Giuseppe Zanetto (Universita degli Studi di Milano), How to Kill oneself like an
Ajax

How was the suicide of Ajax staged in the Sophoclean tragedy? To this question
our workshop in Pisa has tried (and is still trying) to give an answer. But in
whatever way Ajax’s suicide was performed in front of the Athenian audience
(with what scenery, in which area of the scenic space, to what extent ‘visible’ to
the spectators), there is no doubt that the whole action of the play, in its first
part, is constructed around the ‘idea’ of the suicide’. So, whatever answer we
give to the question, we can agree on this point: the plot revolves around the
story of a hero who becomes aware that life is no longer possible for him,
decides to kill himself, reinforces his decision by discussing it with friends and
relatives, and finally kills himself with clear mind and firm hand.

The motif of suicide is of course very common in Attic tragedy®. One need
only to think of the examples of Deianeira, Jocasta, Eurydice, Antigone,
Haemon — if we look at Sophocles’ plays — or those of Phaedra, Menoeceus,
Evadne, if we extend our search to Euripidean drama. But the standard treatment
of the suicide theme, both in Sophocles and in Euripides, is a Messenger speech
in which in a more or less detailed report the news of the death is given to the
characters on stage. We know that this was the solution adopted by Aeschylus in
his Thressai: a very famous (and widely quoted) scholion to the Ajax tells us that
the reason why Sophocles conceived his striking presentation of the hero’s
suicide was to move away from his predecessor and to arouse surprise among
the spectators.

schol. vet. ad Soph. Aj., 815 (p. 69, 16-22 Papageorgius)
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TMETEAYHEVA Ol AYYEAWV AmtayYEéAAewy. T 00V TO altiov; eO&vel
AloxVAog év Opnooalc v avaigeowv Alavtog 0l A&yyéAov
anayyeidac. (owg oLV KALVOTOHELY  [PBOLAOHEVOS kKol M)
KatakoAovOetv tolg étéoov <.>, UT' OPv €0nke TO DQWMUEVOV 1)
HaAAov ekmANEat BovAduevoc.

Such things [i.e. a violent death enacted in front of the audience] however are

uncommon among the ancients, for they use to report the events by means of
messengers. Why did he this? Before him Aeschylus in the Thracian Women had
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1 GARRISON 1995, p. 46: «His [i.e. Ajax’s] spectacular and moving act of suicide creates a
pivotal action in his play [...]».

2 KATSOURIS 1976, pp. 5-22; LORAUX 1991, p. 4; GARLAND 2001, p. 164..



announced the death of Ajax through a messenger. So perhaps it was because he
wanted to do something new and not follow in his predecessor’s footsteps that he
made the action visible; or rather because he wanted to shock his audience.

But the novelty (and the uniqueness) of the Ajax lies not only in the fact that the
suicide is acted, and not merely reported®. The dramatist has conceived his play
as the mise en scéne of Aiax’s approach to his death. Thus his suicide is not
incorporated in the plot through a witness, but it is theatralised through a
sequence of episodes, in which the idea of self-killing is continually re-

thematised”.
Already at 262 we are told (by Tecmessa) that Ajax now realises what he

has done and that this «lays sharp pangs to the soul» (peyaAag odvvag
Omortetver)®. At 326-7, after telling of his mindless massacre of the herds and
his painful awakening from madness, Tecmessa is more explicit: «And it is clear
that he’s planning some terrible action: for such things, | suppose, he both
speaks and laments» (kat ONAGG €0tV ¢ TL dQaTElwV KakOV, TolLTA
YaQ mwe kal Agyel kwdvpetat). Her fear is confirmed by Ajax self, as he
enters the stage and sings of his desperation; at 394-9 he addresses Hades to
express his alienation from life, presenting himself as a living dead:
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lo darkness, my light, o Erebus, most bright for me. Take me, take me as your
inhabitant, take me! For I am no longer fit to look to the race of gods or mortal men
for any help.

