at the very edge of Ocean; there, by rituals including animal sacrifice and libation 
(see below, 667-8*), he raises the ghost of Teiresias (and of many others including his 
mother), from whom he seeks counsel (11.9-151). Aeschylus dramatised Odysseus' 
raising of Teiresias' ghost in his lost Psuchagrrgoi, 'Soul-raisers' (frr. 273-8 TgrF), 
which included a speech by the 'raised' Teiresias prophesying the hero's death (as in Od. 
11.100-37). This other Aeschylean necromantic play was also alluded to in 
Aristophanes' Frogs (fr. 273 Tgr F , Frogs 1266). Eitrem (1928, 9) speculates that 
knowledge of ghost-raising was also prominent in Aeschylus' Penelope, Ostologoi, and 
satyric Circe. Aeschylus may therefore have been particularly associated with stage 
ghosts: he appeared as one himself both in Pherecrates' comedy Crapataloi (fr. 100 
PCG), and in a lost play by Aristophanes (see fr. 696 PCG). But Euripides in Hecuba 
and Sophocles in his Polyxena (Achilles' ghost) also used the device. See Green 1994, 
18-19.

A story was current in the fifth century that Periander, the tyrant of Corinth, had 
something of an ongoing dialogue with his dead wife Melissa at the oracle of the dead at 
Ephyra in Thesprotia (Hdt. 5.92.6-7); although he had killed her and slept with her 
corpse, she eventually helped him to recover lost property. There is archaeological 
evidence at this nekyomanteion dating from the third century BC, but built on the same 
site as the much older cult of the dead: the evidence suggests that necromantic rituals 
similar to those performed by Odysseus were practised in reality (see Dakaris 1963, 51- 
4).

The chorus' necromantic hymn opens with an anapaestic introduction (623-32, see 1- 
154*), during which the chorus arrange themselves around the tomb of Dareios, perhaps 
in a kneeling position reminiscent of their prostration before the Queen on her first 
entrance. Dareios' first speech indicates the violent physical actions which had been 
performed by the chorus during their ghost-raising song: pounding and scratching the 
earth (see 683*). They may also have clapped their hands (1071-2*). The stasimon 
proper commences with the chorus asking whether Dareios can hear them (633-6); it 
then alternates addresses to the underworld gods (640-6, 649-50) with eulogy of Dareios 
in the third person (647-8, 652-6); finally the chorus seem to pluck up the courage to 
apostrophise his ghost directly in the second person for a sustained sequence of three 
stanzas (657-77). The fundamental metre of the stasimon is the distinctive Ionic a 
m in o re , familiar from the parodos (65-139*), although the closing epode is 
predominantly dactylic.

This liturgical structure and content (on which see Citti 1962, 41-3, and especially 
Moritz 1979) may correspond closely with real prayers to the dead and with the rituals 
performed at oracles of the dead. The use of refrain (see 671*) and the repetition of the
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sound an- are particularly striking. The language of the entire hymn is characterised by 
extensive repetition, inarticulate cries, and accumulations of adjectives; they make it 
unequivocally, as the chorus themselves say, an utterance 'in my barbarian language, 
clear, varied, ceaseless and harsh-sounding' (635-6*). It is not clear at what exact point 
Dareios first becomes visible, although it is plausible to take the account of his clothing 
at 660-1 as a description of what the audience are beginning to glimpse.
623 My lady...Persians: See 4-6*.
626 the escorts of the dead: These are to be named at 629 and 650.
628 You, pure gods: The chorus mark their change of interlocutor with the word άλλα, 

which here has little if any adversative force. It is sometimes used, as here, to 
initiate an apostrophe, which is technically the 'turning away' from one addressee 
to another.

629 Earth: See 497-9*. Hermes: One of this god's cult titles was ψυχοπομπός·, 'escort 
of souls', the only Olympian who could pass in and out of the chthonic sphere (cf. 
Choeph. 124 (= 165 transposed), 'greatest herald of those above and below': 
Hermes leads the souls of the suitors down to the underworld in the second nekuia 
of the Odyssey (24.1-14), and his special responsibility for the dead is shown by 
the inscription of his name on graves (Burkert 1985, 157-8). king of those below: 
Subsequently named as Ai'doneus (649-50*).

633-4 Does...hear me: ai€i (from άιω, 'perceive') must mean 'hear' (as often), and 
provides variety with κλυ'€ΐ in the next question (639). Cf. Eur. Hipp. 362-3. 
Haldane 1972, 43 collects evidence (e.g. Choeph. 315-19) that it was thought 
necessary to shout very loud indeed in order to be heard by those in the 
underworld. More honorific epithets: see 4-6*.

635-6 my barbarian language...utterances: The Greek audience could apparently 
tolerate stage foreigners, who by convention spoke Greek, describing their own 
language as 'barbarian'. Headlam wanted to read βα'ρβαρ’ άσαφηνή, i.e. 'unclear 
barbarian noises', like Iphigenia's 'barbaric incantations' in her ritual at IT  137-8, 
the 'foreign-sounding meaningless polysyllabic words' uttered by the necromancer 
Mithrobarzanes in Lucian's M enippus 9, and in spells now familiar from the 
magical papyri (1902, 55). The reading is not implausible, but Headlam's theory 
that there were spells in unintelligible jargon (not preserved in the text) uttered 
between 632 and 633 was based on no solid evidence (see Lawson 1934). The 
chorus' asyndetic piling up of five adjectives to describe their own language creates 
a strange enough effect in itself, varied: Since αίόλος· in musical contexts means 
'of changing pitch' (e.g. Soph. Inachus fr. 269c.32 TgrF), this adjective may give a 
clue to the nature of the music here (see Haldane 1972, 46).

640-1 Earth: See 497-9*.
643 Sousa-born god of the Persians: The dead Dareios is unquestionably believed to 

be divine (see 156-7*).
647-8 beloved...beloved...beloved: According to Strabo the inscription on Dareios' 

tomb read, 'he was loved by those who loved him', (φίλος· ήν τοΐς· φίλοις·, 
15.730.8). The threefold anaphora (evidenced several times in this play, e.g. 550-2, 
560-2), around the stem phil-, lends a liturgical and incantatory effect. Aeschylean 
barbarians elswhere use extended repetition and anaphora when addressing 
important figures (Suppl. 370-4, see Hall 1989, 193, 206). mound:



Besides Dareios' mention of his 'tomb' (τάφου, 684) this word gives us the only 
clue as to the appearance of the grave scenery (see also 657-9* and especially 140- 
1*).

649-50 A'idoneus: Hades; cf. Soph. OC 1559. The name seems to be a poetical 
extension of the Homeric Ά'ί'δης·, a name probably meaning ’Unseeing' or 
'Unseen', from a- plus ίδβΐν (Farnell 1907, 282), although the meaning has been 
disputed. Hades was the son of Kronos and Rhea and brother of Zeus and 
Poseidon; his apportioned lot of the universe was the 'murky gloom' of the 
underworld (//. 15.187-91).

651 Darian: The chorus here and below (671) use a form of the dead King's name 
designed to lend an authentic foreign flavour. The usual Hellenisation of his name 
(as elsewhere in this play) was Dareios; Darian approximates much more closely 
to the Persian Darayavahus (see 16-18*).

652 he never killed: In contradistinction to Xerxes, earlier said to have 'destroyed' 
(άπώλ€σ€ν) his men (551).

654-6 godlike in counsel: In the military context θβομηστωρ may call to mind Ares, 
of whom an epithet was παμμήστωρ ('all-counselling', tr. fr. adesp. 129.9). he 
steered the army well: Dindorf's conjectured alternative to the various 
unconvincing manuscript readings has a naval connotation, 'he guided the ship by 
its sheet well': this is entirely appropriate in the context of this naval play (90*, 
767*).

657-9 Shah: This word has been selected to translate the Greek βαλλήν in order to 
imitate its orientalising effect; βαλλήν would have sounded strange and eastern to 
Aeschylus' audience. It was either a Phrygian word meaning 'king' (Hesych. s.v. 
βαλήν, [Plut.] de Fluv. 12.4), or derived from the Phoenician honorary title 'Ba'al'. 
Sophocles' orientalised Trojans in his Poimenes used the same title, perhaps of 
Priam (fr. 515 TgrF\ see Hall 1989, 120-1). come, draw near, arrive: The 
asyndeton and the three nearly identical imperatives sound powerfully hieratic, the 
very top: The somewhat unexpected κορυμβον (instead of e.g. κορυφή, the word 
for the top of Achilles' tomb at Eur. Hec. 93) may have a naval connotation (90*): 
in the Iliad its only meaning is the top of a ship's stern (9.241), and this is what 
κορυμβα meant earlier in the play (411).

660-1 yellow-dyed slippers: The Phrygian eunuch in Euripides' Orestes also wears 
'barbarian' €υμάριδ€ς· (1370), on which in general see M. Miller 1985, 269-72. 
Later authors say that they had very thick soles (βαθΰπ€λμος\ AP 7.413.3-4, Lyc. 
Alex. 855), which may be connected with the later comments on the 'soft' Persian 
gait (1073). See also 247* (and 814-15*, which just possibly conceals a reference 
to Persian military boots). The closed shoe (as opposed to the sandal), not attested 
in Greek art or literature until the beginning of the fifth century, was an idea 
copied from the east (Erbacher 1914, 71). The Greeks' fascination with Persian 
clothing is evinced already in fragments of the early historian Hecataeus (1 FgrH 
F 284, 287), on whom Aeschylus may here and in the following line be dependent. 
Yet Persian royal relief sculptures do suggest that the kings wore special shoes to 
distinguish themselves from their subjects (Root 1979, 112-13, 185). It is curious 
that Dareios' rising feet are described before his head.
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662 tip...tiara: The King's peaked head-dress excited great interest amongst the 

Greeks (numerous references in Belloni 1 9 8 8 ,  1 9 3 ) .  It was also called the 
κυρβασια, and according to Hesychius (t 8 3 6 )  only the Kings of Persia could 
wear its peak upright, while their generals wore it bent down. In Aristophanes' 
Birds Euelpides says that the cock is the only bird to wear his κυρβασια upright 
(i.e. to have a crest), like the Great King of Persia ( 4 8 6 - 7 ) ,  so 'revealing the tip' 
here may refer to the regally erect position of the peak of Dareios' hat.

663 come: The Greek imperative βα'σκ€ has a specific religious resonance, since in 
Homer it is used exclusively to exhort an immortal or supernatural being to 
undertake a terrestrial mission (Iris, Hermes, or Agamemnon's false dream, II. 
2 4 . 1 4 4 ,  2 4 . 3 3 6 ,  2 . 8 ) .  See Moritz 1 9 7 9 ,  1 9 4 .  benign: Raising the dead is a 
terrifying task: addressing Dareios as 'benign' may be intended to placate him, and 
thus serve an apotropaic ritual function. See also 5 5 5 - 6 * ,  6 0 9 - 1 0 * .  father: 
Although Sophocles' Oedipus paternalistically calls his subjects his children (OT 
1), it is not usual for kings in tragedy, even dead ones, to be addressed as 'father' 
by coevals; it implies a distinctly inegalitarian relationship (see 'mother', 2 1 5 -  
lb*). The Greeks may have believed that Persian kings required this form of 
address, for in Timotheus' Persians, when a barbarian supplicates a Greek who 
has mastered him, he calls him 'father' (fr. 7 9 1 . 1 5 4  PMG).

664-6 Come: The verb has to be supplied in the translation of the antistrophe, 
master of masters: The manuscripts have the meaningless 'master of master', and 
Dindorfs emendation, in the light of such attested Persian phrases as 'king of 
kings' (see 24*), is almost certain: cf. the skolion attributed to Hybrias the Cretan 
(fr. 909.8-10 PMG), where a likely supplement makes a first-person serf-master's 
voice say that people prostrate themselves before him, addressing him as 'master 
of masters and Great King'. Free Greeks used the term δίσπότης* of gods and 
expected their slaves to use it of them: the title in Persians suggests both the 
servility of the chorus and the divinity of Dareios.

667-8 Stygian mist: Is this evidence for an ancient special effect? The meaning of 
άχλυ'ς·  is not as clearly metaphorical as L S J  (s.v. ά χλυς  2 )  and most 
commentators assume. The parallel text they cite is Eum. 3 7 9 - 8 0 ,  where the 
chorus (at Athens) say that 'a murky άχλυ'ς·' is settling on Orestes' household. But 
in Persians the presence of ά χλυς·  is explained by the next line: 'for all our young 
men have recently perished'. The only time when άχλυ'ς· hovers around generally 
in Homer is in the crucial omen at the end of book 2 0  of the Odyssey. 
Theoclymenus says that the palace entrance is thronged with ghosts speeding 
down to Erebos, the sun has been eclipsed, 'and a foul άχλυ'ς* hovers over all' 
( 2 0 . 3 5 5 - 7 ) .  There the άχλυ'ς* marks the precise point at which the living are 
conceptualised joining the dead. But Aeschylus at this point in P ersians  
unequivocally calls the mist 'Stygian': Odysseus does his necromantic rituals at 
the exact point where 'a branch of the Styx' meets two other rivers ( 1 0 . 5 1 3 - 1 5 ,  
1 1 . 2 1 - 2 ) .  The chorus' entirely concrete reference to 'Stygian mist' therefore occurs 
at the point where both a ghost is being raised from the underworld and young 
men are going down to it. I am very grateful to my graduate student Ruth Bardel 
for pointing out to me that a column of smoke is clearly depicted beneath the only 
figure in Greek vase-painting which can with absolute certainty be identified as a



tragic ghost. This is the labelled 'ghost (eidolon) of Aietes' in the illustration of 
an unknown Medea tragedy on a fourth-century vase by the Underworld Painter 
(no. III.5.4 in Trendall and Webster 1971). Aietes was also a barbarian monarch, 
floating overhead: €ττιττοτάομαι (see also Eum. 378) is a lengthened poetic form 
of €πιπ€τομαι, 'fly over, towards'.

