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Introduction

La signification, est tout entière dans la relation dynamique qui fonde simultanément plusieurs mythes ou parties d’un même mythe, et sous l’effet de laquelle ces mythes, et ces parties, sont promus à l’existence rationnelle, et s’accomplissent ensemble comme les paires opposables d’un même groupe de transformations.

(Claude Lévi-Strauss, Le cru et le cuit, 23.1)

Women’s Tales

In one of the first paragraphs of Achilles Tatius’ Leucippe and Clitophon, the reader encounters one of the most extensive and illuminating lists of mythical exempla in the five complete surviving Greek novels. The conversation evolves around one of men’s favourite topics: women, beautiful women. The protagonist, Clitophon, is talking about Eros with his friends Clinias and Charicles, when, in an attempt to dissuade his lover, Charicles, from marrying, Clinias bewails the calamities that await a man who desires a woman. Clinias’ line of argument is based not on his own experience or that of another person, but – to the great amazement of the modern reader, although probably not of the ancient – on mythology:

1.8.3–7: ‘Pity the prospective groom, it looks as if they’re sending him off to war.’ If you were uninstructed in the examples of poetry (μουσικῆς), you would not know of the plays (γυναικῶν δράματα) involving women, but as it is you could tell others how many mythic tales women have contributed to the stage (ὅσων ἐνέπλησαν μύθων γυναῖκες τὴν σκηνήν): Eriphyle’s necklace, Philomela’s banquet, Stheneboea’s slander, Aerope’s theft, Procne’s slaughter. Agamemnon desires the beautiful Chryseis, and it brings a plague on the Greeks. Achilles desires the beautiful Briseis and introduces himself to sorrow. If Candaules’ wife is fair, yet this same wife kills Candaules. The fiery torch, lit for Helen’s marriage, lit another fire hurled against Troy. The wedding of the chaste Penelope was the death of how many suitors? Phaedra loved Hippolytus and killed him; Clytemnestra hated Agamemnon and killed him. Oh women, women, they stop at nothing! They kill when they love, they kill when they don’t love ... and so much one could say about the beautiful ones, for beauty does offer some consolation in the midst of calamity, a stroke of luck in a losing streak. But if, as you say, she is not even pretty, it is a catastrophe redoubled.2

Clinias’ enumeration is a compilation of tales about sex and blood, about ‘those bold and beautiful’ women of Greek myth, who were famous for the disastrous results of their love afairs. Having recently, and for the first time, been in ‘love at first sight’ with the exceptionally beautiful Leucippe, Clitophon listens reluctantly to his cousin’s mythical catalogue, for Clitophon takes a very different view on erotic matters. Later, during what might nowadays be called a ‘candlelight dinner’, and despite the presence of the whole family at the table, Clitophon and Leucippe listen to a song that creates a romantic atmosphere:

1.5.5–7: The song was Apollo’s complaint at Daphne’s running away from him, his pursuing and almost capturing her, how she was transformed into a tree and he wove her leaves into a wreath for him … so I (Clitophon) said to myself: ‘Look here, Apollo himself loves a virgin (ἐρᾷ παρθένου), unashamed of his love he pursues (διώκει) her while you hesitate, you blush, and exhibit an untimely self-control (σωφρονεῖς). Are you better than a god?’

Clitophon here summarises briefly the basic storyline of the well-known metamorphosis tale but emphasises desire and not violence. What Clitophon sees as the main commonalities between the myth and his own story are the male desire for a virgin (ἐρᾷ παρθένου) and the urge to pursue her in order to assuage that desire (διώκει). What better example could illustrate Clitophon’s burning heart? However, this is not an ideal love story but one of rape and metamorphosis that does not fit the prerequisites of ideal romance.3 Both Clitophon and Clinias use tales from mythology to address their own fictional lives, without regard to the different categories of myth (metamorphosis myths, myths from epic, myths from the stage, tales from historiography) but purely on the basis of their broader theme, women and Eros.4

Surprisingly, neither of these mythical programmatic paradigms – neither the contra- nor the pro-women – is meant to come true, and none is mirrored entirely in the plot: a few pages later, Clinias’ lover dies while riding a horse that was a gift from his boyfriend, and Clitophon, despite pursuing and eloping with Leucippe, does not have sex with her until their actual marriage at the very end of the novel. Male love proves to be as perilous as heterosexual for Charicles, and Clitophon’s desire for Leucippe is not as destructive as Apollo’s desire for Daphne. Indeed, the story for which Clitophon and Leucippe are casting is not mythical but a novel, a tale whose main ingredient is the mutual coup de foudre of the two heterosexual protagonists in the beginning and their happy reunion in the end. Achilles Tatius, writing around the mid-second century CE and approximately 100 years after the ‘first’ novel, ought to have been aware of the generic constraints of the kind of story he is telling, which included, love, adventure, chastity, and marriage.5

The excerpt from Achilles Tatius above does not show the affinities of the novelistic story6 with myth but, rather, how broadly the term ‘myth’ relates to the plot of the Greek novels. Most of Clinias’ myths were associated with particular texts, but these were not always explicit. For a myth was a story that was not necessarily thought to belong to one genre but to a broader system of mythical vulgate. In the imperial times there was an ongoing dialogue between higher and lower genres and media, most of which dealt with myth in one way or another. The myths that Ps.-Apollodorus knew were transmitted through a set of texts already considered ‘classical’ and ‘canonical’, such as Homer or the tragedians, but these myths were also available in other formats. We know for example that Euripides’ tragedies circulated in the compact, reader-friendly form of summarised ‘Tales’.7 Famous plays were still performed in some parts of the Empire but mime and pantomime further disseminated and adapted the well-known stories.8 The visual arts made ample use of traditional myths as well, bringing them to anyone who had eyes to see. The opening up of myth so as to include a wide variety of tales made Greek myth the lingua franca among the elite, who used it to discuss not only literary but everyday topics. This common mythical ‘cultural currency’,9 or mythical vulgate, was shared among those with a solid background in Greek paideia and who, would have frequented at least the school of the grammarian, if not of rhetoric. The breadth therefore of the mythical vulgate suggests that it is impossible to deduce the ‘birth’ of the novel from one or another kind of myth, or indeed a myth-related genre, but an overview of the variety of sources and media.