3 FINGLASS 2011, p. 39: «Sophocles allows his audience to watch Ajax’s last moments alive
[...] There were parallels for this in epic and art, but it had not previously been attempted in
drama.

4 The treatment of the scenic space, which in the Ajax is very unusual, is also intended to
stress the crescendo of Ajax’s self-destructive thoughts; cf. MEDDA 2013, p. 26: «Non
abbiamo modo di verificare se nella produzione perduta di Sofocle si incontrassero altri casi
come questo, ma un simile addensarsi di forzature nella tecnica drammatica difficilmente puo
essere attribuito al caso. Esso testimonia una vitale ricerca del poeta, che puntava a tradurre
in dato visuale e in concreta organizzazione dello spazio scenico 1’eccezionalita della natura
di Aiace e il suo progressivo, ineluttabile distacco dagli altri esseri umani».

5 The English translations of the Ajax’s passages are taken (with some adaptations) from the
Commentary of FINGLASS 2011.



Some lines later, analysing his situation in his first rhesis, the hero explains that
he has no way out; he can neither go home (how is he to face Telamon, coming
back so ingloriously?) nor keep fighting against the Trojans (this would delight
his most hated enemies). The conclusion is obvious: if life is impossible or
shameful, death must be sought.

Soph. Aj., 470-80
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This cannot be. Some enterprise must be sought from which I may show my aged
father that I, his son, am no coward. For it is shameful that a man should desire a
long life, if he experiences no variation in his misfortunes. [...] | would not buy a
man for any price who is warmed by empty hopes. But the noble man must either
live well or die well. You have heard the whole story.

«You have heard the whole story»; this sentence seems to close any further
evolution in the plot. But Sophocles still wants to exploit the motif of suicide,
presenting the reactions of Tecmessa and her attempt to dissuade her man. This
IS a way to encourage the spectators to reflect on Ajax’s arguments (and to
consider the ideological implications of the story®), but it is also a dramatic
device which allows the playwright to theatralise the suicide further. Tecmessa
tries to remove Ajax’s mind from an egocentric perspective: he should take in
consideration not only what will happen to him, if he accepts the alternative of
living, but what will happen to his loved ones if he refuses to live. Ajax doesn’t
react to Tecmessa’s speech; he seems not even to have heard her words and his
answer is nothing else than a farewell to his son Eurysaces and a list of
instructions on what to do after his death. The audience is now misled into
thinking that any discussion is over: suicide has been decided, then questioned,
then definitely reaffirmed. But the following episode, with the Ajax’s Trugrede,
re-opens the action: the audience is tempted to believe that the hero has changed

6 GARLAND 2001, p. 96: «It is the Ajax of Sophocles that provides the most detailed
discussion of the ethics of self-destruction».



his mind and that a milder solution is after all possible. Suicide seems once
again to be questioned: the chorus express their hope that life can prevail over
death. But the episode ends with the ambiguous image of Ajax who leaves the
stage holding his sword, which he intends to «hide in the ground where no one
will see it» (koUw TOd" &yx0og TOLUOV [...] EvOa un Tic oYetan), so that
Night and Hades may take care of it (658-60).

The last monologue of Ajax is the episode in which the motif of suicide is
led to its climax and its conclusion. The act of killing oneself, which has been
thematised by the characters in the previous scenes as something to be sought or
avoided, to be desired or hated, is now directly presented to the eyes of the
spectators. The expressive power of the monologue lies in its ability to evoke
visual emotions: after listening to talks about suicide, the audience now ‘sees’ a
man committing suicide, looks at his gestures, shares his thoughts. Special
emphasis is given to three points:

1. the sword: Ajax describes (815-22) how he has planted his sword to the
ground, and tells how he came into possession of the weapon; it is very likely
that, while the hero speaks of it, the sword is clearly visible to the audience; so,
insisting on the sword is a way to connect the visual experience of the audience
to what is happening on the stage’;