670 all our young men: The Doric noun vcoXaia means something like 'the youth 
of the nation (λαός·)' (cf. Aesch. Suppl. 687).

671 Repeated verbatim from the last line of the corresponding strophe (663). Refrain 
as a typical feature of necromantic ritual may be implicit in Circe's instructions to 
Odysseus to invoke the spirits of the dead many times (πολλά dk γουνουσθαι, 
Od. 10.521).

675-7 master: δυνατής*, according to a scholion, is a variant of the more familiar 
δυνα'στης*. what...mistake: This sentence of the epode is hopelessly corrupt, 
although the apparent reference to a 'second mistake' could be linking Marathon 
and Salamis.

678-9 triple-banked: The notion of ships 'with three skalmoi' (thole-pins to which 
the oar was fastened, see 375-6) comes to mean 'with three banks of oars', i.e. 
triremes. The term recurs right at the end of the play (1075). have been 
destroyed: The same form of this verb (έκφθίνω) recurs in the final dirge (927). 
The totality of the destruction is underlined by the heavy, doleful effect of the 
unrelieved long syllables in the epode's spondaic penultimate line, especially in 
contrast with the serial short syllables of line 675.

680 ships no more: The term 'not-ships' (ά'να€ς*) is a striking use of the prevalent 
privative alpha, contrasting Xerxes' and Dareios' leadership (555-6*, Introduction, 
p. 23).
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681-851: Dareios

The ghost of Dareios, after emerging from the tomb arrayed in tiara, yellow slippers, 
and presumably other kingly regalia, remains visible for some 160 lines, before 
descending again to the underworld. He opens by speaking in iambics, and then has an 
unsuccessful discussion with the chorus, in which they sing that they cannot bring 
themselves to speak to him (681-702), and Dareios' response changes to trochaic 
tetrameters. This remains the metre of the more fruitful spoken interchange with the 
Queen (703-38), in which she paraphrases the news which the messenger had related to 
her.

But the heart of the scene lies in Dareios' three great speeches, in which he takes his 
audience through the theological reasons for the catastrophe and through the history of 
the Persian empire into the future 'three generations hence' (818). The speeches are in 
the iambic trimeter, to mark the change from dialogue to narrative. They are of 
increasing length, and all refer the course of history and its divine authorisation 
explicitly to Zeus, (i) The past: the revelation of unfavourable oracles which had 
emanated from Zeus, with which Dareios was familiar, and whose fulfilment Xerxes 
had precipitated by building the bridge over the Hellespont (739-52). (ii) The past: 
from the empire's foundation (authorised by Zeus) until the accession of Xerxes (759-
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786). (iii) The climax of the play is Dareios' account of the present and future: the 
slaughter at the battle of Plataea awaiting the Persian contingents left behind in Greece, 
a chastisement for hubris to be meted out, again, by Zeus (800-842). This last speech is 
distinguished by its two references to hubris (808, 821, the only occasions on which the 
word occurs in the play), and by its compounds of huper- in words describing Xerxes' 
arrogance and excess (820 ύπ€ρφ€υ, 825 ύπ€ρφρονήσας\ 827 ύπ€ρκόμπων, 831 
ύπ€ρκόμπω). Dareios the divine king-prophet has access to an understanding of the 
divine order of the universe denied to all the other Persians. For discussions see 
Alexanderson 1967, S. Said 1981, Belloni 1982, Fisher 1992, 258-61.

681 faithful of the faithful: See 1*, 24* (on the pist- stem and the intensifying 
paronomastic genitive plural), contemporaries: Since Dareios took power in 521 
BC, the chorus cannot be imagined as any less than 65 years of age at the time of 
Salamis.

682 sorrow...suffering: The translation attempts to reproduce by sigmatism the 
alliteration (of 'p' sounds) in the Greek, which may have been meant to suggest the 
noise of the repeated striking of the earth, the city: Early in the play the chorus 
had predicted that the city would resound to the cries of mourning women (115- 
25), and the city is described as a woman in mourning at 944-9*.

683 the ground groans: As often, the Asian earth is personified (61-2*). is being 
beaten: Literally, 'has been beaten'. Dareios' eye-witness view of the necromancy 
describes two ritual actions - the pounding and scratching (χαρασσ€ται)  of the 
earth - which the chorus' hymn had not detailed. The accumulation of the three 
verbs replicates the repeated violent gestures, which imply that the chorus is now 
on the ground, either kneeling, crouching, or lying fully stretched out: in the Iliad 
Althaea pounded the earth with her hands 'as she called upon Hades and dread 
Persephone, while she knelt and made her breast wet with tears' (9.568-70); in the 
dirge at Eur. Tro. 1305-9 Hecuba says, 'I let my aged limbs sink to the ground (kg 
π€δον) and I beat (κτυπουσα) the earth with my hands'. The chorus respond, 'I in 
turn kneel on the earth (γόνυ τιθημι γαία) and call upon my wretched husband 
in the world below'.

684-5 fear: See 694-6*. graciously: The term npeupevrjg-here implies more than (as 
at 224) simply polite protocol: it seems to have had a special significance in the 
context of dialogue between the living and the dead (see 609-10*).

688 Leaving Hades is especially difficult: 'Hades' has to be supplied. The sentiment 
is similar to Anacreon's famous formulation, 'for the recess of Hades is grim, and 
the road down to it (κατοδος*) is grievous, and it is certain that he who goes down 
does not come up again' (PMG 395.9-12).

691 since I have authority: Dead royalty were often conceived as retaining their 
earthly status in the underworld, a conception probably connected with hero-cult. 
Odysseus says to Achilles in the underworld that 'we honoured you like a god 
before, when you were alive, and now that you have come here, you have great 
power (μέγα κρατ€€ΐς·) amongst the dead' (Od. 11.484-5); cf. Aesch. Choeph. 
354-8; Soph. EL 841.

694-702 The chorus is so overwhelmed by the appearance of Dareios that they find it 
difficult to look at him (which may well imply that they perform prostration



(152*), or are still on the ground after the necromancy), or even to respond to him: 
they express their confused emotions in a lyric strophe and antistrophe (in the 
'orientalising' Ionic a minore metre: see 65-139*), between which Dareios 
addresses them in speech. He has changed his own metre to trochaic tetrameters, 
perhaps implying greater speed of delivery and emotional agitation (see 155- 
248*). The chorus do not regain their composure sufficiently to speak again until 
line 787.

694-6 Awesome...of you: The repetition and rhyme create a semi-liturgical effect, 
implying the quasi-religious awe in which Dareios, now a god (see 156-7), had 
always been held. The chorus can almost certainly not be looking at Dareios. old 
fear: Aeschylus carefully indicates (see also 703) that the chorus had been afraid 
of Dareios, as supreme autocrat, even during his lifetime. The central emotion of 
this scene is fear: Dareios had used the same word at 685. The play implies both 
that the Persians feared the Greeks, and that relationships between the Persians 
were characterised by fear.

699 casting aside the awe: Dareios gives the chorus 'permission' to forget the usual 
reverential attitude his presence demanded and speak to the point.

700-2: The antistrophe replicates the syntax, repetition, and rhyme of the strophe.
703 old fear: See 694-6*.
704 high-born lady..marriage bed: Dareios uses nearly as solemn titles to address 

his widow as the chorus had used towards her on her first appearance (155-8). The 
chorus and the Queen had also made reference to the royal marriage bed (157, 
160).

706 the human condition: Note the Queen's extremely similar gnomic generalisation 
at 293-4. Just as she had calmed the messenger in order to extract news from him, 
so Dareios is calming her for the same reason.

707 both from the sea and the land: A fine example of Aeschylus' ability to bring a 
traditional poetic topos alive by making it peculiarly relevant to his current 
aesthetic purpose. Such polar expressions involving sea and land (see. also 
Choeph. 585-8) go back to Hesiod (Theog . 582) and the Homeric Hymn to 
Aphrodite (5-6): the goddess subdues all the creatures 'that the dry land nurtures, 
and all reared by the sea' (more examples in Barrett 1964, 394). But the formula is 
particularly appropriate in a context where military operations by land and sea 
have been consistently paired (see 76-80, 102-14*).

709 O you...prosperity: A hyperbolic apostrophe even by theatrical Persians'
standards, but the word ολβος may be chosen carefully (161-4*). It is best to take 
'all men' to be dependent on ύπβρσχών and δλβον as accusative of respect.

710 while you looked: For the elaborate diction on the theme of light see 150-1*.
711 living your life...Persians: This is the obvious way to interpret the Greek, 

although it is just possible that it means 'making life pass happily for the Persians', 
since the chorus begin their next chorus with an assertion of that nature (852-6). 
like a god: See 156-7*.

712 depths: On the imagery of 'heights' and 'depths' see the Introduction, p. 25.
714 Persians: The translation omits the word πραγμαθ’, the 'affairs' of the Persians, 

"the destroyers of cities": This has been supplied in the translation because a 
pun on Π€ρσαι and διαττορθβΐν (= διαπ€ρθ€ΐν) is almost certainly intended (see
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6 5 * ) .  On the other hand a traditional expression about the fall of Persia, with a 
variable verb, may be implied: see Hdt. 7 . 1 0 . γ . 2 ,  δ ΐ € ρ γ α σ τ ο  άν τ ά  Π € ρ σ € ω ν  
π ρ ή γ μ α τ α ) .  The play offers several pithy and memorable sayings about the 
Persian wars ( 8 2 4 * ) .  The Queen's rider ως* € ΐ π € ΐ ν  4'πος* (not translated here), 
modifies the categorical force of dia- in the verb: 'utterly destroyed, as it were'. 
The same phrase modifies a similarly sweeping statement at Eur. Held. 16 7 .

715 blasted: A σκήπτος* is a thunderbolt; the strong metaphor, 'thunderbolt of 
plague', is comparable with Eur.Andr. 1 0 4 6  (of war), and especially OT 2 7 - 8 ,  'the 
fiery god of plague has blasted (σκηψας*) the city'. But in Persians the notion of 
the thunderbolt, Zeus's prerogative, anticipates Dareios' revelation of Zeus's 
prophecies at 7 3 9 - 4 0 * .  See also 5 1 4 * .  civic strife: It is revealing that Dareios 
immediately assumes the crisis has been caused not by external military 
campaigns but by internal sedition.

717 Which of my sons: The Athenians may have been aware of rumours similar to 
Herodotus' later narrative of the bitter quarrel between Dareios' seven sons (three 
by his first wife, four by Atossa) over the succession ( 7 .2 - 3 ) .  Dareios had at least 
twelve children by six known wives (Cook 1 9 8 5 ,  2 2 8 ) .

718 raging: See 73*. emptying: See 118-19*.
720 the front: μ έ τ ω π ο ν ,  properly 'forehead', could mean a 'line' in a military sense 

(Xen. Cyr. 2.4.2).
722 yoked: See 50*. strait of Helle: Yet another circumlocution for 'the Hellespont' 

(see 67-72*). contraptions: Cf. λαοττόροις* τ€ μαχαναΐς* (112-14).
723 actually managed: Literally, 'he accomplished this thing, so as to close...'. 

Bosporos: Another way of saying 'the Hellespont'. The name 'Bosporos' usually 
referred to the Thracian or Tauric (Crimean) straits, deeper into the Black Sea, but 
Sophocles also uses it to designate the Hellespont (Aj. 8 8 4 ) .

724-5 one of the gods...a mighty god: On the ubiquitous daimon see 1 5 8 * .
729 whole...completely: On the play's pervasive use of the term πας* ('all', 'every') and 

its cognates, which cumulatively build up an impression of the totality of the 
annihilation of Persia, see the Introduction, p. 24 by the spear: i.e. 'by the Greeks'.

730-2 Sousa...all the Bactrian people: On the Bactrians see 306*. The antithesis by 
μ€ν and 6c of Sousa and Bactria may mean that the Queen is thinking of Sousa 
and Bactria as representative of the western and eastern parts of the empire 
respectively, emptiness of men: See 118-19*. to a man: The manuscript reading 
'not even an old man [sc. 'survives]' makes little sense, unless it is a uniquely 
elliptical way of saying that none of the Bactrians will reach old age. There has 
been continuous emphasis on the youth of Xerxes' forces (as in the next line), and 
old men usually appear in such contexts as bereft parents (see e.g. 63*).