On the other hand, Clinias’ and Clitophon’s mythical analogues imply that the available mythical vulgate was slightly problematic for the new genre. Despite the opening of the mythical as a category to include all possible erotic tales, Greek myth was unable to provide the novel with such a thing as a tale of mutually faithful love that ends happily. Had Euripides’ Andromeda survived, we might have witnessed an antecedent of such a tale, since the play apparently opens with Perseus’ coup de foudre and ends with his marriage to the Ethiopian princess.10 However, besides this fairytale-like couple, none of the more successfully-married mythical chaste celebrities, such as Penelope and Alcestis, are in the bloom of youth. Nor do these domesticated heroines travel extensively, like the female characters encountered in the novel or the unfaithful but volatile Helen.11 Nor does New Comedy provide a crystal-clear ideal of chaste heterosexual love, and rape, instead of mutual love at first sight, was often the reason to marry the girl.12 Nor is Hellenistic poetry characterised by such an obsession with mutual love and chastity, with the possible exception of the story of ‘Acontius and Cydippe’, which indeed focuses on mutual desire, but not on virginity and even less so on adventure.13

Clitophon then requires all his rhetorical skill to convert the popular myths of seduction and rape into ‘romantic tales’, so as to fit his presumably ‘ideal’ love for Leucippe. Thus, Clinias’ list of ‘bold and beautiful’ women should be re-labelled ‘bold, beautiful and faithful’ to correspond to the novelistic heroines. The effect is somewhat like what the Orpheus and Eurydice myth does for Mozart’s opera, The Magic Flute (1792), being programmatic for Pamina’s and Tamino’s ordeals in the underworld. And yet the libretto does not mention Orpheus but presumes that the audience can deduce it, because they are steeped in both classical literature and adaptations thereof, such as Gluck’s Orfeo (1774) from 20 years earlier. Moreover, just as in the novel a mythical background serves to highlight the differences, rather than the similarities, between myth and the novelistic plot, the opera uses Orpheus’ and Eurydice’s unhappy saga as a negative analogue for the victorious and happy romance of Tamino and Pamina.14 In both cases the mythical erudition of the audience matters.

This book is about the use and function of myth in the five extant ideal Greek novels. These prose texts were written between the mid-first and the mid-fourth centuries CE; all tell of the erotic adventures of a girl-boy pair of lovers who are separated, tempted and threatened by other suitors before finding each other again.15 These are Chariton’s Callirhoe (c. 50 CE), Xenophon’s Anthia and Habrocomes or Ephesiaca (between 65 and 98 CE?), Achilles Tatius’ Leucippe and Clitophon (c. 150 CE), Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe or Lesbiaca (c. 200CE?) and Helidorus’ Chariclea and Theagenes or Aethiopica (c. 350 CE).16 Mythology in the novel has long been thoroughly explored from a ritual and religious point of view; myths and their relevant intertexts have also been extensively analysed in recent years.17 And yet the religious, ritual, and intertextual approaches, because they tend to focus on the (socio-religious) origin(s) or the (literary) model(s) of the new genre, do not do justice to the complex role myth plays in it. In this analysis I will not investigate a particular mythical/literary genre but mythical tales that belong to the wider intertextual pool of imperial literature and whose popularity is well attested in literary as well as in visual sources.

As intertextual analysis shows, Homer’s Odyssey and Euripides’ so-called ‘escape tragedies’ and the Hippolytus were among the novelists’ favoured myths.18 This is not surprising since both the epic and the dramatic poet were the two cornerstones of imperial Greek paideia and cultural identity. Besides, it is Homer and Euripides who are chiefly represented in the papyrological findings.19 It has long been acknowledged that Homer’s Odyssey shares with the novel the themes of love, suitor competition, and (contested) conjugal fidelity as embodied in the tales about Helen and Penelope.20 Further, the two extant Euripidean ‘escape tragedies’ treat the themes of adventure in faraway lands, such as the (near) sacrifices and successful escapes that are also common in the Greek novels, so that these partly foreshadow the later novelistic plot.21 Finally, the theme of male chastity is exemplified by the extremely popular myth of Hippolytus, which, besides its use in testing the male character’s faithfulness, also provides in Phaedra a negative doublet for the both love-stricken and chaste female protagonist.22 It may be accidental that only meagre papyrological support exists for the escape tragedies, for example the Helen or the Iphigenia plays, since other literary and visual evidence suggests that these plays were very popular during the Empire. 23 Given this intertextual predilection I will concentrate here on four myths that are tightly related to the story of the female novelistic protagonist: Iphigenia, Phaedra, Penelope and Helen. While these tales exemplify the transition from virginity to womanhood and explore the themes of suitor competition, faithfulness and unfaithfulness, even more importantly they include travel, adventures, separations, and happy reunions.

These narratives were popular not only in the Greek novels. My approach is to consider a selection of instances of these four myths in such contemporary prose authors as Dio, Plutarch, Lucian, Maximus of Tyre, and Philostratus. These authors of the Second Sophistic are good testimonies to the ongoing Mythenkritik and will provide a broader background for how the novel uses myth. Although these works are not themselves novels, nonetheless they suggest a change in the treatment of erotic myths onto which was often appended a happy ending, such as the marriage of Helen and Achilles in Philostratus’ Heroicus. Next, I briefly inspect a pool of mythographers such as Ps.-Apollodorus, or more recherché manuals such as those by Parthenius, Antoninus Liberalis, or periegetes such as Pausanias. These works, too, show an interest in variants of traditional erotic tales that were contemporaneous with the novels; therefore, they are equally important for understanding the novel’s attitude towards myth.24 Moreover, the novel’s own take on traditional mythology ought to be considered too, since each novelist bequeathed to his successors not only a love plot but also a model for merging the love and adventure plot with traditional myth.

Equally, visual evidence is important. Like the frescoes and mosaics in private villas, love novels – as opposed to declamation, for example – were not meant for ‘public’ display but bear testimony to the kind of erotic tales favoured in the private sphere.25 To the best of our knowledge, the novels were for private degustation, whether in small or larger circles.26 It is not surprising therefore that mosaics and novels treat similar mythical themes, such as Hippolytus and Phaedra, Helen’s and Paris’ meeting, or Iphigenia’s escape by sea. Moreover, as the novel became more popular as a form, parts of the novelistic plot were taken as erotic themes to be represented among others on floors and wall paintings of private houses, as indicated by the second-century mosaics inspired by the Ninus Romance and the Parthenope.27 What these mosaics tell us about the property owners is their interest in love stories, mythical as well as novelistic. It is impossible in this study to take into consideration all the visual evidence available. However, given the prominence of visual culture in the novel and the chief role of ekphrasis in it, it would be methodological unsafe to exclude entirely the visual testimonies.28

