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     Chapter 1  

 Homeric and Tragic Sacrii ce     

      h is chapter is far too brief to attempt a systematic comparison of  sacrii ce 
in Homer with sacrii ce in tragedy. I will rather, after some preliminary 
generalisations, discuss the specii c case of the famous portent which 
appeared to the Greeks at Aulis in the epic version on the one hand and the 
Aeschylean on the other, together with the sacrii ce of Iphigeneia which in 
Aeschylus resulted from the portent. h is will lead to a general statement 
of the positive role which ritual tends to play in Homer as opposed to the 
negative role it tends to play in tragedy. Many further examples might be 
given to support this generalisation. But I will coni ne myself, in the i nal 
section, to a single one: Herakles’ killing of Lykos and of his own children 
in Euripides’  Heracles , which will also illuminate further the puzzling rela-
tionship in Aeschylus between portent and sacrii ce. 

 h e  Iliad  and the  Odyssey  tend to exclude homicide within the family  .  1   
h ey also exclude imagery drawn from animal sacrii ce  .  2   h ese two 
exclusions go together, for Greek sacrii ce is, in contrast to the hunt, of 
domestic animals.  3   Of the numerous and various similes   which embellish 
military killing in the  Iliad , not one is drawn from the everyday familiarity 
of blood l owing from the sacrii cial weapon. Animal sacrii ces that occur 

     1     h is has been noted in passing by Grii  n  1977 :  44 (silence on the killings of Iphigeneia and of 
Klytaimestra), but never, so far as I know, investigated. Kin- killing is mentioned briel y at  Il . 2.662, 
15.335– 6, 16.573;  Od . 19.522– 3, but excluded from certain stories where we expect to i nd it ( Il . 4.376– 
9, 6.130– 40, 9.458– 61 (cf. Plut.  Quomodo adul . 26f );  Od . 11.326– 7, 15.247– 55), or almost excluded ( Il . 
9.529– 99;  Od . 11.271– 80, and the various references to the killing of Agamemnon, in most of which 
it is performed by Aigisthos, whose kinship with Agamemnon is post- Homeric). It is worth adding 
that Proclus’ account of the (attempted) sacrii ce of Iphigeneia in the  Cypria  mentions a plural sub-
ject rather than Agamemnon (p. 41.47B = 104.18A). So too Hes. fr. 23a.17 (‘the Greeks’).  

     2     h ere are, however, three similes of the killing of a domestic animal, of which it is apt that two refer 
to the killing of Agamemnon and his followers as unsuspecting guests by Aigisthos ( Od . 4.535, 11.411, 
413– 15). For battle as sacrii ce elsewhere see e.g. Pind. fr. 78.  

     3     See e.g. Burkert  1985 : 55, 58; Stengel  1920 : 123. Homeric accounts of animal sacrii ce even omit those 
elements of the ritual which seem to unite the victim with the participants, as I shall show elsewhere. 
For recent discussion of Homeric animal sacrii ce see Kirk  1981 ; Petropoulou  1987 .  

www.cambridge.org/9781107171718
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-17171-8 — Tragedy, Ritual and Money in Ancient Greece
Richard Seaford , Edited by Robert Bostock 
Excerpt
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Tragedy, Ritual and Money in Ancient Greece4

4

in the narrative do in fact contrast with killing in battle: the predictable, 
peacefully ordered process of killing and cooking the animal ends in the 
joyful concord of the feast, whereas on the battlei eld all is uncontrolled 
violence. h is Homeric tendency to exclude kin- killing and sacrii cial 
imagery is reversed by tragedy: tragic killing is within  [ 88 ]  the family, and is 
almost always described as (perverted) sacrii ce. h is distinction is worth 
making, particularly in view of the current fashion for stressing what is 
tragic in Homer and Homeric in tragedy.  4   