2. the leap on the sword (cf. 833 EUv aopaddotw kat Taxet TONUATL
«with a swift and spasmless leap»): the language of this passage is rather
surprising, because words meaning «jump, jumping» are usually not associated
with the notion of «attacking, assaulting» in a military context®. This unusual
wording is to stress the novelty of a warrior who willingly throws himself upon
his sword: the poet wants to create in the mind of the audience the image of the
fatal blow, which will not be shown on the stage;

3. the address to the Sun, whom Ajax entrusts with the task of announcing
his death to his parents in his homeland (and the light of the day is again
addressed in the final lines, as a symbol of life). Here too we can trace a direct

7 SEGAL 1980, p. 127: «A chilling and powerful stage-presence, it [i.e. the sword] massively
controls the opening of the scene»; cf. SEALE 1982, pp. 163-4. On this point | can only agree
with Franco Ferrari and VVayos Lapis, who in the workshop have underlined the contradictions
and difficulties which arise if it is assumed that Ajax has no sword in his hand as he enters at
815.

8 With the same word, rjonuea, Andromache describes the fatal fall of Astyanax from the
walls of Troy in Eurip. Tr., 755-6 Avypov d¢ mdonu’” ég toaxnAov 0PéOev/ meowv
avoiktwe mvevp’ amopen el oé0ev («One dreadful headlong leap from the dizzy height
and you will dash out your life with none to pity you!»); Aj. 833 is probably the model of
Euripides’ passage, since the complex relationship between Ajax and Hector is a key point of
the Ajax’s imagery.



connection between the spectators, who are sitting in the sun (which is shining
over the theatre) and the action on stage.

Soph. Aj., 845-51
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And you, who drive your chariot through the lofty heaven, the Sun, when you catch
sight of my ancestral land, check your golden rein and announce my ruin and my
death to my aged father and the wretched woman who nursed me. Wretched woman,
| suppose that when she hears this message, she will raise a great lamentation in the
whole city.

To sum up. The Ajax is a challenging play, in which the death of the
protagonist is enacted in a very innovative way®. Sophocles chooses to dramatise
the suicide of the hero not indirectly, but visualising it step by step. His model is
not to be traced in the theatrical tradition (we have seen that Aeschylus’
treatment of the same subject was very different), but in the fine arts. Scholars
have noticed that the scenery evoked in the last monologue has a close parallel
in a black-figure amphora painted by Exekias '°, where Ajax is fixing the sword
in the earth, kneeling on the ground, completely alone (the scene is framed by a
palm tree on the left and the hero’s weapons on the right): «Both Exekias and
Sophocles show Ajax taking obvious care in this last ordinary but dreadful
action; but whereas Exekias emphasises his anxiety by the lines on his brow,
Sophocles’ Ajax feels an almost workmanlike pride in the sturdiness of his
arrangement»™'. The amphora by Exekias (who was active in Athens in the
forties of the 6™ Century) is almost one century earlier than the Ajax; even if this
iconographic scheme doesn’t seem to have had great success among Attic vase
painters (Exekias’ vase is a hapax), it is certainly possible that Sophocles knew
it; one is tempted to say that he tried to compete with the painter in producing a
play that ‘depicted’ the suicide with the same intensity.

9 SEIDENSTICKER 1983, p. 125: «Nirgends bei Sophokles, nirgends in der (enthaltenen)
griechischen Tragotdie, ja, kaum einmal, soweit ich sehe, in der langen abendl&ndischen
Geschichte der Gattung, steht der Selbstmord des Helden so im Mittelpunkt eines Dramas».
10 Boulogne, Musée Communale 558; ABV 145, 18.

11 FINGLASS 2011, p. 40.



Since the sophisticated and vigorous thematization of suicide is one of the
most remarkable features of the Ajax, it is not surprising that this drama
becomes a literary model for later writers who tell stories of self-killing,
particularly if they want to look at the suicide as a problematic situation. In my
paper | would like to analyse two examples taken from the novelist'?: the
(intended) suicide of Anthia in book 3 of Xenophon Ephesius’ Anthia and
Habrocomes and the quasi suicide of Callirhoe in books 2 and 3 of Charito’s
Chaireas and Callirhoe.