733 he lost: Or, 'he destroyed'.
734 only Xerxes: I.e. Xerxes is the sole man of high status to have escaped.
736 which yoked: See 50*.
738 d isagreem en t: For this sense of στα'σις* cf. Plato, Euthyphr. 8d, where 

στασιάζ€ΐν means 'to disagree'.
739-40 oracles...prophecies: Dareios introduces for the first time in the play the 

notion of oracles, received from Zeus apparently in his lifetime, foretelling the



Persian catastrophe: Dareios thus confirms the play's thesis that the defeat of 
Persia was divinely ordained. This kind of language was so intimately associated 
with the tragic register in the Athenian imagination that Aristophanes makes a 
character, in a parody of tragedy, say οΐμοι πέπρακται του θ€ου το θ€σφατον 
(Ar. Knights 1248), 'alas, the oracle of the god has been fulfilled'. Aeschylus does 
not make Dareios specify what the oracles consisted of, where he received them, 
or when: in Herodotus various oracles had predicted Persian defeat (8.96, 9.42-3), 
but not to Dareios. Zeus: See 532*. hurled down: The verb Ϊ5 άττοσκήτττ€ΐν, 'cast 
down from above', probably suggestive of Zeus's thunderbolt (see 715*).

742 hasty...assistance: The sentiment encapsulates the argument of the play, that the 
Persian defeat was ordained by the gods, but that its implementation was 
accelerated by Xerxes' impetuosity. The idea became typical in gnomic utterances 
in tragedy: see Eur. IT  910-11, fr. 432.2 N2, and especially Aeschylus fr. 395 
TgrF, 'god loves to help the one who is struggling [sc. to achieve something for 
himself]'.

743 fountain-spring: The problems facing the Persians have previously been 
metaphorically conceptualised as an 'ocean' (433*). The Athenians, in contrast 
with this spring of calamity, have a 'spring' (ττηγη) of silver which won them the 
battle (238*).

744 youthful audacity: Xerxes' lack of understanding of the divine order of the 
universe (τά δ’ - see also 373*), and his impetuous boldness, are both here 
associated with his allegedly tender years (see 13*).

745-50 constrain...Poseidon: The chorus and the Queen have both described the 
bridging of the Hellespont (112-14, 130-2, 722); now it is Dareios' turn, and he 
sets Xerxes' actions in their theological context. This passage probably has 
nothing.to do with the famous tradition in which Xerxes had the waters of the 
Hellespont flogged (Hdt. 7.35), a tradition which was either not yet current, or 
was unfamiliar to Aeschylus, or which he chose not to exploit, fetters, like a 
slave: Since Xerxes regarded the waters of the Hellespont, like all his other 
subordinates (see 50*), as a slave, the cables and other components of the bridge 
by metaphorical extension become its fetters, divine stream: Literally, 'stream of 
a god', presumably Poseidon (see 750). altered the very nature: μ€ταρρυθμΐζ€ΐν 
seems to mean 'to change the shape or form' of something: in Hdt. 5.58 it is used 
of changing the design of the Phoenician letters of the alphabet to their Hellenised 
form, mortal: Despite the attempts to extract king-worship from Persians (see 
156-7*), Xerxes' human status could not be made more explicit, including 
Poseidon: The καί marks a climax, suggesting 'even Poseidon' or 'and most o f all 
Poseidon' (Denniston 1954, 291-2). Poseidon, important in Attic cult, is one of the 
series of male Olympians or heroes arrayed on the Greek side in the play: see 205- 
6*. disease...mind: On the vulnerability of the 'mind' (φρένβς·, actually innards 
locatable somewhere in the midriff) to disturbance and disease in tragedy, see 
Padel 1992, 20-4. Thalmann 1986 discusses the terminology Aeschylus uses for 
the sentient innards.

751-2 I am afraid...labours: The effect of this change of topic is heightened by the 
asyndeton and the alliteration of 'p' sounds - the latter not infrequent in this 
tragedy (e.g. 205-6*, 682*). Cf. Choeph. 137, where Clytemnestra and Aegisthus
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wastefully luxuriate in the wealth which Agamemnon had laboured to accumulate 
( e v  τ ο ΐ σ ι  σ ο ΐς ·  π ο ' ν ο ι σ ι  χ λ ί ο ϋ σ ι ν  μ έ γ α ) .  the first comer: The word 
ά ν θ ρ ώ π ο ις · ,  ’for [or ’among’] mankind’, is virtually redundant in English.

753-4 Raging Xerxes: See 73*. by talking with wicked men: this line introduces 
the notion that Xerxes had been influenced by advisors (see Michelini 1982, 149- 
50). It is very likely that the reference would have had a particular significance for 
Aeschylus’ audience: in Herodotus the men who encouraged Xerxes included not 
only his cousin Mardonios and the leading royal family in Thessaly (Aleuadae), 
but also the old Athenian tyrant family, the Peisistratids (7.6), on whom see 
Introduction, pp. 3-4.

755 lack of manly courage: The Greek word α ν α ν δ ρ ί α ,  ’lack of bravery’, literally 
means ’lack of manliness’. Xerxes in the play has of course been constructed as 
deficient in ά ν δ ρ € ί α  in both senses of the word, especially in his reaction to 
Psyttaleia (468*) and in his headlong flight from the scene of battle (469-70).

757 wicked men: See 753-4*.
760 unforgettable: On the theme of memory see the Introduction, p. 1, and 824*.
761 the complete emptying out: See 118-19*
762-4 lord Zeus...sceptre of authority: Dareios says that the Persian monarchy, 

symbolised by the sceptre, was ordained by Zeus. Aeschylus is using Homeric 
precedent in order to imagine how a king talked about his right to rule. In the Iliad 
the supreme king Agamemnon's sceptre was derived ultimately from Zeus, and 
bestowed on his grandfather Pelops by Hermes (//. 2 . 1 0 1 - 8 ) ;  Odysseus says to the 
Achaeans, 'Let there be one commander, one king, endowed by the son of 
crooked-minded Kronos [i.e. Zeus] with sceptre and royal rights of custom' 
( 2 . 2 0 4 - 5 ) .  Dareios' sceptre is conspicuous in fig. 1, which suggests that in the 
fourth-century play which the vase illustrates the actor who played Dareios held a 
sceptre; it would have been dramatically effective in Persians if his ghost brought 
one from the underworld, a single man: The language recalls the Queen's 
question about who ruled the Athenians, and the chorus' response ( 2 4 1 - 2 ) .  sheep
rearing Asia: Archilochus had called Asia μ η λ ο τ ρ ο 'φ ο ς -  (fr. 2 2 7  IEG ); in 
Persians the fecundity of Asia is contrasted with the barrenness of Greece ( 4 8 0 -  
5 1 4 * ) .

765 Medos: It is possible that this merely means 'a Mede', rather than an eponymous 
individual called Medos. Either way Aeschylus' version shows that he was at least 
aware that the Persians had taken over what was already a substantial Median 
empire in 550/49. Greek genealogists had been playing derivation games with the 
ethnic names 'Persian' (see 76-80*) and 'Mede' at least as early as the sixth century 
(see Drews 1973, 9): in Hesiod's Theogony Medea gives birth to a son called 
Medeios (1001), and in the Odyssey her grandmother's name is Perse (10.138-9). 
the first: The play's interest in counting (see Introduction, p. 25), here manifests 
itself in the form of Dareios' catalogue of the Kings.

766 the next: It is strange that the second king is not named; Bentley thought that 
ά λλος·  was the corruption of a proper name. If Medos in 765 meant 'a Mede', 
άλλος- here would mean 'another Mede' rather than 'the next'.

767 good sense: This translates φρ€ν€ς\ This King was thus the opposite of Xerxes, 
whose φρ€ν€ς·, according to Dareios, were diseased (750). steered: Literally,



’turned the rudder of his heart'. Aeschylus elsewhere used rudder metaphors (cf. 
Ag. 802, πραπίδων οϊακα νέμων), which were particularly suitable in contexts 
to do with government (Septem 3); in Persians it also contributes to the semantic 
register inspired by the sea-battle theme (see 90* and Petrounias 1976, 33-5).

768 Kyros: The leader of Persia (or 'Persis'), one of the Medes' own dependencies, 
Kyros the Great acceded to their throne in 550/49 BC. fortunate: Kyros' 
€υδαιμονία became traditional in Greek accounts of eastern history (see e.g. Xen. 
Cyr. 8.7.6-7).

770 Lydia and Phrygia: On the Lydians see 41*. The Phrygians (in the fifth century 
often identified with the mythical Trojans: see Hall 1988), not otherwise named in 
this play, had been conquered by the Lydians before the establishment of the 
Persian empire and were thus assimilated into it.

771 Ionia: In making Kyros 'control' the Ionians 'by force', Aeschylus here implies 
that the eastern Greeks had put up a strong resistance. The play effectively passes 
over the numerous enthusiastic supporters of Persia who had been and continued 
for many decades to be produced by the Ionian Greek cities (Lewis 1977, 115).

773 Kyros' son: Kambyses, who by the time of Herodotus had acquired a reputation 
for having failed in all the virtues his idealised father had exemplified.

774 Mardos: Dareios was involved in a conspiracy which resulted in the death of the 
ruling Persian king. Both Dareios himself on the Behistun inscription, and 
Herodotus (3.61), claimed that the true heir to the throne, a brother of Kambyses 
named Gaumata by Dareios and 'Smerdis' by Herodotus, had died, and that an 
impostor had taken his place (see Bickerman and Tadmor 1973). Aeschylus, who 
calls the assassinated king 'Mardos', is unique in making no suggestion that he was 
an impostor. This may be important evidence that the 'impostor' theory was 
invented by Dareios in order to legitimize his coup (Dandamaev 1976, part ii, 
108-63). On the other hand Aeschylus may have had only the foggiest of notions 
as to what had in reality taken place.

778 Sixth came Maraphis: This entire line has been suspected and is often deleted, 
since neither the Behistun inscription nor Herodotus speaks of any kings between 
Mardos/Smerdis (see 774*) and Dareios. But incompatibility with other sources is 
not a sufficient reason for excising material. The events surrounding the 
conspiracy and Dareios' accession were by their nature open to multiple variations 
and interpretations. There is no reason to suppose that the brother of Kambyses 
(called by one scholiast 'Marphios') did not reign for a short time, nor that 
Artaphrenes, who in Aeschylus' version was primarily responsible for the 
assassination of Mardos (776), did not briefly succeed him. The important point is 
not the veracity of Aeschylus' account, but its psychological impact: the 
suggestion that there had been an extremely brisk succession of kings since 
Kambyses implies an unstable and bloody barbarian court, susceptible to vicious 
intrigues and serial coups.

782 young man...young thoughts: On Xerxes' youth see 13*. A Sophoclean fragment 
says that hubris 'flowers' particularly in the young (786 TgrF).

784 contemporaries: See 681 *
787-9 The chorus has finally recovered sufficient composure to speak to Dareios (see 

695, 701). Broadhead (1960, 198) may be projecting his own reaction in thinking
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that they ’speak as if they were somewhat bored by the King's excursion into 
Persian history'.

790 Only...Greek territory: It must be remembered that the audience still regarded 
themselves as at war with Persia in 472 BC: see Introduction pp. 3-5.

791 Persian: The Greek actually says 'Median' (see 236*).
794 It starves to death: See 480-514*.
795 the force: The play here implies for the first time that the Persians had every 

intention of repeating their attempts to subjugate Greece.
796-7 the forces now in Greek territory: This line would immediately have made 

Aeschylus' audience think of the battle of Plataea. According to Herodotus 
(8.113), Mardonios' army consisted of 300,000 selected men. to return home: 
See 8*.

799 the straits of Helle: Yet another poetic variation on the name (68-72*).
800-842 Dareios' last speech turns from the present to the future.
800 Few ...m any: A poignant expression; the chorus later use a very similar 

formulation in response to Xerxes when he shows them his quiver at 1023.
802 They all without exception come to pass: More literally, 'it is not the case that 

some come to pass and some do not'.
804 empty hopes: The man who has 'emptied' all Asia (119-19*) even has 'empty' 

aspirations.
806 to fatten pleasingly: ττίασμα (from πιαίνω, make fat) would naturally seem to 

be in apposition to the river Asopus. But this may be a case of rich Aeschylean 
ambiguity, for a more sinister interpretation puts it in apposition to the subject of 
μίμνουσι, and sees the bodies of the Persians as waiting to enrich, as corpses, the 
soil of Plataea: in Aeschylus' Seven against Thebes Amphiaraus predicts that he 
will die and fatten (πιάνω) the Theban earth (587).

807 pinnacle of misery: The same expression was used by the Queen in response to 
the roll-call of the dead (331*). It is significant that Dareios delays specifying 
exactly what will happen to the army in Boeotia until after his statement of 
Persian culpability.