     With this in mind, let us look at the portent, the ‘sign’, which encouraged 
the Greek expedition gathered at Aulis. h is was related in the lost  Cypria , 
but also by Odysseus at  Il . 2.303– 30:  the Greeks were of ering sacrii ce 
at an altar by a spring under a plane tree, on which were the twittering 
young of a sparrow. A snake emerged from under the altar and went to 
the tree, where it ate i rst the young and then the mother, before being 
turned into stone by Zeus. Kalkhas interprets this to mean that after nine 
years’ i ghting the Greeks will capture Troy, for there were altogether nine 
sparrows. But what interests me is the contrast between the uncontained 
brutality between the species (snake and bird), and the absolute solidarity 
within the family of sparrows. h e mother sparrow is caught by the snake 
only because, unwilling to abandon her children, she hovers desperately 
over them. h e references to her wailing for her children (315  ὀδυρομένη 
φίλα τέκνα ) and to her children as  νήπια τέκνα  (311) have a human con-
notation. h is suggests another way, not mentioned by Kalkhas, in which 
the ‘sign’ resembles what it signii es: the  Iliad  (as well as the  Odyssey ) con-
stantly exhibits the same contrast between touching solidarity within the 
family   and uncontained brutality outside it, as for example in the brutality 
of Akhilleus and the bravery of Priam after the death of Hektor. Against 
the brutal moral of the fable of the nightingale caught by the hawk, Hesiod 
of ers the rel ection that the violent and cruel are punished by Zeus ( Op . 
238– 9). But the violence required to sack Troy must be sanctioned by 
Zeus  .  5   h e brutality of the snake he sends occurs during a sacrii ce, i.e. in a 
context in which violence is contained as well as divine good will obtained. 
h e portent ‘entered’ the sacrii ce (321  εἰσῆλθε )  .  6   

     h e Aeschylean version of the portent at Aulis, in which two eagles 
devour a pregnant hare ( Ag . 114– 20  ), is both dif erent and similar to the 

     4     E.g. Redi eld  1975 :  chapter 2; Macleod  1982 : 7– 8; Rutherford  1982 ; Easterling  1984  (on Sophocles); 
Herington  1985 .  

     5     Note how at  Il . 1.5  ‘And the plan of Zeus was being accomplished’ follows immediately the 
uncontained violence which denies burial to the enemy; cf.  Il . 24.209– 11.  

     6     Cf. the portent of  Il . 8, where an eagle lets a fawn drop by the sacrii cial altar of Zeus (249).  
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epic version. Most of the dif erences are obvious. Dif erent creatures are 
involved. h e devoured young are still unborn. And the narrative context 
is in two signii cant respects dif erent. First, the portent does not take place 
during a sacrii ce, as it does in the epic. And second, in the  Cypria    the 
Greeks embark, after the portent, from Aulis, sack Teuthrania, are scattered 
by a storm and reassemble at Aulis;   Agamemnon then shoots a stag and 
boasts that he is a better hunter than Artemis, and it is this that angers the 
goddess and leads to the sacrii ce of Iphigeneia as the price for favourable 
winds. In Aeschylus, on the other hand, there is only one gathering at 
Aulis, and what angers the goddess is the eagles’ feast. h is condensation 
produces a well- known implausibility. Why should Artemis turn against 
Agamemnon as a result of a portent sent by Zeus?   Much of the discus-
sion of this passage has concentrated –  without, it seems to me,  [ 89 ]  much 
success –  on i nding a motive for Artemis’ anger, whether in the brutality 
of what is symbolised by the portent (the sack of Troy)  7   or in some other 
unstated motive (e.g. h yestes  ’ eating of his own children)  8   or, on a more 
literal reading, in the portent itself.  9   Comparison with the epic version has 
been relatively neglected, but does I think help to reveal a logic in which 
the apparent inexplicability of Artemis’ angry demand seems unimportant 
or even appropriate.   

 In the epic portent, brutality between species contrasts with family soli-
darity, but is sanctioned, in part by the sacrii cial context. h e Aeschylean 
version develops and reverses this idea. h e choice of a hare facilitates the 
link with Artemis,  10   but also allows the young to be devoured while still in 
the womb: family solidarity takes here an even more extreme, a physical 
form. h e hare is also a characteristic victim of the hunt.   She runs, but 
is caught by the birds of prey, the winged hounds of Zeus (135  πτανοῖσι 
κυσὶ πατρός ).  11   h e uncontained violence of the portent is associated by 
Aeschylus with the uncontained violence of the hunt. h ere is, unlike in 
the epic, no sacrii cial context. But the eagles do, surprisingly, ‘sacrii ce’ the 
hare (137  θυομένοισιν ). h is is signii cant. For the uncontained violence of 
the hunt is, like the warfare it here symbolises, antithetical to the sacrii ce, 
in which killing is contained in ritual   order  12   and the domestic victim is in 