In the Greek novel suicide is a very common feature. It happens very often
that the protagonists of these stories look at suicide as at the obvious way to
escape from situations of difficulty or trouble. Suzanne MacAlister points out
that the characters of the novels find their identity in a concept of life which has
love and marriage as central values. If the oppressive action of tyche prevails
and they think that any hope of attaining their love or re-establishing their ideal
ménage of conjugal life is lost, the immediate consequence is a desire for
death®®. A good example is the romance of Heliodorus, whose male protagonist,
Theagenes, attempts to kill himself every time that he thinks that his beloved
Charicleia has perished®. But no different are the reactions of Chaireas and
Callirhoe in Chariton’s novel, on the several occasions on which one of them is
convinced that he (or she) has been deprived for ever of his (or her) partner™:;
and it is noteworthy that in many cases, when they intend to kill themselves,
they seize a sword or search for a sword: sword seems to be, both for men and
for women, the standard device for suicide in the Greek novel.

That said, | would like to analyse more extensively a passage of Xenophon
Ephesius in which suicide is not only attempted or threatened but ‘carried out’
(though not, of course, resulting in a real death). | refer to the episode of
Anthia’s Scheintod in book 3. Anthia, captured by Hippothous and his bandits,
has been rescued by the governor of Cilicia Perilaus, who falls in love with her
and wins from her a promise of marriage. She obtains a thirty-day delay but in
the end she must deal with the preparations for a new marriage. This prospect is
of course unsustainable for the young woman, who decides to kill herself. The
suicide is conceived, prepared and performed; in other words, it is thematised

12 As scholars do not fall to notice, Greek tragedy is one if the genres which are most widely
exploited by the Greek novelists for their intertextual play: cf. FusiLLO 1989, pp. 33-42;
RoBlANO 2000, p. 514; MORGAN 2008.

13 MACALISTER 1996, p. 17: «And ultimately, when all hope of resolution is perceived as
lost, death is desired or sought in the protagonist's numerous ‘suicide’ threats, actions or
provocations»; cf. SCHMELING 1980, pp. 40-1.

14 HId. 2,2, 1; 2,5, 1.

15 Charito 3, 5, 6; 5, 10, 6; 6, 2, 8; 6, 2, 10; 6, 2, 11; 7, 1, 6; 8, 1, 4 (Chaireas); 3, 1, 6; 6, 5, 6;
8, 1, 6 (Callirhoe); cf. RoNCALI 1996, p. 177 n. 8.



with an intensity and an attention which are unique in the whole corpus of the
‘big five’. Let us go through the text of the episode and de-construct it in order
to single out the primary elements of the story.

Anthia is distressed, because the time granted by Perilaus is up and there is
no chance for her to avoid the new marriage. She cries all the time and reflects
on her desperate situation. She accuses herself of treason, because whereas
Habrocomes has faced any torture to remain faithful to her, she is now ready to
replace him with another husband. The only solution is death.

X.Eph. 3,5,1-4

ETOVETO 0& 0UTe VOKTWE oUte ped’ mMuéoav daxkpvovoa, AAA’ del QO
opOaApwv eixev ABooxounv. évevoelto 0¢ dua TOAAL, TOv éowTa, TOLG
QKOLG, TNV TATEdA, TOVS TATEQAC, TV AVAYKTV, TOV YAHOV. Kai O ko O’
aUTV YeEVOUEVN, KoL Aafouévr), omagalaoa tag KOHAS «@ TAVTa
AdLKOG €YwW» PNOL «Kal Tovnod, we ovXL Tolg {oolg ABokouny dueifopot
[...] TOV Dpévarov doet tic ém” pol, kat €’ evviv d@ifopar v IlegiAdov.
AN, © @uAtatn pov maocwv ABeokopov Puxn, undév Tt OTEQ €Uov
AvmnOng, oL yap <&v> mote ékovoa AdWKNOoAaLUL oe- EAgvoopal, kal pHéXOL
Oavatov petvaoa vouen onp.