Having thus outlined the literary and visual background of the novel’s milieu, I will examine the four myths about female heroines alongside the story of the novelistic protagonist. In what follows I suggest a different take on both myth and intertextuality via a structural and narratological analysis of the imperial mythical vulgate and the novelistic plot. The Greek novels, I argue, shape their plot according to the expectations of a readership well versed both in mythical and novelistic narratives. Taking the novel’s emphasis on mutual love and chastity as an indispensable constraint and means of achieving the happy ending, I will explore the four relevant, major mythical clusters about women, namely Iphigenia, Phaedra, Penelope and Helen, that occasionally foreshadow or contradict the novel’s own story. Using these as the backbone of my analysis I then explore their contribution to the articulation of the novelistic plot in order to show how a careful analysis of the mythical themes and motifs forms a kind of structural metalanguage that illustrates the readership’s expectations of the new genre: a kind of early myth-based novelistic grammar.29

The Greek novels are not at the centre of the literary production of the Second Sophistic and very little is known about their readership. However, the context in which they were written sheds some light on how they work their way around myth while maintaining their own generic characteristics. Because they flourished around the same time as the highbrow literature often used in public declamation, and because they did not lack in sophistication, the novels may help us understand the literary trends of the Empire, representing the missing link between written and oral or public and private literary culture. In an era in which traditional Greek myths served as hot topics for sophisticated virtuoso criticism, the novels provide an interesting insight into different receptions of the old tales. This book focuses on the novelistic manipulation of traditional lore, which in turn function as a metaliterary device for deciphering the plots of the novels. Nonetheless, before embarking upon the main examination of the texts, I revisit here two sensitive terms that appear frequently in the course of the analysis and which, like Clinias’ female mythical celebrities, have long been the subject of complex scholarly debate: ‘myth’ and ‘intertext’.


Coming to Terms with

‘Myth’

The novel has been thought to have strong ties to myth. But if the concept of myth is hard to grasp in genres that engage directly with traditional tales in a ritual context, such as tragedy, how much more difficult is to assess the relationship between myth and the novel! In the excerpt from Achilles Tatius above, we saw that myth is everywhere: novels contain myths from the epic or the stage, metamorphosis or aetiological or allegorical local myths such as the tale about the origins of the Nile in Heliodorus. Additionally, a supreme divinity often rules the plot, such as Aphrodite in Chariton or Artemis in Xenophon. The variety is great and almost beyond classification. Myths may appear as quotations from a particular text, as extensive embedded narratives, or en passant; they may be secular or sacred. However, it is not just the breadth of mythical allusions in the novel that prompts its association with ‘myth’ but also the admittedly similar plot pattern of the five extant Greek novels that occasionally gives the impression that they are five variations on a new kind of ‘myth’ one with a happy ending. Myth, then, is a delicate term to use, if not downright misleading. In this series that favours the interaction between Mythos, Eikon, and Poiesis, the term myth requires further elucidation. Thus, because I intend to use the word ‘myth’ and its cognates in my study, I want to briefly present the earlier takes on the term before explaining my own.

Under the influence of the Ritualist School, myth in the novel was related to ritual, which implied that the novels had ‘sacred’ meaning. This point of view, with different variations, was adopted as early as Kerényi (1927) and carried further by Merkelbach (1962), who saw in these works an encrypted ‘sacred narrative’ about initiation.30 New alternatives to this view emphasise the cultural and religious contexts in which the novels were written: for example Beck (2003), Dowden (1999), and Bierl (2009) explore the religious echoes of imperial religion and rituals, such as initiation rituals, sacrifices, and rites of passage. Lalanne (2006), on the other hand, approaches the novel from an anthropological perspective, surveying its representation of teenagehood alongside the model ‘mythes de la jeunesse’, such as Artemis or Perseus. Whitmarsh (2011) has recently applied van Genepp’s tripartite initiation pattern with an eye to the organisation of the narrative around it and its contribution to the construction of a narrative imperial identity. And yet, despite the primary role of religion in the novel, most of the myths alluded to therein are erotic and not sacred. Thus, religion plays an auxiliary, not a protagonistic, role.31 With Lalanne (2006) and Whitmarsh (2011), 44 we shift towards a broader cultural and narratological spectrum where ‘the romances should be read in terms of “ritual poetics”, of literary strategy rather than of “serious” religious homiletics.’

Whereas myth and religio-cultural milieu are still investigated there are fewer attempts to study the Greek novel as a genre that emerged from local aetiological myths,32 as E. Rohde (1960 (1876)) and Lavagnini (1921) suggest. A recent take on local mythography, again from a cultural point of view, is provided by Whitmarsh (2013), who argues for an echo of ‘collections of local myths’ such as that of Parthenius in the Greek novel; he uses Longus as his chief example.33 Of course erudite novels – especially Longus and Achilles Tatius – present, among others, aetiological tales with an interest in local lore.34 However, the genre’s broader mythical orientation is the mythical koine understood by both the Greek and the Hellenised alike, and the local touches stand next to (and are probably overshadowed by) the mythical vulgate.35

Another persistent trend is to oppose the instances of the ancient notion of ‘mythos’ in the novel with the philosophically, and supposedly objectively defined, ‘logos’. Thus the Greek novel, according to some scholars, is a myth in the sense of falsehood or fiction because it narrates a story, which is a lie, or exactly the kind of tales by philosophers and sophists Xenophanes critisised. 36 B. E. Perry (1967), 38 further distinguishes between different shades of falsehood: ‘the real romance is falsehood (pseudos) only when judged by the alien standards of historiography, when judged with reference to its own standards as a literary genre, it is a legitimate artistic creation (plasma).’ Ruiz-Montero (1991) investigates the relationship between the fictional, non-myth-based but invented, narratives in the Progymnasmata and the novel and finds that they fits the rhetorical categories of fictional composition.37 However, the evidence from the Progymnasmata is often regarded as controversial since there is not always a clear division between the mythical (mythikai diegeseis) and the invented tales (plasmatikai diegeseis), not to mention that the very meaning of “mythos” is unclear.38 More cautiously, Webb (2009) emphasises the importance of the Progymnasmata in order to understand the rhetorical techniques used in the Greek novels and how oratory prepared imperial readers to exercise their imagination by training them to envision themselves in different situations. The novel, she argues, not only needs to make the fictional apparent but also to make the audience realise the artificiality of its own subject matter, moving thus further away from the category of plasmatikon.39