     7     E.g. Peradotto  1969 ; Neitzel  1979 ; Bergson  1982 .  
     8     Whallon  1961  and (more ef ectively) Furley  1986 ; or the of ence related in the  Cypria  (see Fraenkel 

 1950 :  ii .97– 8).  
     9     Lawrence  1976 ; Sommerstein  1980 .  
     10     See e.g. Peradotto  1969 : 244.  
     11     Mazon (in the Budé edition) compares Xen.  Cyn . 5.14, 9.10 and Arr.  Cyn . 17, from which it appears 

that  λοισθίων δρόμων  (120) may be a technical term from the hunt.  
     12     See e.g. Burkert  1983b : 12, 38, 40; Burkert  1985 : 58.  
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a sense a member of the sacrii cing group and consents to its own death  .  13   
If the eagles’ feast is a ‘sacrii ce’ it is a grotesque one, in which the norms 
of civilised, sacrii cial killing have been overthrown by absolute violence. 
Whereas the violence of the epic portent is contained and sanctioned by its 
sacrii cial context, the eagles’ feast, because it is itself a grotesque sacrii ce, a 
sacrii ce which has turned into its opposite, reverses this containment. h e 
‘sacrii ce’ of the hare is itself uncontained savagery. So too the violence at 
Troy is both a sacrii ce and a hunt;  14   and the Greek army is in its capture of 
Troy like a lion ‘that eats raw meat’  .  15    [ 90 ]  

       Here some clarii cation is needed of what is meant by the ‘uncontained 
violence’ of the hunt and of warfare. Both hunting and warfare may in 
fact of course be culturally structured, so that their violence is in a sense 
contained, both in (and by) literature and even in actual practice. But the 
lethal struggle of warfare or of the hunt may also, in actual practice at least, 
fall entirely outside the control of culture. Hence the tension in some lit-
erary representations of warfare, notably in Homer, between cultural con-
trol and the (at least potential) uncontrollability of military hostility. An 
obvious example is Akhilleus  , before i ghting with Hektor, rejecting his 
proposal of a burial pact by saying that there can be no pacts between lions 
and men or between wolves and lambs, and then speaking, as Hektor dies, 
of eating him raw  ; but in the end this threat of the absolute violence that 
obtains between dif erent species is contained by Hektor’s funeral  . In tra-
gedy too the uncontrolled violence characteristic of hunting and warfare 
is in tension with (ritual) cultural control (sacrii ce, burial, etc.), but the 
tension tends to result in the failure or subversion of the rituals  .   

       h is perverted or anti- sacrii cial quality of the ‘sacrii ce’ of the hare 
helps to explain why it gives rise specii cally to the sacrii ce of Iphigeneia. 

     13     Burkert  1983b : 3– 4; Burkert  1985 : 55– 8; Burkert  1966 : 107 n. 43; Stengel  1920 : 108– 9. [h e idea is 
questioned by Naiden  2007 .]  

     14      Ag . 65, 357– 60, 694– 5, 735, and in general Vidal- Naquet  1988 . It is from this perspective that we 
may be able to solve the puzzle of 126– 30. Why does Kalkhas, having explained that the Greeks 
will seize Troy, then immediately single out the destruction of herds ‘before the walls’? Herds, as 
domesticated animals, are normally killed by sacrii ce. In the  Iliad  the Trojans sacrii ce them outside 
the walls (8.545– 9), a practice to which Kassandra refers at  Ag . 1168– 9, a passage compared by Zeitlin 
 1965 : 470 n. 17 with  Ag . 126– 30, where she suggests that Kalkhas means Trojan sacrii ces. But  πάντα  
is against this and so is  πρὸς τὸ βίαιον , which implies the struggle and violence characteristic of the 
hunt. What interests Kalkhas, in view of the portent, is the violent death in war of animals that are 
normally sacrii ced.  