But she didn’t stop crying day or night, and she kept picturing Habrocomes. She
thought about everything at once: her love, her oaths, her city, her parents, how she
was being forced against her will, her marriage. When she was alone and had a
moment, she tore at her hair and said: «What an unfair and horrible person I am. I’'m
not living up to my side of the bargain with Habrocomes [...] Some one will sing the
wedding hymn to me and I’1l go to Perilaus’ bed. No! Soul of Habrocomes, dearer to
me than all else, don’t feel any pain because of me. I’ll never willingly hurt you. I’ll
come join you and remain your bride till death»°.

Once suicide has been decided, Anthia reflects on the most suitable way to
perform it and turns for help to Eudoxus, an Ephesian doctor who has arrived in
Tarsus after a shipwreck and has been sent by Perilaus to Anthia to make her
feel less homesick: she asks him to bring her a deadly poison in exchange for a
generous reward. The conversation with Eudoxus is for Anthia the occasion to
explain her reasons and discuss her decision: she doesn’t cry any more, she
doesn’t dishevel her hair but talks with clear mind: she tells him what has

16 The English translations of Xenophon Ephesius and Chariton are taken from TRZASKOMA
2010Db.



happened to her and speculates on other possible courses of action but comes to
the conclusion that her situation has no other way out than death.

X.Eph. 3,5, 6-7

Aéyel 1) avT@ TOV APQOKOUOL £€wTa Kal TOUG 6QKOLE TOUG TIROG EKELVOV
KAl TAG TEQL TNG 0WEEOTUVIG OLVONKAG. KAl «el pHeV 1V Cwoav» €pn «Ue
amoAaPetv Covia APgoxounv 1 AaBetv dmodpdoaocav evtevOev, meQl
TOUTWV v EBovAgvouny, €meldn) d¢ O pev Té0vnKe, QuYELlV d& AdLVATOV
Kal Tov péAAovTa dur)xavov UTopelval Yapov (oUte yaQ tag ovvonkag
naparoopatl tag mEOc APQokounv olte tOv 6pKOV UTtegOopatl), oL
tolvuv onbog MUV Yevoy, @AQHakov eLEwV To0ev O KAKWV LLE
amaAAGEeL TV kakodaipovar.

She told him about her love for Habrocomes and her oaths to him and their
agreement about being faithful. «If I could be alive and get back my Habrocomes
also alive, or if I could get away from here without being caught, I’d be busy
figuring out how to do just that. But since he’s dead and escape is impossible, and at
the same time there is no way for me to submit to my upcoming marriage — I won’t
break the agreements | made with Habrocomes or ignore my oath — you’ve got to
help me. You have to find a poison somewhere that will free me, ill-starred as | am,
from my troubles».

Anthia promises the doctor that she will give him the funds to return home, so
that he, immediately after delivering the poison, will be able to leave and come
back to Ephesus, where he will join his family and live in peace for the rest of
his days. But Anthia entrusts him with one last task: once arrived in Ephesus, he
has to seek out her parents and tell them that she and Habrocomes have
perished.

X.Eph. 3,5, 8

«dvvnomn d¢ mEo ToL TMVOEoOaL Tiva EmiBag vewg v €1 Egéoov mAely.
ékel d¢ yevouevog, avalnmoag toug yoveigc Meyaundon te kat Evinmny
AyyeAde avTOIC TNV EUNV TEAELTIV KAl TAVTA TA KATA TNV Amtodnuiay,
OTL ABQOKOUNG ATIOAWAE Aéyenr.

«You’ll be able to get on a ship and sail to Ephesos before anyone finds out. Once
there, find my parents, Megamedes and Euippe, and tell them about my death and
everything else about my travels. And tell them that Habrocomes is dead».