A different way of thinking argues that, if the novel’s plot is on the border between truth and fiction, then it must be a form of historiography, especially given that the second titles of the novels echo local manuals, such as Ephesiaca or Aethiopica. But even within the historiographical genre it is quite demanding to delineate where true and ‘truer’ histories lie, and Lucian, writing roughly in the same period as Achilles Tatius, makes this evident.40 This purported historicity, as Richard Hunter (1994) labels it, is not a clear indication of a struggle between historical and non-historical material in the novel.41 Rather, historicity points to a kind of pact made with the reader of a fictional work in prose, the medium par excellence of truthful narratives, such as historiography and philosophy. Morgan (1993), 187 has long argued for the importance of historiography in conceiving the contract of ‘fictional complicity’ between the author of a (quasi or not) historiographical text and his reader so as to accept a reading as – fictionally, historiographically, or factually – true.42 As with local myths, aetia or legends, historiographical details increase plausibility and encourage the contract between text and reader that allows him to enter its fictional universe.43 Still, although the novel uses the historiographical medium, namely prose, this does not make it more historical than mythical. Besides, prose was also the medium of philosophical dialogue, and Plato, dispite his disenchantment with poets and poetry, not only wrote ‘myths’ but also presented Socrates transposing Aesop’s prose ‘mythoi’ into verse.44 If, then, there is no concrete medium for ‘myths’, and Clinias lists Candaules’ wife alongside Phaedra and Penelope, we must acknowledge that the boundaries between history and myth are frail and that an exploration of the mythical in the novel does not necessarily contradict its historicical touches.

For other scholars, the typical novelistic plot of loss and reunion was seen as ‘variations on a theme’.45 Just as Greek literature plays with variants of myths, the novels were similarly thought to be evidence for a tale’s deep structure. Reardon (1971) characteristically argued that the novel represents the ‘Hellenistic myth’. He follows Perry, for whom romance illustrates ‘the adventures or experiences of one or more individuals in their private capacities and from the viewpoint of their private interests and emotions.’ Such claims are partly endowed with Perry’s socialist point of view, since the reason for this isolation was the rise of a middle-class citizenry. Reardon saw the social origins of the novelistic plot as illustrating ‘the isolation of the individual in the world.’46 Reardon understood Perry’s social reading in psychoanalytical terms, and his understanding of the social anxiety of the era shows influence from the approach of Frye (1957), his contemporary, and Dodd’s (1951) treatment of the irrational.47 Recently Whitmarsh (2011) contested the idea of one shared novelistic plot. Thus, more emphasis has been placed on the individual character of each novel.48

Other scholars have connected the apparently shared plot pattern of the five ideal novels to the Aristotelian notion of ‘mythos’. Myth in this case is understood in formal terms as a story pattern. Such an approach can be found in the analysis by Lowe (2000) who, in an semi-evolutionary way, reconstructs the novel’s plot from earlier epic and dramatic plot structures.49 A less formal version of this approach is the intertextual study of epic and drama in the Greek novel, with often contradictory but interesting results: for example, Fusillo (1991) argues for a secularisation of myths and genres during their distillation in the novels; Paulsen (1992) opts for an inclusive interpretation of dramatic and epic genres as both myths and plots; and Cueva (2004) does not distinguish enough, in my view, between the genres in which myths appear but approaches the novel from an intertextual point of view without, however, highlighting the overall importance of myth as a category for fiction.50

The above exposé is far from exhaustive but indicates the complex status of myth in the Greek novel. The recent Introduction to the collection of myth-related articles from the ICAN IV at Lisbon by Futre-Pinheiro, Bierl, and Beck (2013), 7–47 is characteristic in this respect. Despite their initial shared inspiration from the Ritualist School, Anton Bierl, Jan Bremmer and Fritz Graf all reach astonishingly different conclusions. The first argues for the novel’s being the ‘New Myth’ and inscribes the novel within a long tradition of Greek mytho-ritual poetics; Bremmer finds in the novel’s mythical tales a sophistic tour de force, characteristic of the taste of the times but without religious depth; Graf turns an eye towards the unobstructed continuation of Greek myth in late antiquity and sees the novels as interludes in this development, a ‘reaction to mythical narratives … prose instead of poetry, outstandingly good and beautiful or evil and nasty actors.’51 Not surprisingly, Bremmer and Bierl, and in another roundtable discussion Whitmarsh, take Achilles Tatius or Longus as their starting points, as do other scholars who want to relate novel to myth or mythos.52 Of course, in any discussion of the influence of myth, it is natural to take as starting point the corpus’ only two novels that explicitly refer to their novelistic plot as it were a myth-like tale.53 Yet, these novels were written in the heyday of the genre’s floruit and do not necessarily tell us how the genre uses myth. Rather they illustrate how later novelists manipulate myth, based not only on the source texts but also on their predecessors’ reworkings. The situation is complex indeed.

That being said, the investigation of the ancient term ‘mythos’, which scholars often explore in the hope that it will eliminate the ideological and semasiological problems that surround the modern term ‘myth’,54 complicates the situation further. Not only is ‘mythos’ wide ranging in Greek literature, since the term is applied not only to Aesopic fables, Platonic myths and every other kind of mythical tale, but also (incoherently) to the five ideal Greek texts.55 The conflation of ‘mythos’ with ‘myth’ is the counterpart of a well-embedded binary opposition that contrasts the ‘mythical’ material, with other, supposedly non-mythical categories, such as ’logoi’, ‘mythoi’, ritual, or other.56 At this point, a compromise needs to be struck between the author of this book and her reader, both of whom are required to make some concessions about what each understands as ‘myth’ and/or ‘mythos’ and to agree to use it as an inclusive category for all sorts of mythical tales, following Clitophon’s and Clinias’ example above. Without this first condition, an examination of the mythical in the Greek novels seems impossible.

Walter Burkert famously defines myth as a traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to something of collective importance.57 However, Clitophon’s and Clinias’ world is no longer that of the closed city-state but of the Roman Empire and of mythical synkretism. Thus, any inflexible definition of the term would immediately exclude other expressions of it. Thus, when studying the intertextual presence of the mythical in the Greek novel, the above definition should be abstracted even further, so as to incorporate as many as of these mythical tales as possible. For the purposes of this study, ‘myth shall be understood as a traditional tale with a collective importance for a local (namely Greek) or a wider (namely Hellenised) community’, but not as part of any particular ritual context. This adapted definition from Walter Burkert is crucial for my approach here, since it combines the ‘traditional’ character of myth and its importance for the novel’s readership, although not in ritual but rather in narrative and cultural terms.58 Were myths not tales with wide reverbrations, the Greek novel would probably have no use for them besides sophistic embellishment. However, as we will see, in the novel, as throughout Greek literature, myth remains a continuous point of literary and cultural reference.