808 hubris: A crucial allegation, often regarded, along with the other mention of 
hubris at 821-2, as the key to the play (e.g. Adams 1952). Hubris defines a 
deliberate assault on the honour of someone else, whether mortal or divine, often 
involving violence, and particularly often imputed to the young, rich, male, and 
well-born. Xerxes' particular hubris was the desecration of Greek holy places, 
which assaulted the honour of both the gods and the Greeks. On Aeschylus' 
assimilation of the traditional ethics of Hesiod and Solon see Solmsen 1949, 84- 
90, 114-17, 200-4. Perdrizet 1921 discusses this account of the desecration of 
Athens.

809-10 to steal images: Among the statues said to have been stolen was Antenor's 
famous Athenian tyrannicide group, an action which seemed to symbolize Xerxes' 
intention to deprive Athens of her liberty (Taylor 1981, 45). The Persians really 
did take away Greek cult images: a statue of Demeter turned up at Persepolis, set 
fire to temples: The fourth-century orator Lycurgus (In Leocr. 81) and Diodorus 
(11.29.3) say that the Greeks swore an oath before the battle of Plataea not to 
rebuild the monuments the Persians burned down, but to leave them in their
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ruined state as a reminder of the barbarians' impiety; Pollitt (1972, 65-6) connects 
this oath with the scanty evidence for building activity in Athens between 479 and 
the eventual peace with Persia in 450 BC. Excavations in the Athenian agora have 
revealed just how thorough the Persians had been in their destructive activities, at 
least at Athens: the acropolis was indeed looted and burned, as was the lower city; 
fortification walls, sanctuaries and houses were all demolished (H.A. Thompson 
1981,344-6).

811 shrines of the gods: At Ag. 339 Clytemnestra says that she fears the Argives will 
desecrate the θ€ών..Ιδρύματα at Troy. Perdrizet's interpretation of the δαιμόνων 
ιδρύματα here as 'cemeteries of the dead' (1921, 74-9) is thus improbable.

814-15 solid base...welling up: The translation assumes that the image is from 
building: foundations cannot be laid in (undrained or muddy) ground because 
water keeps welling up. Analogously, the problems facing the Persians cannot be 
brought under control. This interpretation is by no means certain, since 
€κπιδυ€ται is an emendation, but it does provide the meaning suggested by a 
scholiast in 'M', 'their troubles (κακά) will increase'. While many emendations and 
interpretations dependent upon them have been suggested, introducing images 
from temple plinths to the bottom of cisterns and to fountain-springs, one 
possibility which has not been explored is that corruption masks another meaning 
of κρήπι<τ, which elsewhere often signifies a man's equestrian military boot (Xen. 
Eq. 12.10, Pollux 7.85, Theocr. 15.6 with the references and discussion in Gow 
1952, ii, 268), associated with effeminate Asiatic-style luxury (Athen. Deipn. 
12.522a, 12.539c, Plut.Vit. Ant. 54). The word κρήπις* also occurs in the context 
of Plataea in a fragmentary Simonidean elegy {IEG fr. 14.9), where Parsons 
wonders whether it means 'boot' or 'foundation' (1992, 42).

816 bloody sacrificial slaughter: Although πόλανος* can mean simply clotted liquid 
of any kind, it probably has a resonance of sacrifice here (see 203-4).

817 Doric: Here the meaning is quite specifically 'Spartan' (see 182-3*), since the 
Plataean victory was regarded as predominantly a Spartan one (Hdt. 9.61-5).

818 Piles of corpses: The same word is used in the Odyssey of the macabre pile (θίς*) 
of bones of dead men in the Sirens' meadow (12.45). Herodotus says that only 
3,000 of the 300,000 soldiers in the Persian army at Plataea survived (9.70). three 
generations hence: At least forty years after Persians sensationalist anecdotes 
about the Persians' skeletons at Plataea, discovered 'long after' the battle, were in 
circulation (Hdt. 9.83). There was also an impressive number of funeral mounds 
to be seen there in Herodotus' time, although he says that some of them were 
empty, erected by Greek states who wanted to pretend that they had participated in 
the fighting (9.85).

821-2 hubris...lamentation: On hubris see 808*. The construction of the υβρις* - 
άτη cycle in terms of plant imagery, indeed specifically arable farming imagery, 
seems to have been .traditional in Athenian poetry (Solon 4.34-5 IEG : Eunomia 
('good rule') 'puts a stop to excess, confuses hubris, and withers the springing 
flowers of ruin'). See also Soph. fr. 786, Aesch. Sept. 601, Suppl. 104-6, 
Bacchylides 15.57-9. Dareios' theological views could not sound more Greek if he 
tried. On άτη see also 96-8*. This lends another meaning in the play to
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metaphorical flowers (59*); the flowers decorating the Queen's libation (611-18*) 
are probably still visible on stage.

824 remember Athens and Greece: The messenger had earlier 'remembered Athens' 
and groaned (see 285). The theme of memory is extremely important to the play, 
which itself constitutes a memorial of the wars, replete with memorable pithy 
phrases (see e.g. 1013, 1025). The catastrophe Xerxes caused is to be remembered 
for all time (760) and is totally unforgettable (990). Athens is rather out of place 
immediately after a prediction of the 'Dorie' victory at Plataea: hence the
perfunctory addition of'Greece'.

826 lust after: Clytemnestra uses the cognate term €ρως· of the Argive army's desire 
for plunder (Ag. 341); in Herodotus the transgressive desire denoted by έ'ρως· is 
attributed only to tyrants and kings (Bernadete 1969, 137-9 and n. 9, Hall 1989, 
208).

826 pour away great prosperity: See the Queen's fear at 163-4.
827 chastises: The primary meaning of κολάζ€ΐν is 'to prune', but in tragedy 

κολαστη? is used of individuals and things characterised as 'punishers' or 
'correctors' (Eur. Held. 388 (Zeus), Soph. OT 1148). Aristotle (Rhet. 1.10.17 = 
1369b) distinguishes the gaining of satisfaction from a criminal from the actual act 
of correction (κολάζβιν).

828 assessor: At 213* Xerxes was said to be in no way 'accountable' (ύπβυθυνος*) to 
the community. But he is, of course, accountable to the divine βυθυνος·.

830 exhort: πινυσκβιν is a Homeric term meaning 'admonish' (II. 14.249).
834-6 More literally, 'For because of anguish at the catastrophes tearings of the 

embroidered clothes around his body utterly rip them into threads'. Dareios 
recapitulates the theme of Xerxes' clothes-ripping, seen by the Queen in her 
dream, reported by the messenger, and soon to be given visual proof by Xerxes 
himself (468*, 1028-30*). embroidered robes: According to Herodotus fabulous 
Persian clothing had fallen into Greek hands, including an 'embroidered gown’ 
(έσθής* ποικίλη) at Plataea (9.80). Hecataeus had said that the inhabitants of 
Kissia wore gowns designated by this term (1 FgrH  F 284). Both βσθημα and 
βσθης· may have feminine overtones: in Sophocles fr. 769 TgrF a male character 
looked 'conspicuous in woman-mimicking (γυναικομίμοις·) βσθη'μασιν'.

839 darkness: ζόφος· is a Homeric term for the gloom of Hades (649-50*).
841 pleasure: While the general sentiment is common enough in tragedy (e.g. Eur. 

HF  503-5), in the Persian context Dareios' parting injunction implies an 'oriental' 
preoccupation with sensual self-gratification (see also 543-5*). In the temperate 
climate of Asia, according to the Hippocratic On Airs, Waters, Places (12.40-4), 
'courage, endurance, industry and high spirit could not arise, but pleasure (ήδονη') 
must be supreme'. Later Greek writers record oriental tomb-inscriptions 
expressing the same notion, e.g. Sardanapalus' epitaph, 'eat, drink, play, since the 
other things in this life are not worth the snap of a finger’ (Athen. Deipn. 12.530b- 
c, cf. Strabo 14.5.9 = 672).

846-8 hurts: Literally, 'bites'. The Queen has just heard that the army in Greece is 
about to be slaughtered wholesale, and yet the primary cause of her anguish is her 
son's scruffiness. Nothing more powerfully conveys the audience’s view of the 
obsessiveness of Persian sartorial display.
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849-50 I shall go: The Queen is removed from the stage so that Xerxes’ scene is 
confined to interaction with the chorus. Either the actor who played the Queen or 
the one who played the messenger/Dareios could have doubled as Xerxes. 
Aeschylus' decision not to include the Queen in the closing scene ensures that the 
focus is on Xerxes' failure as a civic and military leader, rather than as her beloved 
son; it also means that sung dirges are only delivered in this play by males, which 
contributes to the overall effeminisation of Persia (908-1078*).

851 those dear to me: For the 'impersonal' neuter plural see 1 *.

166 COMMENTARY

852-907: Stasimon

With the departure of both the ghost of Dareios and the Queen, the chorus are left alone 
for the first time since 597, to sing a stasimon until one of the two actors returns dressed 
in the new mask and ragged costume of Xerxes. The Dareios scene had concluded with 
their expression of anxiety about the present and future (843); here they reminisce 
nostalgically about the prosperous days of the Persian empire under the wise leadership 
of Dareios. From 867-900 this takes the form of enumerating states over which he used 
to rule, allowing Aeschylus another opportunity for poeticised cartography (480-514*). 
The conspicuously dactylic metre is well suited to the catalogue form of this 
geographical survey, reminiscent of similar catalogues in the second book of the Iliad; 
the dactyls provide a 'remarkable...instance of reflection of sense in metre in this 
muster-roll' (Dale 1971, 4).

A striking aspect of this cartographic procedure is that Aeschylus has decided to 
address the thorny issue of the Greek communities under the Persian empire, an issue 
which has until this point for the most part been tactfully avoided (see 42-3*, 771*). 
But the original audience must have felt particular pleasure at hearing the place-names, 
for by the time of the play's production in 472 BC most of these states were now 
liberated from Persia. Moreover, the majority of them were in the Delian league, the 
alliance of Ionian, Hellespontine, and island states under Athenian leadership formed in 
478/7 to wage war against the Persians. The league's aims were to push the Persians 
ever further eastward and to extract compensation for the losses which had been 
incurred (Thuc. 1.96). The survey covers Thrace (864-70), north-western Asia Minor 
and the Hellespont region (871-9), Aegean islands and Cyprus (880-95), and the Greek 
cities in Asia (896-900). The play's ostensible lament for the Persians' lost domains 
functions for the audience as a celebration of the regained autonomy of numerous 
Greek city-states.

852-4 life of civic order: πολισσονόμος- must mean something like 'managing a 
city' (πόλις- + νέμειν); this is the implication of the expression άρχάς- τ€ 
πολισσονόμους· at C hoeph. 864 ('the authority to run a city', although 
unfortunately this occurs in a corrupt passage: see Garvie 1986, 282-3). 
Unfortunately the messy state of the antistrophe in Persians makes it difficult to 
ascertain whether the chorus' focus is primarily on the internal management of 
civic affairs or on the external imperial management of other cities. If the latter, 
then 'life governing an empire of many cities' might here be the meaning.



civic affairs or on the external imperial management of other cities. If the latter, 
then 'life governing an empire of many cities' might here be the meaning.

854-6: old...Dareios: On the honorific accumulation of epithets see 4 - 6 * .  all- 
sufficing: π α ντ α ρ κ η ς *  cannot mean simply 'all-powerful', as it is usually rendered, 
since ά ρ κ € ΐ ν  always implies being sufficient or adequate. Hesychius π  3 9 5  
glosses it as ό π ά σ ι ν  α υ τ α ρ κ ώ ν .  undamaging: On the use of these negativised 
adjectives in reference to Dareios see 5 5 5 - 6 * .  He has earlier been called by a 
variant of the same word (α κ α κ ο ς· ,  6 6 3 ) .  invincible: Dareios, the chorus falsely 
claim, could not be beaten in battle, just as the army was like an 'invincible wave' 
( α μ α χ ο ν  κ ύ μ α ,  9 0 ) .  godlike: See 7 6 - 8 0 * ,  1 5 6 - 7 * .

857-9 proved...campaigns: ά π ο φ α ί ν ο μ α ι  can mean 'produce evidence' or 'prove', a 
system of laws...everything: There is certain corruption here: the metre does not 
respond with that of the strophe. The sudden introduction of the idea of the 
Persians' laws is also strange in the pervasively military context, and there is no 
satisfactory parallel for this meaning of π ΰ ρ γ ι ν ο ς · ,  although metaphorical towers 
have appeared earlier in the play ( 1 9 2 ) .  But ν ο μ ί [ σ ] μ α τ α  π ΰ ρ γ ι ν α  might just 
refer to the laws which Persian kings are thought by some to have had 
conspicuously inscribed at their palace doors and city gates (see Rogers 1 9 0 3 ) .  
Dareios was certainly concerned to get regulations codified and written down, 
especially in the Greek cities of the empire (Cook 1 9 8 5 ,  2 2 1 ) .

860-1 returned to their homes: For the 'homecoming' (nostos) theme see 8*. 
uninjured and unharmed: On the pervasive use of adjectives with privative 
alpha used to describe Dareios' regime see 555-6*.