Eudoxus, who is in desperate need of money to fulfil his desire to return home,
agrees to Anthia’s requests; but instead of a poison he gives her a powerful



soporific drug. On the very night of the wedding, while Perilaus is celebrating
with his friends, Anthia is being led to the bridal chamber; talking to herself she
states once again her firm decision not to betray her beloved: «Will you wrong
Habrocomes, your husband, the man you love, the man who died for you? I'm
not so cowardly or frightened in the face of trouble. Let’s get this over with once
and for all. Let’s drink the poison (0e00x0w tavta: mivwpev TO
paopakov). Habrocomes must remain your husband. | choose him, even if he
is dead»'’. A few minutes later, when she has been left alone in the chamber, she
seizes the cup with the drug and before drinking it she addresses Habrocomes
pronouncing a farewell to life.

X.Eph. 3, 6, 4-5

Kat O povn pev éyeyovet [...] kat 0N kopoOévtog ékmwuartog, Aafovoa
0VOEVOG €VDOV aUTI) TAEOVTOG EUPAAAEL TO PAQUAKOV Kol dakQLOATA «@
PUTATN» @notv «ABeokodpov Ppuxr, o oot tag DTTOoXETELS ATIODDWL
Kat 000V égxopal TNV T o€, dLOTLXN HeV AAA” dvaykatov. kKat déxov
HE QOHEVOS Kal HOL TTAQEXE TNV EKEL HETA 0OV dlattay gvdAlpOVA».
Eirmovoa émie 10 @dopakov, kai e0OUC Vmvog te avTV Kateixe Kal
ETUTITEV €lC YNV.

And then she was all alone [...] When a cup was brought, she took it and put the
drug in it when no one was around. Tearfully she said. «Beloved soul of
Habrocomes, look! I'm doing what I promised! I’'m making the journey to join you.
It’s a sad journey but a necessary one. Receive me happily and allow me to share a
happy life with you there». She drank the drug. Immediately sleep overcame her,
and she collapsed to the floor.

To sum up. Anthia, like Ajax, sees that her situation has no other escape than
suicide; Ajax explains his point of view to Tecmessa, insisting on the need to
kill himself and excluding other options (going back to the fatherland without
glory or booty, attacking the walls of Troy in search of a glorious death); Anthia
does the same in her conversation with the doctor, ruling out any other
possibility (she will not get back her beloved, who is surely dead, and will not
be able to get away from Perilaus’ house). When the cruelty of their situation
becomes clear, both characters indulge in acts of desperation: Ajax (so
Tecmessa says) sobs and wails loudly, refusing food and drink; Anthia cries and

17 X.Eph. 3, 6, 3.
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tears her hair'®. In his final monologue Ajax asks the Sun to halt his chariot, as
he arrives at the island of Salamis, and give the news of his death to his father
and his mother, who will fill the city with her lamentations; this prayer to the
Sun has its equivalent in Anthia’s address to the doctor, as she begs him to visit
her parents in Ephesus.

There is no doubt, in my opinion, that Xenophon Ephesius’s narration of
Anthia’s suicide is modelled on Sophocles’ tragedy. Among the many ‘suicides’
which punctuate the Greek novels this episode is the only one in which a
complete report is given of how the character takes the decision to kill herself,
how she prepares for her death through debates and talks, how she performs her
suicide. I would say that Anthia’s suicide is shown, rather than narrated, to the
readers: it is presented to them in a theatrical way, through scenes which point to
visual effects. And each element of this Inszenierung finds its equivalent in the
action of the Ajax. As is the rule in Xenophon Ephesius™, the literary imitation
is marked neither by extended quotations nor by verbal echoes; nevertheless the
presence of a Sophoclean intertext can hardly be denied®.

As Stephen Trzaskoma has pointed out in a recent contribution*, the model
of Ajax’s suicide is also active in books 2 and 3 of Chariton’s novel, where the
heroine of the story, Callirhoe, is forced to accept a new marriage; she hesitates
for a long time, being torn between conflicting thoughts: in her desperation, self-
killing seems to be an eligible option. Again, we have to do with a story of
suicide; but in this case the Sophoclean hypotext is not only alluded to but
explicitly announced through a verbal quotation®.