‘Intertext’

So far, I have contrasted a more conventional notion of myth with its transformation by the time of the Greek novel. Here, I want to draw on another aspect of myth, its relationship with text.59 As Alexiou (2002), 164 observes: ‘myths do not die with the passage from orality to literacy; like Proteus they change shape and form.’ Oral storytelling, visual culture and ritual practices contribute to the diffusion of myth, but, for the era and the genre I am concerned with here, written texts were the primary means of transmission. However, not all novels are concerned with highlighting their debts to mythical tales.60 Despite the more meticulous intertextual annotation observed in some novels, such as in Chariton, where full Homeric hexameters are inserted into the main narrative, other novels do not always make their borrowings explicit. There are plenty of instances where the novels allude to mythical examples more sketchily or more subtly.61 Therefore, we find express allusions that range from a kind of ‘Alexandrian footnote’62 to moreor less-subtly suggested mythical intertexts, the meaning of which might have been more evident to an imperial audience, which, like Clinias and Clitophon, was continuously explosed to mythical vulgate.63

In Clinias’ examples above the thematic kernel of his recitation is the association between ‘female beauty’, ‘lust’ and ‘male death’. His invitation to Clitophon to add more examples to his own already extensive list shows the flexibility and compliance of these tales. Clinias’ choice of examples is adapted to a reading suited to his own cause, namely homosexual erotics. By including in his list the famously faithful Penelope or the innocent and submissive Chryseis and Briseis in order to show that, ultimately, all women are evil and dangerous, Clinias emphasises the dreary fate of their suitors. His selection and modification mainly demonstrates that any intertextual reading is unavoidably subjective and relevant to a particular discourse setting; its meaning is the outcome of the interaction between a narrative, its narrator, its addressee, and the overall context. Roman visual art, with its snippets of episodes from broader mythical tales, is characteristic of the kind of reading culture and interpretative practices one may encouter in the novels: a viewer of paintings scattered across different walls and floor surfaces of a villa, or of a frieze representing different episodes of a well-known story, ought to be able to reconstruct the rest from his own background knowledge.64 A merger of (intertextual mythical) horizons is prerequisite to understanding the gaps that could not be represented fully in visual art.65 A mythical vulgate was therefore a system that was shared between the members of the educated elite.66

Thus, the mythical allusions in the Greek novels need to be reconsidered via a more broadly understood thematic intertextual net that is based not only on verbatim allusions but also on the motifs, themes, and patterns that were inherent to those mythical texts. For an audience well versed in ‘myth-o-logical’ thinking, these motifs, themes and patterns would have been triggered by the subtlest allusion.67 What I understand as mythical structural intertextuality, i. e. the exploration of the relationship between the main storyline of the novel and the mythical tales from epic, drama, visual arts and other sources, requires a broadening of both the concept of reception procedure and of the devices of annotation that this entails. When dealing with myth in the first three centuries there was no such thing as a single authoritative text transmitting one myth, although there were ‘more standard’ and ‘less standard’ versions thereof. Scholarly intertextual approaches continusouly investigate the richness and diversity of these relationships,68 but beyond the intertexts, the overarching structure of these mythical texts has not, in my view, been studied sufficiently nor fully grasped.


‘Megatext’

For the purposes of the approach adopted here I will not rely on a one-to-one intertextual approach. Instead, I aim for an inclusive organisation and reception of the mythical material through various allusions to the myths in question in both literary and visual narratives. This endeavour will permit a better understanding of the literary horizons shared between the novels and their readers at the time the novel flourished. I will then attempt to reconstruct what I call the ‘mythical megatext’ that the imperial reader might have had to hand when asked to recall a particular myth or a particular detail of a myth. Expanding on the view of drama outlined in Segal (1983) the ‘megatext of a myth’ is namely ‘the totality of themes or songs that the poets (here the novelists) of an oral (and in the first centuries oral, visual and written)69 culture would have available in their repertories, but also the network of more or less subconscious patterns, or “deep structure” or “undisplaced forms”, which tales of a given type share with one another.’

All these different variations were condensed, not to a single version but to a more or less concrete pattern, a predefined selection and arrangement of possible scenarios, so that a reader versed in mythical literary texts would be able to predict its outcome.70 To shift Saussure’s practical linguistic model between synchronie (parole) and diachronie (langue) onto a narratological level,71 we can argue that the mythical megatext includes a selection of the motifs, themes and patterns available from the vertical paradigmatic axis that included all the possible manifestations of a myth. Choosing to tell one version did not mean that the others were disregarded. Rather, sense is made because one version is chosen over the others, so that the unselected possibilities also contribute to understanding the role played by the preferred version.72 Greek myth, then, can be understood as a relatively coherent mytho-logical megatext, the structure of which was well known and embedded in the educated reader’s mind. The mythical motifs, themes and patterns were often featured instead of (or together with) explicit allusions, and they were not static but part of an evolving mythical vulgate, which, despite its flexibility, continued to continued to revise mythical tales that had a particular cultural meaning and ought to be transmitted further.73

Myths have long played a part in scholarly structural and narratological analysis, and the works of anthropologists such as Claude Lévi-Strauss’ Anthropologie structurale or Walter Burkert’s Homo Necans have been very influential. In those cases the structure of myth, or of a mythical narrative, is supposed to unveil something outside the tale, outside the story logic, such as a cultural, psychological, biological and/or mental procedure. Most structural approaches to literary texts go back to linguistics and Saussure’s dichotomy of the now (synchronie) and ever (diachronie) of language.74 Todorov (1970) for example applies Lévi-Strauss’ analysis of the Oedipus myth to the Liaisons dangereuses. Barthes (1970) in his S/Z attempts a segmentation of the basic units of the narrative that relate more or less directly with other texts, the lexias. Culler (1975) is still a good overview of these structuralist approaches to poetics, and he is right to observe that in exploring structure ‘the analyst’s task is not to develop a taxonomy of plots or new metalanguages for their transcription … <but> he must attempt to explicate the metalanguage within the reader himself.’ Culler’s observation is important because it stresses the significance of the readership in understanding the structure of the story.75

The Greek novel has also been a favourite subject for formal and structural approaches either because of its ample use of myth, or due to its similarity with folktale narratives, or simply for its supposedly myth-like plot.76 Keyes’ (1922) early analysis, for example, compares the in medias res composition of the Aethiopica with that of the Odyssey, and MacQueen (1990) attempts a formal examination of Longus’ narrative around the aetiological myths. An overarching approach based on Propp’s Märchen-poetics has been carried out by Ruiz-Montero (1981), who attempts to discover Propp’s functions in the Greek novels. However, Propp’s rules work well for his own corpus of texts but would not do justice to a genre of the complexity of such a story as Leucippe and Clitophon. That said, an analysis of the novels in Proppian terms would necessarily skim their plot down to such minimal narrative units as are unavoidably universal, and would thus discard the particular character of each work and its engagement with the culture of Greek paideia.77 The Greek novels are not folktales, although they do flirt with oral tradition and include strong folkloric components,78 mainly motifs based on the Aarne-Thompson Index, as for example G. Anderson (2007) shows, expanding on Trenkner’s (1958) earlier findings.79 Among the more interesting formal analyses is also Reardon’s (1991), esp. 170–74, work on the ‘form’ of the Greek Romance that attempts to define the common ‘pattern’ of the love and adventure story but with an eye to the social transformations of the Hellenistic world, not the narrative itself. Reardon does not engage with myth itself but assimilates the novelistic to the mythical seeing myth in Aristotelean terms qua mythos: a plot that mirrors, symbolically, the socio-cultural milieu of the genre.80 However, the Greek novels are neither folktales nor myths but sophisticated narratives of the Empire that manipulate their folktale and mythical elements self-consciously, so as to show the genre’s own input into imperial fiction.