862-6 without even crossing...hearth: The Greeks seem to have thought that the 
river Halys marked the western boundary between Persia itself and Lydia. It is not 
clear precisely why the chorus should regard it as so impressive that Dareios 
delegated the subjugation of the Thracian cities to others and stayed at home 
himself, but a differentiation between Persian and Greek ideals of leadership is 
almost certainly intended. Exactly this kind of behaviour is criticised in the hearth
tending Aegisthus of Agamemnon by the Greek chorus; they call him a woman 
who 'stays at home awaiting the return of the men from war' (1625-6). See also 
169*.

867-70 Acheloian: Greek sources mention several rivers called the Acheloios, but 
none is known of near the Strymon. Since Άχ€λωος· came to signify any stream, 
or simply 'water' (Eur. Bacch. 625), it may be that Άχ€λωΐδ€ς· here means 
'riverside [cities]'. It is much more likely, however, that it means 'coastal': a 
drinking-song calls sea-water 'dews of Acheloios’ (fr. 917c.5 PMG). Thracian: 
Before the war there were Persian military governors throughout Thrace, but by 
472 BC most of them had been expelled by the Greeks (see Meiggs 1972, 52-3).

871-3 lake: It has been claimed that this is Lake Maeotis, the Sea of Azov, the part of 
the Black Sea to the north-east of the Crimean peninsula. But the remainder of the 
strophe seems to be further describing these 'cities outside the lake', which means 
that the 'lake' is the virtually enclosed waters of the whole Hellespontine and 
Propontine area. Most editions read 'and' ( τ ’) after "Ελλάς·, thus distinguishing the 
'cities...outside the lake' from those on the Hellespont etc. But the structural pattern 
of the following three stanzas is to use, as here, a poetic circumlocution in the first
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line(s), followed by a specification of the proper names of the same places, encircled: 
π € ρ ΐ € λ α ύ ν ω  (here split by tmesis) also means 'build round' in Homer (//. 1 8 . 5 6 4 ) :  
π ύ ρ γ ο ν  is best taken as an accusative of respect. Towers have appeared before in this 
ode ( 8 5 7 - 9 * ) ;  circles have recurred throughout the play (Introduction, p. 2 1 ) .

876-8 proudly situated: €υχομαι, 'aver with pride', sometimes occurs without an 
infinitive 'to be' (eivai); see e.g. Od. 14.199, 'I am proud [sc. to be of] Cretan descent', 
έκ.,.Κρηταων γένος €υχομαι [sc. €ΐναι]. Helle: See 67-72*. Some, although by no 
means all, of the coastal Hellespontine cities seem to have been original members of 
the Delian league (see 852-907*, Meiggs 1972, 53).

880 coast of the peninsula: The π ρ ώ ν ’ α λ ι ο ν  is probably the Ionian peninsula.
883-7 Lesbos....Sam os, Chios: These islands are of course 'near' Asia. More 

importantly, they were prominent founding members of the Delian league (Hdt. 9.106, 
Meiggs 1972, 42-3). Paros...Tenos: These five islands of the Cyclades formed the 
geographical and emotional heart of the Delian League: its treasury was on Delos, 
curiously not named.

890-6 Lemnos: An important island which had been settled by Athenians but which 
had fought for Xerxes and was by 472 required to pay tribute to the Delian League. 
Ikaria...Cnidos: The islands between the Cyclades and south-west Asia Minor, the 
cities of Cyprus: The Cypriots, especially the leaders of Soloi and Salamis, had 
played an important and energetic role in the Ionian revolt against Persia, but had 
ultimately failed. Cyprus was not free of Persia at the time of the foundation of the 
Delian League, and was probably still contested territory in 472 BC (see Podlecki 
1966, 159 n. 28). mother-state: For the term see Thuc. 1.24. This word suggests that 
the Attic Salamis felt that it had the special claims to its namesake in Cyprus of a 
mother-city to her colony. The mythical founder of Cypriot Salamis was Teucer, who 
migrated from the Attic Salamis (Pind. Nem. 4.46-8; Horace, Odes 1.7.21-32). In 
Euripides' Helen he comes to Egypt in the course of his journey (see 144-50).

897-900 There is certainly textual corruption in line 899-900. The translation needs to 
supply the noun 'cities'. Ionian land colonised by Greeks: The Greek cities of 
western Asia Minor, such as Miletus. Most of the Ionian Greek cities were in the 
Delian League by the time of the production of Persians.

903-7 the gods' reversal of our fortunes: At 158* the chorus had feared that an 
ancient daiman would change things for the worse for the Persian army: see 
Introduction, pp. 15-16. defeat: On the connotations of δμαθ€ντ€? see 279*. blows: 
See 251-2*.
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908-1078: Xerxes

The young King of Persia, so long awaited, finally enters in rags (1016-18*, 1030), with 
a quiver but no bow (1020*), on his (now dilapidated?) curtained car (1000-1*). He may 
remain upon it for the duration of the scene: Persian kings were apparently prevented by 
taboo from touching the ground directly with their feet, which helps to explain the 
'carpet' scene in Aeschylus' Agamemnon (Hall 1989, 207 n. 25). Xerxes may, on the 
other hand, descend from it to partake in the more extreme physical movements as the 
lamentation grows wilder. The entire scene is intoned or sung. The chorus' attitude to 
their King is not particularly accusatory, but they show him markedly less respect than



either the Queen or Dareios, refraining from strings of honorary titles and from 
prostration (see 4-6* and 152*).

Xerxes' role demanded an expert singer; he is the only significant character in Greek 
tragedy who never uses iambic trimeters, the medium of speech (see Hall 1998). This 
threnos, a sung dialogue between Xerxes and the chorus (kommos), is the longest and 
wildest in extant Greek tragedy. Like most of the lyrics in the play (see 1-154*), it 
opens with an anapaestic section (908-30). At 931 Xerxes opens the kommos proper, 
which consists of seven strophic pairs and a final epode. It falls into two distinct parts: 
there is a shift in form, content, metre, and mood at the beginning of the fourth strophe 
(see 1002-78*).

This tragic dirge is unusual in being performed by men rather than women, who 
were usually responsible for the performance of funereal song and lamentation in Greek 
life and literature generally. The idea that displays of grief were unmanly is already 
present in the archaic poetry of Archilochus (fr. 13.9-10/£G, 'Quickly, endure, and put 
away womanish grief, γ υ ν α ι κ € ΐ ο ν  π έ ν θ ο ς · ) .  The phenomenon of lamentation in the 
highly public arena of the theatre is quite remarkable, not least because Athenian 
legislation attributed to Solon had severely curtailed the extent and the nature of public 
lamentation at funerals (the evidence in collected in Ruschenbusch 1966, 95-7). Solon 
was supposed to have 'taken away the harsh and barbaric practices...in which [women] 
had usually indulged up to that time', including laceration of the flesh (Plut. Vit. Sol. 
12.8): note (i) that the legislation referred directly to women (it being assumed that no 
man would have indulged in such self-mutilation) and (ii) the self-mutilation performed 
by the male barbarians in Persians, who blacken their flesh with blows, beat their 
breasts, and tear their beards, clothes and hair (1052-3, 1054, 1056, 1060, 1062). The 
legislation also proscribed the performance of set laments at funerals, limited the 
number of (female) mourners, discouraged funeral processions, and forbade 'everything 
disorderly and excessive'. The great dirge in Persians, which is not even performed on 
the occasion of an actual funeral, not only includes many of the features of lamentation 
outlawed at Athens, but is performed by men, thus gaining much of its orientalising 
force. The male barbarians are portrayed as expressing their emotions through actions in 
which not even women were permitted to indulge at Athens in the fifth century: even 
lamentation in other tragedies (on which see Alexiou 1974, 14-23, Foley 1993), usually 
performed by women, is set in the distant mythical past.

908- 30 The introductory anapaests may offer an opportunity for the chorus to arrange 
themselves around Xerxes, and conceivably for him to descend from his car (although 
we might have expected this to be made explicit in the text). The closing line is marked 
by the striking resolution of the anapaest into short syllables, producing the agitated 
'proceleusmatic' u u  u u  (on which see Raven 1968, 56).

908 ίο : An exclamation of despair which Xerxes will repeat at 974, 1005, and which 
the chorus pick up in the closing epode at 1070 and 1074.

909- 10 loathsome: σ τυ γβ ρ ό ς*  in Homer is sometimes an epithet of Hades (II. 8 . 3 6 8 ) ,  
or of avenging Erinyes (Od . 2 . 1 3 5 ) ;  the Queen called the malevolent daim m  
'loathsome' ( σ τ υ γ ν έ )  at 4 7 2 ,  and Xerxes will also call Athens 'loathsome' 
(σ τ υ γ ν ά ς * )  at 9 7 6 .  unexpected: The literal meaning of ά τ έ κ μ α ρ τ ο ς *  is 'unpredicted 
[or unpredictable] by signs'; Pindar says that things a year in the future are
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άτ€κμαρτον to foresee (Pyth. 10.63), and Herodotus uses it of an obscure oracle 
(5.92.γ). Xerxes’ lack of foresight has earlier been a criticism (454, 744).

911 god: The malevolent daimon again (see 158*). At 515-16 the chorus remarked 
that the daim&n had leapt and stamped on the Persian race.

913-14 vigour...limbs: Xerxes uses the stylised language of Homer (e.g. II. 7.6, γυΐα 
λέλυνται). contemplate...advanced age: A sentiment reminiscent of Priam's hope 
that Achilles will be shamed by Priam’s great age (ήλικίην...γήρας·) into handing 
back Hector's body (II. 22.419-20). But Xerxes has no corpses to hand back. 

915-17 Zeus: Xerxes seems to be aware of Zeus' role in the disaster (739-40*). 
shrouded me with death: Another expression influenced by Homeric stylisation 
of death. See II. 16.502, Sarpedon's death, μιν... τέλος· θανατοιο κάλυψ€ν. The 
chorus have earlier said that Zeus had shrouded (κατέκρυψας·) Sousa and 
Agbatana with gloom (536). died: The mortuary overtones of οίχομένων (see 
1*) are here unambiguous.

918 ototoi: The chorus respond to Xerxes' arrival much as they had to the arrival of the 
messenger (otototoi, 268, 274).

919 imperial Persia: Tieρσονόμου picks up earlier fears that the subjects of the 
Persian empire will not tolerate it (ούκέτι π€ρσονομουνται) any more (585*).

921 god: The ubiquitous daiman (158*). cut down: Ax Iliad 16.394 Patroclus 'cut 
down’ (cncKcpac) the enemy phalanxes. The word 'now' (νυν) means that the past 
perfect tense is required to make sense in English.

922 The earth laments: This picture recalls the early image of the land of Asia as the 
mother of the Persians, lamenting as she yearns for her sons to return (61-2*), 
except that now she laments because they will not return.

924 who has crammed: σάκτωρ (from σάττ€ΐν) is a striking word. It has military 
overtones (Hdt. 7.62), but also suggests that Xerxes has stuffed the jaws or 
stomach of a ravening Hades with his men (LSJ s.v. σαττβιν II b). The metaphor 
picks up the recurrent themes of emptying and filling (118-19*). Agbatana: This 
is Brunck's emendation (see 16-18*) of the puzzling manuscript reading 
agdabatai: nobody knows what it means. A scholion explains it as 'a Persian 
people', but the Agdabatai are otherwise unattested.

925 flower of the land: See 59*.
926-7 archers: See 26, 30, 85 (τοξο'δαμνον "Αρη), a great thicket...tens of 

thousands: Literally, 'a very (ττανυ) dense myriad of men'. The manuscripts say 
γάρ φυστις-, and φυστις- is an unknown word. The suggested ταρφυ'ς· is an 
adjective meaning 'thick' (of densely falling arrows, II. 11.387; of hair, Aesch. 
Sept. 535). See the previous and subsequent stress on the grouping of the Persian 
forces into multiples of ten (μυρία?, 302*, μύρια μύρια, 980*, 993).

929-30 The land of Asia...knees: see 61-2*, 922*: Asia is virtually personified as a 
woman, physically demonstrating her humiliation by kneeling.

931-1001 In the first three strophic pairs of the lyric kommos proper the chorus take 
over from Xerxes mid-way through each stanza. The first pair, in lyric anapaests often 
resolved into serial short syllables ('proceleusmatics', see 908-30*), programmatically 
announces the intention to sing a dirge, conveyed by the use of future tenses in 940, 
944, and 947. The distinctive feature of the second strophic pair is the chorus'
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catalogues of the proper names of Xerxes' commanders, taking the syntactical form of 
direct questions: the metre shifts into the 'eastern' Ionic a minore first heard in the 
parodos (65-139*). In the third strophe and antistrophe (974-1001) the interrogative 
roll-call of barbarian names continues, but the metre reverts to lyric anapaests, again 
characterised by several startling proceleusmatics.

931 Behold me: The lyrics open with Xerxes, like many characters in tragedy, inviting 
the chorus (and by extension the audience) to focus their gaze upon him: this is 
the force of the deictic δδ€.