     15      Ag . 827– 8; cf. 735: the lion as a member of the household is an ambiguity, apparently transcending 
the normal division between the household (men and domestic animals) and the savagery of nature. 
But the ambiguity is resolved by a sacrii ce (735) which brings to the household uncontained vio-
lence (730– 4).  
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Kalkhas fears that Artemis may create adverse winds (151  ) ‘in her eagerness 
for another sacrii ce, one without music’ (or just possibly ‘without law’, 
depending on how you take  ἄνομον   16  ) ‘and without a feast’:  σπευδομένα 
θυσίαν ἑτέραν ἄνομόν τιν ’  ἄδαιτον . I  have given the usual translation 
of  ἑτέραν  as ‘another’. But Aeschylus did not write  ἄλλην , as he did for 
example a little later, in the beacon speech, where one beacon gives rise 
to another (299  ἄλλην ἐκδοχὴν πομποῦ πυρός ).  ἕτερος  refers to one of a 
pair or to dif erence, two closely related senses which may occur together,  17   
as they do here: the two grotesque sacrii ces form a complementary pair. 
One dif erence is made explicit in  ἄδαιτος  (‘without a feast’): Iphigeneia, 
unlike the hare, will not be eaten.  18   h e second sacrii ce both dif ers and 
arises from the i rst. h e implication is that they form a pair because they 
are dif erent. In fact they do represent opposite extremes of transgression. 
In the portent one species of wild creature catches and devours another; 
there is no community between killer and victim, whereas in the sacrii ce 
of Iphigeneia there is far too much community, for they are not only both 
humans but even of the same family. Between these two extremes there 
is the normal animal sacrii ce, in which man kills a domesticated animal 
which on the one hand is in a sense a member of the domestic human 
group (a  [ 91 ]  membership expressed in the ritual) and on the other hand is 
in fact an outsider, a member of another species (the ritual also expresses 
separation of the victim from the human group    19  ). h e two extremes, para-
doxically, take on features of each other. Iphigeneia, unlike the tame victim 
of a normal sacrii ce, has to be bridled (238    βίᾳ χαλινῶν ) like an untamed 
member of another species.    20   And the royal birds are described (137  ) as 
 αὐτότοκον πρὸ λόχου μογέραν πτάκα θυομένοισιν , words which, it has 
been pointed out, could by a magnii cent ambiguity mean either ‘sacri-
i cing the poor trembling hare with her young before birth’ or ‘sacrii cing a 
poor trembling female, his own child, on behalf of the army’.   21   h e ambi-
guity of  αὐτότοκον , one may add, assimilates the closeness of the parent– 
child relationship in the two horrible sacrii ces, between the hare and her 

     16     Lloyd- Jones  1953 .  
     17     Cf. e.g. Aesch.  Ag . 344.  
     18     Whereas h yestes did eat his children –  an event to which the following lines (especially  τεκνόποινος ) 

allude, according to Furley  1986 .  
     19     Notably, the pelting of the victim with barley grains: Burkert  1983b : 4– 5.  
     20     Cf. 133  στόμιον , of what, according to Kalkhas, the Greeks will impose on Troy. h e animal 

substituted for Iphigeneia in the  Cypria  is (unusually for sacrii ce) a wild one ( ἔλαφον ). A compar-
able horror is the representation of Klytaimestra’s murder of her husband as a viper killing an eagle 
(Aesch.  Cho . 247– 9) –  animals similar to those in the epic portent.  

     21     Stanford  1939 : 143– 4.  
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young and between Agamemnon and his daughter,  22   thereby enhancing 
the fundamental opposition between the two that consists in the fact that, 
whereas the portent contrasts brutality and family solidarity, Agamemnon 
brutally kills his own daughter. Compare the  Iliad , in which Agamemnon 
says he will kill Trojan children in their mothers’ wombs (6.57– 8  ) but there 
is no mention anywhere of the sacrii ce of Iphigeneia. 