We observed above that the novel’s basic story – mutual love, loss, and reunion – was not a popular theme of Greek myth that preferred ill-fated outcomes. In fact, its very matrix seems much like the kind of novellae, or short stories often of local colour, which were based on oral storytelling and meant for entertainment.81 Trenkner (1958), in her still original approach to classical literature, discusses how the novel, like other high genres before it, exploited this rich popular material.82 Indeed, as we now know, there must have been many oral tales of different local colour: Persian, Jewish, Egyptian and other chronicles with cross-cultural appeal.83 However, from the moment a narrative is put down, it engages with the language and genre conventions within which it is composed.84 The folkloric core of these narratives – these elements of romance85 such as love at first sight, faithfulness, adventures, potions or magical helpers – is immediately transformed into the form of a novel in prose and becomes part of the buoyant intellectual production of the Second Sophistic. If the ravishing Callirhoe is abducted and waits for Chaereas to save her just as princesses in fairytales do, this does not underplay the reflexive allusions to the Helen myth, whose two primary versions are the Iliad and the Helen. Thus, the folkloric elements are no less important than the classical myths for decoding these texts.

That said, it is not fortuitous that the Greek novel shows a predilection for those classical texts that also include some folkloric elements, such as the Odyssey or Euripides’ escape tragedies.86 As Plato says, ‘like always clings to like.’ If intertextual research repeatedly shows how important the Helen myth was for the novel, this is not because there were no other mythical Beauties, but because Helen’s story was inherently similar to the story about the bold and beautiful novelistic heroines, something that loomed in the universal storytelling motifs common to both genres. Still, the extent to which each novel alludes to and revisits the myth of Helen, as well as the degree to which it balances the novelistic/folkloric and the mythical components, is suggestive of the way each novels fashions itself vis-à-vis its readership: a story with a more or less folkloric background that engages differently with Greek paideia and its myths.

Given that we are not able to assess the volume and pathways of oral storytelling, we must take the majority of our intertextual evidence from the novels’ well-attested literary engagement with classical texts, and it is primarily this material that the ongoing intertextual analysis reveals. However, we might be able to peek into the orally-transmitted material if we were to concentrate on both, the overlap between novel and myth and its divergence from the mythical narratives that the megatext imposes: in other words, if we searched for other, non-myth-related logic in the narrative. What is not directly myth-related, in my view, points to a different source of material, motifs, themes and plot patterning that was, if not folkloric then at least novelistic, inherent to the genre the five Greek novels were written.87

In the following chapters, I will examine the imperial mythical megatexts related to Iphigenia, Phaedra, Helen and Penelope prior to my analysis of the novels, so as to derive the recurrent basic narrative elements of the myths and how they might have been seen by the novel’s contemporary readers. These repeated elementary units will be labelled as motifs, if they are of basic, or as themes, if of broader importance.88 Then I shall attempt to orchestrate these motifs in a syntagmatic sequence that illustrates how a mythical tale was articulated linearly during the act of narration, if narrowed down to its main plot ingredients. My aim is not to deduce the elementary blocks of any narrative but infer the kind of motifs and patterns that an imperial audience might have had in mind when prompted to recall the corpus of a particular mythical tale.89 Admittedly, any selection of basic motifs is by nature arbitrary and subjective.90 That said, the classification of any narrative into themes and motifs is nonetheless methodologically necessary, especially if we want to reconstruct the ancient readership’s take on the novel.91 Unlike cognitive literary researchers we no longer have the the actual audience to provide helpful summaries but are compelled to reconstruct them from the available evidence.

Roughly following the structural model, I will organise my material thus: into the paradigmatic sequence I shall group all the other versions to which the narrator and his/her audience had access and which hinted at a variety of different and possibly opposing outcomes. The deeper structure of a myth is revealed by the combination of the two readings, the chosen syntagmatic – namely the linear articulation of the selected plot in motifs, themes and patterns – and the paradigmatic axis, or: all other mythical possibilities that were recalled connotatively. This dynamic Saussurean approach does not intend to unveil the pattern of every narrative or of every imperial fictional work, much less the mythical narratives, but focuses only on the five Greek novels and their manipulation of mythical patterns. This articulation of the megatext will be used to explore the interchange between what a reader is told/reads and what s/he anticipates hearing/read by manipulating the shared pool of knowledge of the mythical megatext within the constraints of the novelistic plot.

In order to assess the reading challenges that a novel posed to its readership, I will also explore the impact of the megatext on the implied, embedded readers.92 To the structural analysis of the available mythical intertexts I shall add a narratological parameter, paying particular attention to the function of focalisation, namely: from whose point of view a story is told or whom the external narrator favours.93 This will prove a useful instrument in deciphering the novel’s plot, since it illustrates how the external reader may have interpreted a myth on the basis of his or her internal/embedded reception and re-interpretation. While focalisation may have been encouraged or directed by the external narrator, it also depended on the reader, who might identify him/herself and subsequently focalise the plot through a chosen character.94 Readers, as Cognitive Studies inform us, make a more or less conscious choice by taking the perspective of one or more characters.95 Besides, empathy, the ability of the external and embedded readership to engage emotionally with the narrative is an important issue in understanding the different points of view of any story.96 Equally, empathetic attachment to one or more focalisers might shift and influence the expectations of the internal and external readership.97 Considering this evidence, the expectations of the novel’s readership are shaped not only by the possible variants offered by the available mythical scenarios evoked but also by the viewpoint of the embedded readership, whose deciphering of the mythical megatext therefore offers a reflexive insight into the genre’s understanding of myth in general and in each novel specifically.