18 Ajax too, according to Tecmessa’s report, expresses his frustration with the same gesture:
«[...] grasping his hair tightly in his hands with his nails» (310 kéunv amolf ovvéi
oLAAaPwV xeQl).

19 ZANETTO 2012, p. 901: «Anche Senofonte Efesio mostra di essere sensibile al modello
tragico, benché la quasi totale assenza di riprese verbali o lessicali suggerisca molta cautela,
quando si tenta di tracciare i contorni di questa imitatio. In alcuni casi, peraltro, la
corrispondenza tra situazioni tragiche e episodi del romanzo e cosi stringente, che riesce
difficile non pensare a un consapevole gioco intertestualex.

20 Intertextuality is not usually sought in the novel of Xenophon Ephesius, who belongs to
the so-called ‘pre-sophisticated’ period of the Greek romance. However, in the last years
scholars are reassessing the literary status of the Ephesiaka and there is a growing body of
work on this issue: cf. WHITMARSH 2011, pp. 25-68; TAGLIABUE 2012. The presence of
Euripidean intertexts in Xenophon Ephesius is investigated by GIOVANNELLI 2008; see also
TRZASKOMA 2010b, p. xxxi; ZANETTO 2012, pp. 901-4.

21 TRzASKOMA 2010a.

22 The presence of tragic quotations or allusions in Chariton is discussed by SCHMELING
1974, pp. 46-51; Ruiz MONTERO 1994, pp. 1018-20; Kamio 1996, pp. 56-7;
HIRSCHENBERGER 2001.
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Let us look at the situation. Callirhoe has been kidnapped by the tomb
robbers and taken to Miletus, where her new master Dionysius has fallen in love
with her and is trying to persuade her to love him in return. So, her situation is
not different from that of Anthia in Perilaus’ house. Callirhoe is of course
determined to remain faithful to her husband Chaireas, resisting any attempt on
her virtue. But suddenly the story takes an unexpected turn (2, 8, 4 «Fortune laid
a plot against the woman’s faithfulness»).

At 2, 8, 6 Callirhoe discovers she is pregnant; her first reaction is
desperation, because she can’t bear the thought that her child will be a slave
from birth. Alone in the night she seriously takes into consideration the option of
Killing her baby by abortion. But a few minutes later she changes her mind and
reflects that destroying her child would make her even more cruel than Medea:

Charito 2, 9, 3-4

«BOLAEDVT) TEKVOKTOVIOAL TAOCWV Adoef<eotatn, p>aivr, kat Mndeiag
AapBavels Aoylopovs; dAA& kat g LkvOidog ayouwtéoa dOEels ékelvn
pnev yoo €x0pov eixe tov avdoa, ovL d¢ TO Xawpéov Tékvov OEAelg
ATIOKTELVAL KAl pUNdE DTTOUVIUA TOV TTEQLBOTTOV YAUOU KATAALTTELV».

«Are you planning to kill your child? You’re the most godless of women! Are you
crazy? Are you thinking like Medea? No, I think you’re even more savage than that
Schytian woman. Her husband was her enemy, but you’re planning to kill Chaireas’
baby and leave behind no reminder of your celebrated marriage».

All night long she struggles with these thoughts; as she finally falls asleep, in a
dream she sees Chaireas, who tells her to keep the baby.