       h e elimination of Agamemnon’s hunting of ence from the narrative 
leaves Artemis’ demand without an obvious motive, but it also puts the 
sacrii ce of Iphigeneia into a more direct relationship with the war. Sacrii ce 
of a maiden as a preliminary to war is a familiar Greek idea,  23   associated by 
Walter Burkert with an ethnographically widespread phenomenon: male 
renunciation of sexuality so as to arouse the aggression necessary to hunting 
and warfare.  24   On this view the fundamental mechanism involved in the 
sacrii ce is not one of exchange: it is not simply that the maiden is given 
up to the deity in exchange for success. Rather, the aggression required for 
the group to kill outsiders (the enemy, other prey) is created, sustained or 
coordinated by the killing of an insider, a female member of the group. 
h e sacrii ce serves a state of mind.   Whatever the general truth of this, 
it is worth noting that the Aeschylean Agamemnon does not sacrii ce 
his daughter unwillingly. h e pathos of such an act is exploited in other 
versions,  25   but not by Aeschylus. It is true that the Aeschylean Agamemnon 
has doubts about what to do. But they are removed by  [ 92 ]  psychological 
change before the sacrii ce. h is change is heralded by his words in the 
textually problematic lines 215– 17, where he speaks of a right ( θέμις ) to 
desire strongly ( ὀργᾶν ) or with passionate emotion ( ὀργᾷ περιοργῶς  or 
 περιόργῳ ) the maiden’s blood.  26   It seems that the sacrii ce is here envisaged 
as desirable in itself, not as a means to an end. And I believe that the desire 
which Agamemnon calls justii ed is his own desire, not the desire of the 
army.  27   Having reported these words of Agamemnon, the chorus then refer 
to his internal change ( μετέγνω ), a kind of madness ( παρακοπά )  .   

     22     h is implicitly assimilates Iphigeneia to the unborn hare. Artemis presides over both the physical 
(birth) and the social (premarital) separation of the girl from her parent, the former as  Λοξία . 
Iphigeneia is  πρὸ λόχου  also in the sense of ‘before giving birth’: she is of marriageable age, and her 
sacrii ce is associated here and elsewhere with marriage (Foley  1985 : 65– 105; Seaford  1987c  13 : 108– 9).  

     23     See most recently, in relation to Iphigeneia and Artemis, Lloyd- Jones  1983 .  
     24     Burkert  1983b : 58– 72.  
     25     E.g. Eur.  IA  1547– 50, and the painting in the House of the Tragic Poet at Pompeii.  
     26      παρθενίου θ ’  αἵματος ὀργᾷ περιόργως ἐπιθυμεῖν θέμις  mss., Fraenkel; better is  ὀργᾶν ,  ἅπερ αὐδᾷ 

περιόργως ,  θέμις  (see h omson  1966 :  ad loc .).  
     27     Dover  1973 : 64 argues that this refers to the desire of the army. But (a) we have had no mention of 

such a desire: at issue is what Agamemnon is to do; (b) a reference to Agamemnon’s (mad) desire 
goes well with the description that follows of his madness; (c)  γάρ  in 214 might easily introduce 
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 h e ordered violence of sacrii ce is possible because the victim is, as a 
domesticated animal, both an insider and an outsider  . h e order is possible 
because the victim belongs in a sense to the human group, and consents   
to its own death. h e violence is possible because the victim is after all 
also an outsider, an animal, and it is this that makes the killing legitimate. 
Violence may be directed against one’s own or another species, and one’s 
own or another group (e.g. household). At one extreme, hunting is vio-
lence directed against a dif erent species and a dif erent group. At the 
other extreme, the sacrii ce of Iphigeneia is the killing of a member of the 
same species and the same (narrowly dei ned) group. In between these 
two extremes is the normal sacrii ce (dif erent species, same group). To 
the remaining category (same species, dif erent group) belong human sac-
rii ce of (powerless) outsiders and warfare, which shares the uncontained 
violence of hunting and even (as with Akhilleus) resembles violence 
between species. h e middle way of normal animal sacrii ce, in which the 
potentially dangerous aggression of the group is channelled onto a con-
venient, intermediate victim,  28   is specii cally human, and may operate as 
a symbol of social order  .  29   Hence the peculiar horror of its dual inversion 
in Aeschylus: it is precisely by virtue of the close link between the portent 
and the sacrii ce of Iphigeneia that the civilised practice of sacrii ce seems 
to collapse into both the two opposed extremes it must normally exclude. 