935-40 To salute: On the force of πρόσφθογγον, probably ironic here, see 153-4*. 
your return: This picks up the homecoming theme, established in the parodos 
(8*). a Mariandynian mourner: A scholiast says that the Mariandynians' pipe 
(αυλός) was especially suited to dirges. The Mariandynians were a people of 
north-western Asia, named in Herodotus' catalogue of the Persians' forces (7.72): 
Aeschylus may here be dependent on the early Ionian historian Hecataeus (1 FgrH 
F 198). They were famous for their wild ritual laments, attested as late as first 
century BC (Alexiou 1974, 11-12). Athenaeus relates the dirges to mourning for a 
young man named Bormos or Mariandynos (Deipn. 14.619f - 621a): See 1054*. 

941-3 Let out...noise: The diction, with its accumulated adjectives, recalls the 
chorus' description of their own utterance in the necromancy (636). now: This is 
the force of δδ\ changed course: A metaphor drawn from changing winds; see 
the Queen's comparison of changing wind and changing fortune at 601-2. This 
picks up the chorus' fear about the fickle daimtfn at 158*.

944-9 I shall indeed...noise: αύδάν has to be supplied in English: the chorus are 
obeying the instruction of Xerxes at 941-2. honouring...at sea: Line 945 is 
hopelessly corrupt; 'the disasters incurred at sea' are more literally 'sea-smitten 
burdens', which mourns: The term penth&eros (cf. Aesch. Sept. 1062) is in 
meaning, metre, and termination identical to threneteros in the same position in 
the strophe (937), creating a rhyming effect characteristic of the choruses in this 
play (see e.g. 551-2 with 561-2); its apposition to 'city of my birth' in effect 
genders the mourner as female.

950-4 Given the shocking power of the images here, it is a shame that it is such a 
difficult sentence to construe: more literally, 'The Ionian Ares...robbed [sc. us]'. 
Robbed: άττηΰρα is the third person singular of the imperfect (with aorist sense) 
of the verb (never found in the present tense) άπαυράω. the Ionian: See 178*. 
Ares: See 73*, 85*, 205-6*. with his fences of ships: See 456*, 1029, and Eur. 
IA 1259. favouring the other side: At II. 16.362 4τ€ραλκ€α νίκην means 
'victory won by the other side'. Ares had of course been regarded as leading the 
Persians into battle in the parodos (85*). ravaging: With κ€ρσάμ€νο£ compare 
the daimon who 'cut down' the Persians (4π4κ€ΐρ€ν, 921), and Aesch. Suppl. 665- 
6 ,’Άρης* K€pa€i€v αωτον. night-dark... ill-star red shore: Cf. Eur. Med. 211, 
άλα νυχιον, 'night-dark brine'. Gow (1928, 155) thought that there was a 
reference here to Ahriman, the principle of evil in Zoroastrianism, sometimes 
associated with darkness (Plut. de Is. et Os. 369e). But there is no reason to 
suppose that there is any familiarity with the Persians' religion in the play (see



158*), and darkness is repeatedly associated in it with the Persian defeat (see 386- 
7*).

958-61 The chorus embark on another session of cataloguing barbarian proper names 
(see 21*), which lasts until 999. Pharandakes and Sousiskanes were prominent 
Persian commanders in the parodos (31, 34), but the other four names are new 
additions. The unmetrical άγαβάτας* is almost certainly intrusive, suggested by 
Άγβατανα in the next line, although it just might have something to do with the 
obscure άγδαβαται at 924*.

963 Phoenician ships: According to Herodotus 8.85 it was the Phoenician squadron of 
ships which the Athenians had faced at Salamis. Phoenician sailors were already 
famous enough to make appearances in the Odyssey. The Persians were heavily 
dependent on the Phoenician navy, which is probably the reason why Phrynichus 
chose Phoenician women as the chorus for his play on the Salamis theme.

967-73 0i0i0i...where...where: The diction and structure of the antistrophe nearly 
replicate those of the strophe (955-7). Five of these commanders have been 
named before: Ariomardos (38), Lilaios (308) Tharybis (51), Masistras (30), and 
Artembares, who led the messenger's roll-call of the dead (302, see also 29). 
Hystaichmas: A convincing Persian name, a transliteration of vigtakhma, 'the 
resister' (Keiper 1877, 108).

975-7 Athens: The last time this name is uttered, abhorrent: See 909-10*. at one 
oar-stroke: Given that the play celebrates Athenian oarsmanship, this is a finely 
judged metaphor for something like 'at one go': see also 90*, 406*. gasping: The 
verb άσπαίρ€ΐν, used of expiring sacrificial lambs (//. 3.293), or freshly caught 
fish (Hdt. 9.120), perhaps here re-evokes the image of the Persians as a catch of 
fish (see 424-6*); the strange cry €€ €€ may have allowed Xerxes and the chorus 
to re-enact the gasps of the dying.

978-83 And what...Megabates: This entire passage is almost certainly describing a 
single individual, of great importance to Xerxes and the army, but whose actual 
name, or some other word(s) describing him, may have dropped out, probably at 
981.

978 the best of the Persians: αωτον is a metaphor provided by textiles; in the Iliad it 
signifies the soft surface of fine wool (13.599) or of the best linen (9.661).

979 faithful: See 1*. Eye: It is possible that οφθαλμόν just means something like 
'light' or 'blessing' (see 168*). But the Greeks believed that the Persian kings' most 
trusted confidants and spies were called either their 'Eyes' or their 'Ears' (see Hdt. 
1.114, Ar. Ach. 92, Xen. Cyr. 8.2.10-12, Hall 1989, 94 and n. 178). This may have 
been a misconception arising from the Persians' own concept of Mithra, the god of 
'ten thousand ears...ten thousand eyes...with full knowledge, sleepless' (SBE xxiii, 
121, see Hirsch 1985, 101-39). There is some evidence for a Persian word 
(*gausaka) meaning 'the King's Ear' (Eilers 1940, 22-3), but the Eye has alas not 
turned up (Lewis 1977, 19-20).

980 The one...thousands: This important official was apparently responsible for 
reviewing the troops in their multiples of ten, a task Xerxes oversees at Hdt. 7.60. 
On the theme of counting, see Introduction, p. 25.
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982 the fairest: Or 'the favourite', αλπνιστος* (which Wackernagel argued should be 

spelt αλπιστος*), is an adjective found qualifying άωτον (see 978*) at Pind. 
Isthm. 5.12, 'the sweetest bloom' [of life]. See further M.L. West's discussion of 
this Aeschylean passage (1990a, 92-3). The possibility cannot however be 
discounted that the proper name of Xerxes' official is somehow concealed in this 
word.

983 son of Sesames...Megabates: It befits an official of such high status as the King's 
Eye that he is the only individual other than Xerxes to be given such a long 
genealogy. It is sad that we do not know his name.

984 Parthos...Oibares: Neither has been previously named.
986-7 beyond evils: Or 'on top of evils', high-born: Or 'proud'. This epithet is used 

collectively of the Trojans, but never of the Achaeans, in the Iliad.
988 longing: The word is iunx, a bird apparently called in English 'wry-neck'. It was 

used in spells to attract lovers (e.g. by the love-lorn sorceress Simaetha in 
Theocritus' Idylls 2.17), and Aeschylus, like Pindar (,Nem. 4.35, with scholia) uses 
the bird's name metaphorically to stand for powerful emotional longing, the same 
as that for the lost men which has been stressed elsewhere (61-2*, 992). See Gow 
1952, vol. ii, 41.

990-1 unforgettable: αλαστος* in Homer is often used of grief and suffering, but the 
play has consistently emphasised the theme of memory (at 760 Dareios called 
the catastrophe ά€ΐμνηστον, 'to be remembered for all time'). The repetition of 
the word, and the addition of μοι, are emendations designed to make the lines 
correspond metrically with the strophe, loathsome: see 909-10*. It is remarkable 
that Xerxes here imitates the chorus' diction as he responds to them, whereas in 
the rest of the dirge he takes the lead in introducing new language and ideas. The 
attribution of the lines may not be authentic.

992 long for: On the 'yearning' for the dead men see 61-2*, 988*.
993-4 X anthes: Neither Xanthes nor Anchares has been named before, ten  

thousand: see 304*. Herodotus says the Mardians were nomads (1.125). Arian: 
see Choeph. 423-4, 'Arian strains of Kissia'.

995-8 Diaixis...insatiable in war: None of these names has been heard before. The 
daggers enclose corrupt letters which probably conceal another proper name, 
perhaps Dadakes (the chiliarch named at 304).

999-1001 I am astounded: έ'ταφον is the 'instantaneous' aorist of τέθηπα.
curtained car: More literally, 'wheeled tent'. These words almost certainly imply 
that Xerxes has arrived alone and not on foot, although they could just possibly be 
construed as meaning that the chorus can see neither the attendant warriors nor 
the car (so Taplin 1977, 123). Xerxes' 'tent on wheels' is called a άρμάμαξα by 
Herodotus, and described as an alternative to his military chariot (7.41); the play 
may have presented it as a bathetic contrast to Xerxes' Assyrian war-chariot 
(84*). The curtained vehicle became a stock element in caricatures of effeminate 
Persians: the Athenian envoy in Aristophanes' Achamians, who, it is implied, had 
'gone native' at the Persian court, was escorted there in the same kind of vehicle, 
and is comically made to complain about the hardship involved in this (to a 
Greek) outrageously luxurious form of transport (69-70).



1002-78 The fourth strophe marks a change of metre, form, content, and emotional 
pitch. The dominant metre becomes the lyric iambic, as in the dirge after the messenger 
scene. The antiphony quickly dissolves into single lines, sometimes interrupting the 
interlocutor’s sentence or line (lyric 'antilabe'), sustained all the way until the end of the 
play (except for 1005-7 / 1011-13 and 1043-5 / 1051-3). In most cases Xerxes sings 
some kind of instruction or introduces a lexical item, to which the chorus respond, or 
which they repeat, in the following line or lines. This is probably a reflection of a very 
ancient and primitive form of liturgical antiphony. The content shifts from the 
imparting of information about the casualties to more sustained threnodic language, 
complete with its multiple inarticulate cries and violent gestures. The dirge reaches a 
fever-pitch of emotion, culminating in the catalogue of self-mutilation in the seventh 
and last strophe and antistrophe, and the density of cries in the closing epode.

1006-7 unexpected: See 909-10*. How terribly: This needs to be extracted from the 
exclamatory οΐον. Calamity: On the goddess A te  see 96-8*. looks at us: With 
the absolute and intransitive use of 6e6opK€v cf. Pind. Nem. 3.84, δ€δορκ€ν 
φάο$·, 'light has looked forth'.

1008-9 struck down: See 251-2*. from our lifelong good fortune: W est's  
emendation of the problematic manuscript readings; the chorus have earlier feared 
that a daimon might appear to wreck Xerxes' chances of success (158*). At 
Choeph. 26 δι’ αιώνος\..βόσκ€ται means 'is fed always' (or 'ever').

1011 Ionian: See 178*. sailors: The great dirge consistently reminds its audience that 
they won the victory as sailors, in a sea-battle (Introduction, pp. 11-13).

1013 The Persian race...war: One of the several repeatable gnomic sayings about the 
Persians and Greeks designed to stick in the audience's imagination (or which 
were already in popular circulation). See also e.g. 402-5, 824*, 1025.

1015 blow: See 251-2*.
1016-18 man of great calamity: μβγάλατος· is a formulation entirely in keeping with 

the recent emphasis on ’Ά τ η  (1006-7*). At Eum. 791 and 821 the chorus of 
Erinyes, who fear that they have just lost their war with the younger gods, call 
themselves μ€γάλατοι. Do you see: A question which would direct the audience's 
gaze as much as that of the chorus. In forensic terms, Xerxes' display of his torn 
gowns and empty quiver provides the final, and the most reliable, of all the pieces 
of evidence (especially the messenger's eye-witness testimony, see 266*) so far 
adduced of the Persian defeat (Eden 1986, 16). my outfit: Xerxes' στολή is 
almost certainly his clothes: he is about to explain why they are in tatters (1030). 
In Timotheus' Persians the vanquished barbarians rip their 'well-woven Persian 
clothing (στολήν) around their breasts' (fr. 791.167-8 PMG).

1020 this quiver: All that Xerxes retains of his arms is his quiver; it is of profound 
symbolic importance that he seems not to have retained his bow (see 555-6*). It 
has been suggested that Xerxes' quiver is empty, and that this 'makes it part of a 
complex of symbols of outpouring, squandering, draining', which make a moral 
and emotional statement about Xerxes (Bacon 1961, 3).

1023 Little...much: See Dareios' similar formulation at 800.
1025 Ionian: See 178*. For the semi-proverbial impact of this line, see 1013*.
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1026 warlike: The epic epithet apciog* would put a Homeric gloss on the Greeks' 
valour, and may recall 'the Ionian Ares' of whom Xerxes sang at 950-4.

1027 unexpected: See 909-10*.
1028-30 Do you mean...naval force: έρβΐς* is an idiomatic 'allusive' future (cf. Soph. 