At 2, 11 Callirhoe is again struggling with herself. She has been told that the
only possibility for her to give birth to the child and to raise it in the house is
accepting a new marriage with Dionysius. But doing this would mean betraying
her fidelity to Chaireas, and fidelity is her paramount concern. Callirhoe, alone
in her room, locks the door and discusses the whole matter in a sort of family
council, where the other participants are the unborn child and Chaireas, whose
portrait lies on the woman’s belly. She is the first to speak: surprisingly enough
she is now thinking of suicide as a solution for her troubles:

Charito 2,11, 1

«€yw HEV OUV TOWTI) TNV EUNV YVWHNV anogatvopatr 0w yooQ
amofavetv Xawpéov HOVOL YULVN. TOUTO MOl Kal yovéwv 1jdov kal
TatEIdOG KAl TEKVOL, TERAV AVvOQOG £TEQOVL UT) Aafetv».
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«I’Il pull forward my opinion first. I want to die the wife of Chaireas alone. This —
not to know the touch of another man — means more to me than my parents, my
home, my child».

Things have changed: the issue is no longer to decide whether to kill the baby or
not; the stakes are higher, because the new marriage would give Callirhoe the
chance to save the child but would also force her to give up her identity
(sophrosyne, i.e. fidelity, is the key value for her: ceasing to be Chaireas’ wife
she would lose her mental and emotional balance). In Trzaskoma’s words:
«There is one further crucial development in Callirhoe’s reasoning at this stage:
she is actually no longer talking merely about aborting her child; by 2, 11, 2
Callirhoe has now resolved not only to destroy her child but also herself. She
will poison herself, and the child will simply be collateral damage»®. Ajax, the
suicide par excellence, is taking the place of Medea in Callirhoe’s mind, as will
be clear later.

The family council goes on with the voice of the child, who — answering its
mother’s question — asks to live and have the chance of growing up strong and
beautiful. The last voice is Chairea’s, who has already spoken in Anthia’s dream
entrusting his son to her care: his vote is decisive, and Callirhoe has to comply
with the decision of the majority (2, 11, 3: «I call you as a witness, Chaireas:
you are giving me away in marriage to Dionysios»). In this way suicide has been
set aside, it has ceased to be a possible choice. To be precise, Callirhoe does
threaten suicide again at 3, 1, 6, when the terms of her marriage with Dionysius
are being discussed*, but Dionysius immediately agrees to her terms, and from
this moment on self-killing is no longer an available option for her.

Callirhoe is no longer tempted to act like an Ajax, the model of the tragic
Ajax is definitely no longer in play, but — surprisingly enough — just a few
chapters later, when the child is born and an overjoyed Dionysius has provided a
feast for the whole city of Miletus, an overt allusion to the Ajax reminds the
readers of the tragic interplay which has marked the previous episode. The feast
is going on, and in a quiet moment Callirhoe takes her baby into the temple of
Aphrodite, holds him up in her hands and prays:

Charito 3, 8, 8
«d0g d1) pot yevéoOat TOV LIOV EVTUXEOTEQOV HEV TV YOVEWYV, OLOLOV O&
TQ TIATITIW.

23 TRZASKOMA 2010a, p. 222.
24 Her words are reported by another character (Plangon): so we can’t be sure that this is in
fact Anthia’s position.
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«Grant me that my son be more fortunate than his parents and like his grandfather.

Challirhoe’s words are a quotation of Ajax’s prayer for his son in Sophocles’
tragedy, when the hero wishes for Eurysaces the same glory that Hector wishes
for Astyanax at Iliad 6, 476-9:

Soph. Aj., 550-1

@ TAL, YEVOLO TATEOG EVTLXEOTEQOC,

T 0" AAA” Opotog: kat yévol &v oV kakoc.

My son, may you be more fortunate than your father, but in all other respects the
same; and you would be no coward!?®

The quotation from the Ajax is a cue for the readers: they are reminded of the
other tragic allusion which they have encountered a few chapters above, when
Callirhoe has presented herself as a new Medea. «By his two allusions to 5"
century Athenian tragedy Chariton has mapped out two alternative modes of
behaviour for his heroine: following tragic models Callirhoe may Kill her child
or she may Kkill herself; she may become a Medea, or she may become an
Ajax”®. So, we have here another episode of the Greek novel in which the
Sophoclean Ajax is a marker and a model of suicidal behaviour?’.
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