 h e logic by which the sacrii cial feast of the royal birds of prey produces 
the king’s sacrii ce of his own daughter seems then to be composed of 
various interrelated elements. (1)  h e frenzied aggression of warfare 
expressed in the portent may require a renunciation of sexuality marked 
by the desire for a girl  [ 93 ]  victim. (2) It may also produce a loss of discrimin-
ation which is dangerously comprehensive: in becoming the hunter of his 
own kind a man may also become the killer of his own child. (3) Inversion 
of the sacrii cial sign of civilisation is complete only if it manifests both 
the extremes between and against which sacrii ce is dei ned. (4) h e mani-
festation of one of the two opposed extremes may seem to require, as if 
to right an upset balance, the manifestation of the other. (5) h e sense 

explanation of the implied negative answer to the question in 212– 13; (d) Lesky  1966 : 84 compares 
the surprising, passionate desire of Eteokles for fratricide in Aesch.  Sept . Dover objects that Eteokles 
(unlike Agamemnon) has good reasons for hating his victim and a real need to kill him. But that 
is not how Eteokles (or the chorus) envisage the matter:  it is an external agency (the curse of 
Oidipous) that instils a passion, very like Agamemnon’s (note especially 678  ὀργή , 692  ἵμερος 
ἐξοτρύνει  …  αἵματος ), to kill his own kin. Fraenkel  1950 :  ii .126 (on 215f .) may perhaps be right to 
say that Agamemnon is deliberately vague, meaning himself and his companions.  

     28     For the idea of sacrii ce as controlling dangerous violence see in particular Girard  1977 .  
     29     For sacrii ce operating as a ‘sign of civilisation’ in tragedy see Foley  1985 .  
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that unlimited   aggression somehow endangers its successful agent occurs 
throughout the trilogy, as for instance when Agamemnon will boast, out-
side the house where he will soon be caught by his own wife in a net, of 
the Greek army entering Troy like a lion that eats raw meat (827– 8  ). h ese 
then are the factors constituting the internal relationship between portent 
and sacrii ce. h e obscure necessity of this relationship is expressed, at the 
narrative level, by the will of a deity. h is is not to say that the attempts 
to explain Artemis’ anger merely at the narrative level are worthless; but 
they cannot entirely dissolve an opacity that derives from the deeper level 
of structure. 

 In the epic  Cypria    there was no such opacity: the sacrii ce of Iphigeneia 
was an act of compensation –  for Agamemnon’s hunting of ence. It seems 
nevertheless to have been performed not specii cally by Agamemnon but 
by the Greeks as a whole. And it turns out to be an animal sacrii ce: Artemis 
substitutes a deer, and makes Iphigeneia immortal  . Here, and generally in 
surviving epic narrative, ritual   is, as in life, positive, an expression of order 
and solidarity in a world of sometimes uncontrollable conl ict; and it may 
also establish narrative closure:  the body of Hektor, to take an obvious 
example, is maltreated by Akhilleus, but i nally ransomed by his father and 
given due funeral ritual by his own people.     

   In tragedy, on the other hand, ritual very often plays the opposite role. 
Tragedy tends to convert ritual from an expression of order and group soli-
darity into an instrument and expression of uncontrollable violence (often 
within the family).    30   h e case of the portent exemplii es a basic opposition 
between Homer   and tragedy  . I want now, by way of another example, to 
compare the Aeschylean passage with the shape that Euripides gives in his 
 Heracles  to Herakles’ revenge killing of Lykos and his subsequent killing of 
his own children. 

     On his return to h ebes, Herakles (567– 73  ) says that he will cut of  
the usurper Lykos’ head and give it to the dogs, and that he will also tear 
apart Lykos’ followers and i ll the local streams with their blood.  31   As Lykos 
enters the house ‘he will’, says Amphitryon, ‘be trapped in the sword- 
carrying meshes of nets’ (729– 30  ). h e killing of Lykos is followed by 
the appearance above the house of Iris and Lyssa, sent by Hera   to drive 
Herakles mad. Eventually a messenger emerges to describe Herakles’ fren-
zied slaughter of his own wife and children. Now, despite being imposed 
by Hera, Herakles’ frenzy is also clearly associated by Euripides with the 

     30     See e.g. Zeitlin  1965  on corrupted sacrii ce in the  Oresteia , Foley  1985  and Seaford  1985  12 .  
     31     h e water of the Ismenos normally purii ed (Eur.  Phoen . 347– 8).  
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