OC 596). The expression ναυφαρκτον όμιλόν literally means 'our ship-fenced 
company' (see also 456*, 951). I ripped my gown: Xerxes finally recapitulates in 
lyrics the crucial detail which the Queen dreamt about, the messenger first 
reported, Dareios described, and the Queen repeated (199, 468, 834-6, 847-8, see 
Introduction, p. 18).

1031-2 papai papai...papai: This exclamation indicates either extreme psychological 
disturbance (Aesch. Ag. 1114, Cassandra) or physical agony. In a comic parody of 
tragedy a physically injured general says papai (Ar. Ach. 1214). Philoctetes, 
tortured by his wounded leg, extends it to 'ραρραραρραραί (Soph. Phil. 754). It 
seems rather excessive in response to the news of a tom gown, and so it may have 
struck the original audience. Xerxes, however, regards it as insufficient to the 
calamity.

1033 Twofold, threefold: Amongst the many echoes of the parodos, this expression 
seems to pick up the two-poled and three-poled Lydian chariots (47*). Sophocles' 
Ajax says he has grounds 'to make twofold and threefold lament' (και δίς* 
αιάζ€ΐν έμοι / και τρις*, 432-3).

1034 delight: A very epic phrase. Iliadic warriors fear that they will be a cause of 
pleasure (χάρμα) to their enemies (3.51, 10.193).

1036escorts: προπομπώ ν implies both protection (Xen. Cyr. 3.1.2) and formal 
procession (Aesch. Eum. 1006, Xen. Cyr. 4.5.17). It may also have funereal 
overtones. προπ€μττ€ΐν occurs in the dirge of Septem (1059); at Plato Menex. 
236d it is used of the processions at public funerals, and at Legg. 7.800e2-3 of 
hired epicedian mourners. In conjunction with threnodic cries and gestures (as at 
Choeph. 23, where the chorus describe themselves as the προπομπός* of libations 
to the dead, accompanied by 'sharp blows of the hands'), the funeral overtones 
become marked (see Seaford 1994, 358-9). The irony is that Xerxes' missing 
(funeral) escorts are themselves the absent dead. No Persian bodies will receive 
the honour of a funeral since Xerxes has 'left them behind' at Salamis. The chorus 
are however about to become his substitute processional escort.

1038 Weep, weep: See 257*. proceed towards the palace: This probably suggests that 
the chorus begin to arrange themselves around or behind Xerxes (and his 
vehicle?), in a column or other formation, for the procession out of the theatre in 
the direction that the Queen had twice departed (531, 851). From this point 
onwards Xerxes' lines (except 1075) are almost exclusively orders, delivered in 
the imperative, as he directs like a chorus-master the conduct of the last, frantic, 
lamentation.

1040 in response: On άντίδουπά μοι see 120*. The antiphonal dirge seems to have 
been eastern in origin: a fragment from Assurbanipal's library portrays a royal 
funeral, and the words upon it read 'the wives wail; the friends answer' (Jeremias 
1900, 9-10). Cf. the formulae used of the laments for Hector by Andromache, 
Hecuba, and Helen (II. 24.746, 760, 776): 'Thus she lamented, and the women
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groaned in response'; Thus she lamented, and unceasing wailing arose'; 'Thus she 
lamented, and the countless people of the city wailed in response'.

1041 wretched....cries: However clumsy this sounds in English, the triple polyptoton 
of κακός* must have sounded distinctive to the ancient audience.

1042 along with me: όμου τιθβίς* very strongly implies that the following wail, 
ototototoi (and therefore perhaps also the ototototoi in the same position in the 
antistrophe, 1051), is delivered by Xerxes and the chorus simultaneously.

1046 Row with your arms: έ ρ έ σ σ β ι ν  primarily means simply 'to row' (e.g.//. 9.361). 
In the dirge of Seven Against Thebes the chorus sings, 'wave your hands 
( έ ρ ό σ σ β τ ’) about your heads (or 'beat your heads with your hands') with the 
rhythmic oar-stroke which accompanies the passage across Acheron...' (855-6, see 
Hutchinson 1985, 188-9). This image could not be more appropriate in a play 
about a sea-battle: at 422 every barbarian ship 'was rowed' ( ή ρ έ σ σ € τ ο )  in 
disorderly flight. There is no reason to suppose that the chorus did not obey 
Xerxes and employ arm movements powerfully suggestive of rowing. In 
Aeschylus' lost Phrygians the barbarian chorus certainly performed memorable 
movements around Hector's corpse, 'making many gestures in one direction, and 
another, and another' (Ar. fr. 696b. 3 KA)\ see Hall 1989, 132-3.

1049 master: On δέσποτα see 664-6*.
1051 ototototoi: Probably uttered by both Xerxes and the chorus (1042*).
1053 blows: See 251-2*.
1054-65 The chorus' responses to Xerxes are identical in both the strophe and 

antistrophe (1055 = 1061, 1057 = 1064), which pick up on the 'blackening blows' 
of 1053, and accelerate the threnodic self-mutilation.

1054-5 the Mysian lament: A scholion comments that the Mysians and Phrygians 
were the people most given to dirges: on the Mysians see 52*. A gonising, 
agonising: The chorus repeat here, so near the end of the play, the very same 
unusual word with which they first responded to the messenger's news at 256*. 
Whether their response has anything to do with specifically Mysian lamenting is 
not clear. Aeschylus likes to give Asiatic proper names to styles of lamentation 
(cf. 993-4*, Choeph. 423-4, 'Arian strains of Kissia').

1056 ravage...beard: Beard-plucking (unlike breast-beating etc.) is not a gesture 
usually found in Greek dirges, probably because they are nearly monopolised by 
females. But when in the Iliad Priam in despair 'plucks the grey locks from his 
head with his hands' (22.77-8) the context (see 22.74-5) suggests that it is intended 
to include the hairs of his grey beard. The Behistun and Persepolis reliefs (see fig. 
3) show just how imposing and elaborate Persian beards must have seemed to the 
Greeks (cf. Root 1979, plates 6-7).

10571 do so: A verb has to be supplied to make sense in English, with tightly 
clutching hands: ά π ρ ι γ δ α  is equivalent to the adverb ά π ρ ί ξ ,  which means 'with 
tight grip' (from npiciv with intensive alpha). Ajax, when he comes to his senses, 
clutches at his hair with his finger-nails ά π ρ ί ξ  (Soph. Aj. 3 1 0 ) .  See also Aesch. 
Choeph. 4 2 5 ,  ά π ρ ι κ τ ό π λ η κ τ α ,  'striking and tightly clutching’, with Garvie 1 9 8 6 ,  
1 5 9 .

1060Tear the robe on your breast: Cf. 538, κατβρβικόμβναι. The chorus-members, 
like Xerxes (468*), wear a πέπλος*, presumably a long, flowing robe which
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looked somewhat effeminate to the audience: a Persian servant depicted on a relief 
sculpture from Persepolis in Boston (31.372) wears a remarkably luxurious, 
flowing garment of the kind Aeschylus may have had in mind, finger-nails: The 
expression 'with the extremity (ακμή) of your hands' almost certainly involves an 
idea of the sharpness of the finger-nails; in Euripides' Bacchae Agaue says that the 
maenads' hunting weapons werex€ip(3v άκμαί, 'blades of our hands' (1207), by 
which she means fingers and finger-nails.

1061 Agonising, agonising: See 256*. This repeats the same words as the line in the 
same position in the strophe (1055).

1062 Pluck your hair: See 1056*. The verb ψα'λλ€ΐν suggests the twanging of a 
stringed musical instrument.

1063 Repeated from 1057.
1066 Repeated from 1048.
1068 as you proceed towards the palace: See 1038*.
1070 the Persian earth is hard to tread: The audience's attention is turned towards the 

chorus' gait (see 1073*), but some reiteration of the theme of the lamenting 
Persian earth (61-2*) may also be intended.

1071-2 ioa...Ioa. In Aristophanes' Frogs Dionysos says that it gave him much pleasure 
when watching Persians to hear the chorus saying 'iauoi' and clapping their hands 
(1029). In the transmitted text of P ersians  this noise, ioa , most nearly 
approximates to iauoi. Aristophanes may well have distorted the noise even 
further for humorous effect. It is not clear at what point in Persians the hand
clapping belongs, throughout the city: This might imply that the chorus needed 
to cross the city in the course of their journey to the palace from the grave of 
Dareios and their place of assembly (see 140-1*).

1073 you who tread softly: On the significance of the compound with άβρο- see 41*. 
The chorus is presumably moving in a special 'foreign' way, like the messenger's 
recognisably Persian running (247*), thus affirming Xerxes' description; the 
alleged softness of their steps may have had something to do with Greek interest 
in their thick-soled slippers (see 660-1*). Elsewhere in tragedy a soft tread is 
usually (although not always, see Eur. Med. 830) imputed to female or effeminate 
male barbarians: the disguised epicene Dionysos of Aeschylus' lost Edoni was a 
'soft-stepping (άβροβα'της*) prophet' (fr. 60 TgrF)y Hecuba's foot walked 
'delicately' in Troy, Ganymede treads 'delicately' on Olympus (Eur. Tro. 506, 819- 
22). On the significance of gait in Greek culture generally see Bremmer 1991.

1074 hard to tread: Repeated from 1070.
1075-6 triple-banked...ships: On the non-Greek connotations of βάρις see 553*. The 

Persian ships were also called 'triple-banked' right at the end of the necromantic 
hymn (678-9*). It is probable that there is something slightly awry in the 
manuscripts here. They lose the previously consistent line-by-line alternation of 
Xerxes and the chorus, and the last line, 'I will escort you with harsh-voiced 
wails', looks as though it is responding to a command from Xerxes. It is likely, 
therefore, that the chorus should be given line 1076, and that a subsequent line in 
which Xerxes ordered them to escort him home has dropped out. The text prints as 
line 1077 West's persuasive supplement, 'Escort me home now', for the sake of 
example.



1078 escort: The chorus finally manage to obey the Queen's instruction at 530. ne μψω 
is possibly intended to pick up the notion of a quasi-funeral procession from line 
1036*.
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Metrical Appendix
The purpose of the following metrical analysis is to scan the sung sections of 
Persians as printed in this edition, and to name the predominant metres in each song, 
strophic pair, and epode. A brief survey reveals that the three main lyric metres are 
the ’orientalising' Ionic a minore, lyric dactyls (which seem to be particularly 
associated with the happy former reign of Dareios), and the lyric iambics which 
dominate the overtly threnodic sections. Further discussion of the aesthetic effects 
of the different metres can be found in the Commentary.

No attempt has here been made to label the metrical units in each individual line. 
There has been controversy amongst metrical experts about how to define and label 
some of the elements within the lyrical metrical systems of Persians, especially in 
the closing dirge (those interested can consult the invaluable appendix in Broadhead 
1960, Dale 1969, 25-33, and especially West 1990, 460-6), but this edition is not the 
appropriate place for further discussion of technical metrical minutiae.

The symbols have been kept to an absolute minimum. Where two symbols 
signifiying short syllables are printed closely adjacent to one another ( u u )  it means 
that the long syllable to be expected in that metrical position has been resolved into 
two shorts. Where one symbol appears above another in the analysis of a strophic 
pair (u ), the upper symbol represents the syllable in the strophe, and the lower 
symbol the syllable in the antistrophe. It has been assumed that several of the 
inarticulate cries in some of the lyric sections are not, technically speaking, to be 
counted as part of the metrical system.

PARODOS: 65-139

This consists of two strophic pairs, an epode, and a third strophic pair in the 'Ionic a 
minore' metre (see 65-139*), followed by a strophic pair almost entirely consisting 
of lecythia ( -  u  -  u  -  u  -) , and a closing fifth strophe and antistrophe in lyric 
iambics.

Strophe and Antistrophe 1: 65-72 = 73-80

u u  —  u u  —  u u  —  

u u  —  u u  —  u u  —  u u  —  

u u  —  u u  —  u u  —  

u  u  — u  u  —

u  u  — u  u  —  u u - u u  —  u u  —
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Strophe and Antistrophe 2: 81-5 = 86-92

u  u  —  u  u  —  (scan κυάν- as one syllable) 

u u  —  u u  —  

u u  —  u u  —  

u u  —  u u  —

u u  —  u u  —  u u - u - u  —

Epode: 93-101

u u  —  u u  —  (scan θ€ου as one syllable) 

u u  —  u u  —

u u  —  u u  —  u u - u  u u  u  —  

u u  —  u u  —  u u  —  u  u  -

u u -------u  —

u u  —  u u  —  u u  —  u  u  -

Strophe and Antistrophe 3: 102-7 = 108-14

u u  —  u u - u u  —  

u u - u u  —  u u  —  

u u  —  u u  —

u u  —  u u  —  u u - u u - u - u -

Strophe and Antistrophe 4: 115-19 = 120-5

- u - u - u — u - u - u -

όά - U - U - U ----U - U - U  -

- u — u - u - u -

Strophe and Antistrophe 5: 126-39 
\

- u  —  u  —  u - u - u -
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-  u —  u —  u —  u - u - u -

u ------ u - u ------- u u - u u -

- u - u —

EPIRRHEMA: 256-89

The dominant metre of the chorus' three sung strophic pairs, which alternate with the 
messengers's spoken iambic trimeters (249-89*), is the lyric iambic.