Mythical narratives had been so manipulated by centuries of self-conscious mythical literature that, at least in the period I am studying here, it is difficult to place them into precise narrative templates or to distinguish them according the genre in which they appear. Still, their megatexts are the crystallization of particular versions and sub-versions of these myths within a given historical and cultural context, so as to form a kind of narrative grammar about how these stories were told and received. But in order to assess that, we need to follow our no­ velistic heroines to the world’s extremities, where they meet with Iphigenia and Helen, or to the world’s cultural centres such as Athens, where they meet with Phaedra, or to the symbolic returning point, Penelope’s Ithaca.







The bold and virginal: Iphigenia

The unfortunate Rebecca was conducted to the black chair placed near the pile. On her first glance at the terrible spot where the preparations were making for her dying a death alike dismaying to the mind and painful to the body, she was observed to shudder and shut her eyes, praying internally doubtless, for her lips moved though no speech was heard … the Judges had now been two hours in the lists, awaiting in vain the appearance of a champion. It became the general opinion that no one would wage battle for an unhappy maiden.

(Sir Walter Scott, 1820, Ivanhoe, Chapter 43)

1.1The myth of Iphigenia

In tales of love and adventure there are two things that pose a threat to the ‘happily ever after’ ending: the first is the death of the main protagonist, while the second, as I will discuss in the next chapter, is adultery – sometimes male but mainly female.98 Sacrifice, execution and suicide all imperil the female protagonist and jeopardise the expected reunion of the couple. Near-death situations also add a voyeuristic touch,99 especially given the universal – and particularly dominant in Greece – imagery that relates marriage and death.100 Things are more complex, however, when a story presents a dead protagonist to begin with. And while a principal character might be expected to die at the middle or end of the plot, one that is already deceased in the first lines or chapters is extremely provocative and compelling. Surprisingly, this is the case of both Callirhoe in Chariton’s eponymous novel and of Heliodorus’ Chariclea, who, before the story really even beginns is presented with her beloved apparently dead in her arms and begging for death herself at the hands of the Egyptian brigands. By placing death, or better, near-death, so close to the novel’s opening, the earliest and latest examples of the genre show that this theme was an uncircumscribed part of the novelistic adventures. And although the tragic death of a virginal beauty was commonplace in Greek myth, other than Iphigenia not too many girls are reported to have successfully escaped it.101

In this first chapter I would like to discuss near-death situations, which are centred on the theme of Maidens of Death, or the ‘Brides of Hades’, as Seaford (1987) calls their tragic soeurs.102 In his review of sacrifice in culture and literature, Huges (2007) understands human sacrifice as the ritual, religious sacrifice of a human which is used as a ‘powerful symbol’ to delineate the distance between culture and civilisation. On the other hand, ‘execution is rarely approximate to human sacrifice but it is perfectly possible for a writer to use the idea of human sacrifice powerfully to interpret the social or psychological dynamics of an execution’ as in the case of Rebecca’s execution in the Ivanhoe above. These social and psychological dynamics of the execution/near-death situation are precisely what the novels employ as their narrative booster. The theme of the maiden’s death might be directly patterned on the Iphigenia mythical megatext, with or without the influence of other folkloric elements.103 In Greek literature, discussing sacrifice and death through the Iphigenia saga raises a set of questions about the limits and limitations of civilisation and civilised thought by contrasting the Greek and the barbarian or by discovering the barbarian in the Greek.104 Iphigenia thus provides not only an opportunity to talk about what is Greek as opposed to barbarian and how male is different from female but also a unique occasion to discuss adventure and escape in life and death.

1.1.1In the visual arts

The first three centuries CE showed enormous interest in depictions of the Iphigenia in Aulis (hereafter IA) and the Iphigenia among the Taurians (IT).105 In the illustrations of the IA, with the notable exception of the painting in the House of the Tragic Poet at Pompeii in which Iphigenia is led to the sacrifice against her will

as in Figure 1, 106 she is depicted consenting to her fate and following Odysseus or Diomedes willingly to the altar. Such is for example the emblema from D’Ampurias in modern Spain in Figure 2, which illustrates a submissive Iphigenia escorted to the altar among many onlookers, hinting at a transposition of the theatrical setting in visual terms. The western location of the emblema is not problematic since it seems to have been imported from Antioch or Athens, thus demonstrating the popularity of the theme across the Empire.107 In both the painting from Pompeii and the emblema, the play’s ‘happier ending’, namely Iphigenia’s, is implied through the presence of a small deer that comes to replace the girl.
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Figure 1: The sacrifice of Iphigenia, probably inspired by Timanthes’ work. The maiden is carried unwillingly to the altar by Menelaus or Diomedes and Odysseus. Calchas leads the group while Agamemnon veils his face. In the sky Artemis brings the substitutive sacrificial deer. House of the Tragic Poet, Naples, Pompeii VI 8, 13, Croisille Pl. 25.1, LIMC Fig. 38, Courtesy of Jackie and Bob Dunn.
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Figure 2: Iphigenia is led to the altar by a large crowd of people. Odysseus leads Iphigenia to the altar, to the altar together with Menelaus or Diomedes. Agamemnon turns his back to the scene. Artemis and the substitutive deer figure in the background. Achilles may be the naked man at the front. D’Ampurias mosaic, 1st c. CE or end of imperial period at the Museum of Ampurias, LIMC Fig. 39, Courtesy of Museun d’Arqueologia de Catalunya Empúries. 
More interestingly, though, the Pompeian visual testimony of where the painting is located within the House of the Tragic Poet indicates that Iphigenia’s sacrifice belonged to a broader mythical visual database: in the villa, her sacrifice is contrasted to that of other women of the Trojan War, such as Helen and Briseis, who are depicted on the inner walls of the house. And whereas the Iphigenia tableau is located in the peristylium, closer to the open air, the paintings of Helen’s elopement with Paris and of Briseis are located indoors, showing thus the difference between the forthcoming liberation of Iphigenia as opposed to the confined women, who were abducted through human and not divine intervention.108
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Figure 3: Orestes seated in front of Iphigenia among the Tauri on an altar. A scroll is depicted on the floor next to him. He looks at the priestess, scene represents the moment of recognition and the ruse that Iphigenia used in order to save her brother from being sacrificed. Mosaic Emblema, end of 2nd or beginning of 3rd c. CE at Antiquarium Comunale, Rome, LIMC Fig. 65 Courtesy of Marie-Lan Nguyen.
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Figure 4: The elopement of Iphigenia with Orestes from the Tauri. Fragment of a relief, Marseille, Académie de Marseille c. 160–180 CE. Also identified as the elopemnet of Helen with Paris, this fragment shows Iphigenia in a long dress and the statuette of Artemis on her left shoulder as she embarks with Orestes, who helps her to jump on board. Le Centre Camille Jullian, Photothèque. CNRS-CCJ Courtesy of V. Gaggadis-Robin and the Photothèque du Centre Camille Jullian.