Strophe and Antistrophe 1: 256-9 = 262-5

u  u u  u u u  u u u  u  -

-  u —  u —  u -  

- u u - u —

Strophe and Antistrophe 2: 268-71 = 274-7

u  u u  -  u  -  

u u u  u  u u  u  -  u  -  

- u - u u - u  —

------ u  u  —

Strophe and Antistrophe 3: 280-3 = 286-9

u - u ------ u  -

u ------ u  u

-  u ------ u  -

- u u  —  u - u  —  (scan θ€οι as one syllable)

STASIMON: 548-97

This choral ode consists of three strophic pairs. The first pair is iambic; the 
dominant metre of the second two pairs is dactylic.
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-------u - u - u -

—  u - u - u -  (scan κυαν- as one syllable)

---u  — u  — ttottoT

---- U — U — TOTOl

—  u - u - u - u -  

u u  u - u - u -

- u  -  u  -  u —  u - u - u -  

-------u u  —

-  u  -  u  u --

Strophe and Antistrophe 2: 568-75 = 576-83

- U U - U U - U  φ€υ

-------U U -----  T)€

-------U U -----  6a

-------u u - u  —  u u - u  —

-  U U  U -  oa

- u u - u —  

u  —  u - u  —

Strophe and Antistrophe 3: 584-97

- u u - u u - u  

- u u - u u —

- u u - u u —

- u u - u u —

------- u u - u

------- u u  —

Strophe and Antistrophe 1: 548-57 = 558-67

- u u - u u —
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STASIMON: 633-80

The necromantic chorus appeals to Dareios' ghost in three predominantly Ionic a 
minore strophic pairs, and a concluding epode featuring both dactyls and iambics.

Strophe and Antistrophe 1: 633-9 = 640-6

-  u  u  —  u  u  —  u u  —  u  u  -  

- u u u —

-------u u - u -----------u u - u u

- u u u -  

u u  u  —

-  u -  u u ---

Strophe and Antistrophe 2: 647-51 = 652-6

- u u  —  u u  —

u u - u - u  —

u u  —  u u - u u  —  u u  —

- U U - U U - U   f)€

Strophe and Antistrophe 3: 657-63 = 664-71

u  —  u  -  u  -  u u  u  -  

- u u - u - u —  

u u  —  u u  —  u u  —  

u u  —  u  —  u u - u  —

- U U U U U U - U -  oi

Epode: 672-80

αιαι αιαι

- U U - U U - U U -

t 9
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? t

- u u - u u —

STROPHE AND ANTISTROPHE: 694-702

The metre in which the chorus responds to the ghost of Dareios is, once again, the 
Ionic a minore: he replies to them in the spoken trochaic tetrameter. See further 
694-702*.

694-6 =700-2 

u u  —  u u  —  

u u  —  u u  —  

u u ------ u u  —

STASIMON: 852-907

Lyric dactyls dominate this entire choral ode.

Strophe andAntistrophe 1: 852-6 = 857-61

- u u - u u - u u - u u  

- u u - u u - u u - u u - u u  —

------ u u - u u -  u  u -

- u u ------ u - u  —

Strophe and Antistrophe 2: 862-70 = 871-9

------ u u - u u - u u - u u - u u - u

- u - u - u  u

------ u u - u u - u u - u u - u u  —

- u - u  —
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-------u u - u u - u u -----

-  U -  U -  U -

- ϋ ϋ  - u u - u u - u u -  

υ υ - υ υ - ϋ ϋ  - u u -

—  u  u -------u  -  u -----

Epode: 897-907

-------u u - u u - u u - u u

t  ?

- u u - u u - u u —

-------u u - u u - u u - u u

-------u  u --------u - u  —

Strophe and Antistrophe 3: 880-7 = 888-96

- u u  —

t

- u u  —

KOMMOS: 931-1078

There are seven strophic pairs in this lyric dialogue, and a closing epode. The first 
three pairs consist of lyric anapaests, the Ionic a minore, and lyric anapaests 
respectively: thereafter the metre changes into lyric iambics, which continue until 
the end. For further discussion see 931-1001* and 1002-78*.

Strophe and Antistrophe 1: 931-40 = 941-9

Xe. u u ---------------

u u  ϋ ϋ -------u u  ΰ ϋ  -

u  u  u u  u  u  -

C h o . -------------------

u  u  u u u u  -  u  u u u  u  u  -

u u ------------------

—  u u  ΰ ϋ  u u u -
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Xe. u  u  -  u  u  -  -  

u u -------u

—  u  u  —  

u u - u u - u u -

—  u  u  —

C h o . -------u ----------------

- u u  —  u u -

- u - u - u -

- u - u - u -

—  u u ------------

Strophe and Antistrophe 2: 950-61 = 962-73

u u  u u  u  u  -

Strophe and Antistrophe 3: 974-87 = 988-1001

Xe. u  -  u  —

u u  - u u - u u  —

u  -  u -------u u  u u  u  -

u - u  —  u u  —  u u  —

Cho. ----------u u  —

------------ u u  —

- u u  u u  u u -------

----------u u  —

-  ΰ ΰ  - -

------------ u u  - -

- - u u  - u u  - -

u  u u  u u u -------u -

u - u - u u u u u u u -
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Strophe and Antistrophe 4: 1002-7 = 1008-13

Xe. u - u  —  u - u - u -  

Cho. u - u  —  u  -  

Xe. u - u - u - u -  

Cho. u - u  —  u  -  

-  u u  u  —  u  -

- u u  —  u - u  —  (scan δια- as one syllable)

Strophe and Antistrophe 5: 1014-25 = 1026-37

Xe. u - u  —  u  -  

- u - u  —

Cho. u - u  —  u u - u  —

Xe. u - u  —  u u - u - u -  

Cho. u  -  u  -  

Xe. - u u - u - u -  

Cho. u  u u  u  -  u  -  u  -  

Xe. -  u  -  u  u  —

Cho. -  u  -  u  u  —

Xe. -  u  -  u  u  —

Cho. u ------ u - u  —

Strophe and Antistrophe 6: 1038-45 = 1046-53

Xe. u - u - u - u - u - u u  (scan secondδιαΐν- as one syllable)

Cho. u - u - u - u -

Xe. u - u - u - u -

Cho. u - u - u - u u

Xe. u - u  u u  u - u -

Cho. u u u  u -
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u - u - u - u -  

-  u  u  -  u  —

Strophe and Antistrophe 7: 1054-9 = 1060-5

Xe. —  u - u - u - u - u -  (scan -βοα as one syllable) 

Cho. u  u u  u u u

Xe. — u ------ u - u - u u

Cho. u -------u  u u  u  -  u

Xe. u ------u

Cho. -  u  —

Epode: 1066-78

Xe. u - u - u - u -  

Cho. u  -  u  -  

Xe. —  u - u - u u  

Cho. u - u  —  u - u - u -

Xe. u ------ u - u

Cho. u ------ u  —

Xe. u  -  u u  u  -

Cho. u - u  —  u - u - u -

Xe. -------------------

C h o . ------------u u u u  u  -

Xe. u  -  u  -  u  —  

C h o . ------ u - u - u -
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Abbreviations
The abbreviations of the names of ancient authors and works normally follow those of
the Oxford Classical Dictionary2 (Oxford 1970). Other abbreviations are as follows:
A ustin  C. A ustin  (ed .), Nova Fragmenta Euripidea in Papyris Reperta (B erlin

1968).
DK H. D ie ls  and W . Kranz (ed s.), Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker (D u blin /

Zurich 1 9 5 1 -2 6).
EG D .L . P age (ed .), Epigrammata Graeca. (O xford 1975).
FgrH F. J a c o b y  (e d .) ,  Die Fragmente der griechischen H istoriker

(B erlin /L eiden  1923-58).
IEG M .L. W est (ed .), Iambi et Elegi Graeci (O xford 19892).
MW R. M erk elb ach  and M .L . W est (e d s .) , Fragmenta Hesiodea (O xford

1967).
N 2 A. N auck (ed .), Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta, secon d  ed ition , w ith

supplem ent by B. Snell (H ildesh eim  19642).
PCG R. K assel and C. A ustin  (ed s.), Poetae Comici Graeci (B erlin /N ew  Y ork

1 9 8 3-1989).
PEG A. B am abe (ed .), Poetarum Epicorum Graecorum vol. i (L eip zig  1987).
PLF E. L obel and D . Page (ed s.), Poetarum Lesbiorum Fragmenta. O xford.
PMG D . P age (ed .), Poetae Melici Graeci (O xford 1962).
RE A . P aul, G . W isso w a , and W . K roll (e d s .) , Real-Encyclopadie der

classischen Altertumswissenschaft (Stuttgart 1 8 9 4-1980).
SBE F. M . M uller (ed .), Sacred Books of the East (O xford 1 879-1910).
SM B. Snell and H. M aehler (ed s.), Pindarus, vol. ii (L e ip zig  1975).
TgrF B. S n e ll, R. K annicht, and S. Radt (e d s .) , Tragicorum Graecorum

Fragmenta (G ottingen 1 9 7 7 -  ).
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6 2 3 -8 0 * ,  7 2 3 * , 9 5 2 -9 0 7 * ,  8 6 2 -6 * ,  8 6 7 -  
70*

threnos, see  dirge
T im otheus' Persians, 28 , 14*, 6 8 -7 2 * ,  2 7 2 * , 

393* , 4 0 2 -5 * ,  4 6 6 * , 66 3 * , 1 0 1 6 -1 8 *
tragedy, 1 6 -1 9
tribute, 8, 13, 5 8 6 -7 * ,  8 9 0 -5 *

v io len ce , 73 * , 1 2 3 -5 * , 196*, 2 4 9 -5 3 1 * , 251 
2 * , 4 0 8 - 1 0 * ,  4 2 4 - 6 * ,  4 6 3 * ,  6 2 3 - 8 0 * ,  
6 83* , 771 *, 1 0 0 2 -7 8 *

visual e ffec t, 19 -2 0 , 50 * , 1 1 8 -1 9 * , 2 4 9 -5  31 
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X erxes, 1 5 -2 5 , 13*, 8 1 -2 * , 1 5 6 -7 * , F  
218* , 5 3 2 -9 7 * , 9 0 8 -1 0 7 8 *  et passim

yoke, 21, 50 * , 1 3 3 -9 * , 1 9 0 -1 * , 196*, 59^

Z eus, 8, 16, 2 7 0 -1 * ,  5 3 2 -9 7 * ,  7 3 9 -4 0 *
4* , 9 1 5 -1 7 *

Z oroastrian ism , 15, 4 3 * , 158* , 4 9 5 -7
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AESCHYLUS
THE PERSIANS, edited by Edith Hall
A ghost summoned with bizarre rituals from the underworld, the elaborate protocol 
of the Persian court, desperate lamentation, self-mutilation, and a thrilling eye
witness account of the battle of Salamis -  these are some of the features of 
Aeschylus' Persians which make it one of the most exciting examples of ancient 
theatre. As the earliest surviving European drama it is of incalculable interest to 
students of ancient literature: as the only extended account of the Persian wars by an 
author who fought in them, it is a unique document of the Athenian historical 
imagination. In this, the first English language edition of the text with a 
commentary for thirty-five years, the particular focus is on the visual and aural 
effects Aeschylus created, his extraordinarily rich imagery, and the play's unrivalled 
contribution to Athenian democratic ideology.

Edith Hall is fellow in Classics at Somerville College, Oxford, and author of 
numerous publications on Greek literature and society, including Inventing the 
Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition through Tragedy (Oxford 1989).

Other plays in Greek include 
AESCHYLUS: EUMENIDES, ed. A.J. Podlecki
ARISTOPHANES ed. Alan H. Sommerstein: ACHARNIANS; BIRDS; CLOUDS; 
KNIGHTS; LYSISTRATA; PEACE; WASPS; THESMOPHORIAZUSAE 
EURIPIDES: ALCESTIS, ed. D. Conacher; ANDROMACHE, ed. Michael Lloyd; 
ELECTRA, ed. M.J. Cropp; HECUBA, ed. C. Collard; ORESTES, ed. M.L. West; 
PHOENICIAN WOMEN, ed. E. Craik; TROJAN WOMEN, ed. Shirley Barlow, 
SELECTED FRAGMENTS I, eds. C. Collard, M.J. Cropp, K.H. Lee 
MENANDER: SAMIA, ed. D.M. Bain; BAD-TEMPERED MAN, ed. S. Ireland 
SOPHOCLES: ANTIGONE, ed. A.L. Brown; PHILOCTETES, ed. R.G. Ussher

For details o f  these and other Classical Texts, you are cordially invited to write to 
the publishers

ARIS & PHILLIPS Ltd, Teddington House,
Warminster, Wiltshire, BA12 8PQ.

Cover illustration based on a vase in the Royal Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh
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