Another favourite theme in Pompeii wall paintings is the sequel in the land of the Taurians. Among the preferred topics is Orestes standing before Iphigenia, who is depicted with or without the statuette of Artemis, depending on whether the scene precedes or follows the recognition, as in Figure 3. The later third-century Orestes sarcophagi, on the other hand, are valuable testimony since they occasionally present the entire story among the Taurians and provide thus the main narrative blocks, the main themes of the play: for example, the famous Munich sarcophagus in Figure 5 shows, from left to right, Iphigenia in front of the temple of Artemis that is decorated with the heads of previous human sacrifices, in front of which Orestes and Pylades are led, captured, before the girl.109 This first episode of the play, as well as Orestes’ fit of madness, was particularly popular in an Empire that saw the two friends as examples of a unique male friendship.110 The Munich sarcophagus also represents their battle against the barbarians and their embarcation with the statuette and Iphigenia as narrated in the exodos.111 The embarcation was also a prevalent theme and the boat the siblings used to escape Thoas is depicted as a prerequisite for understanding the myth, as seen in Figures 4 and 5.
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Figure 5: Iphigenia among the Taurians. Left, Iphigenia and the statuette in the temple of Artemis. In the centre, Orestes sits on the floor after his torment by the Erinyes. Right, Iphigenia with the stolen cult icon on the fleeing ship. Roman sarcophagus, 140–150 CE at Munich, Glyptotheque Gl. 363; Koch/Sichtermann Fig. 195, LIMC Courtesy of the Munich Glyptothek. Fig. 75.

The narrative sequence represented on the Munich sarcophagus suggests that the viewer of this kind of visual narrative was not only thought to have had a good grasp of the myth and the play but that s/he could also fill in from memory the two missing episodes that form the core of the play’s plot: the account of the recognition scene, which gained Aristotle’s admiration,112 and the third act staging Iphigenia’s ruse against Thoas.113 This does not imply that the recognition scene could not be represented in visual terms. For example, the emblema from Rome, Figure 3, presents an awestruck Orestes seated on a cubic altar with the letter lying at his feet, illustrating the overflowing emotions that dominate the recognition scene. Iphigenia stands before him holding the statuette of Artemis, an indication of the ruse she will use to save him from sacrifice.114 All these details show how a seasoned audience was able to reconstruct through a shared visual grammar the basic lines of the myth’s pattern.

Besides, this small selection of exhibits illustrates an interest in the poignant theme of the virgin being sacrificed, whether willingly or not, in male friendship and in scenes of recognition and flamboyant escape. Dramatic and emotional scenes such as ‘Orestes standing before Iphigenia’, in which the two siblings are ignorant of each other’s identity, or when Iphigenia is depicted as holding or handing over the letter, seem quite widespread and indicative of what the audience believed to be the central themes of the play. Equally prevalent appears to be the fight of Orestes and Pylades against the barbarians and their subsequent flight with Iphigenia on board. As a result, the theme of embarcation frames the narrative, thus stressing the play’s adventure plot.

It is characteristic that the representations of Iphigenia’s escape often suggest movement: her veil is blowing in the wind and she is depicted as rushing to jump aboard with the help of her brother or Pylades. The subject matter of a woman on board ship was part of a widespread visual theme used to depict the departure of other classical heroines, most importantly that of Helen for Troy.115 Still, in the depictions of Helen, to which I will return later, the departing woman appears much more static and majestic and gives the impression that she is reflecting more on her leaving, as opposed to the extremely eager Iphigenia of Figure 4, who jumps into her brother’s arms. These subtle details would have made the reader suspect that the Queen of Sparta in Figure 16 needed to weigh the results of her leave-taking more than the innocent princess who is happily reunited with her brother.

These observations clearly do not represent the full artistic production, nor do they attempt to give an overview of the visual database related to Iphigenia during the Empire. This is beyond my scholarly training as a classicist and not as an art historian. However, they give a good idea of what a seasoned audience might have expected from an Iphigenia-like story and which parts of it could be easily completed by retrieving the details from the well-known mythical vulgate. Thus, staged sacrifice, narrow escape by substitution, recognition between siblings and adventurous escape by sea were among the main themes that characterise the visual reception of the Iphigenia myth in the Empire.


1.1.2In literature

Source texts

We now know that the audience of the first three centuries not only saw but also read both Iphigenia plays, despite them not being in the selection. 116 Moreover they adapted them. Hall (2013), 115 justly argues that Iphigenia is probably the first heroine in Greek myth that comes close to a ‘quest heroine’ of the kind that we later find in the Greek novel. Unlike Penelope, who waits at home, and unlike Helen, who is the passive prize of her suitors, Iphigenia does not have much to do with love. Acting thus outside the constraints of love and marital life, outside the accusations of faithfulness or faithlessness, Iphigenia was a heroine on her own. What the other stories could offer to the Iphigenia megatext was a different approach to the characters’ relationship, to the gender of the victim, to the kind of recognition scene and adventure that follow their reunion. The sacrifice of Iphigenia seems to be silenced in Homer. 117 Nonetheless, the myth was already known to Hesiod fr. 23b (West) and appears on stage in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon. The megatext based on Attic drama gave two possible endings for Iphigenia and other Maidens of Death: one in which the sacrifice is presented ‘raw’, such as in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon or the equivalent of Polyxena’s sacrifice in the Hecuba, and another ‘happier ending’ by substitution.

Euripides contributed greatly to the canonisation of the myth, and he is the first poet to treat the Taurian aspect of the story as well, which he patterned after the incidents in Aulis.118 The structural similarities of the two plays were already noted in antiquity, together with the dual ‘ending’ alternatives.119 In the IA, the emotive effect relies on fear and pity aroused for the victim, irrespective of her ‘last-minute’ substitution. Euripides’ IA links death and marriage and the relevant discussion of the disempowerment of women via marriage, as opposed to them choosing death. In the play, the young and innocent protagonist is lured to Aulis by the promise of a marriage to Achilles, only to realise that she has been led there as a sacrifice that will ensure the success of the Trojan expedition. In discussing the fates of virgins such Antigone, Polyxena and Iphigenia, Loraux (1987), 38 rightly observes that the theme of ‘marriage in Hades’ contrasts with the ‘union with Hades’. At the heart of the sacrifice, or of being put to death, the tragic destiny of the parthenoi is played out against the background tension between “in” and “with”. But the IA ends, at least for the imperial readers, almost always with substitution. It is still controversial whether the ending of the IA is original and whether the play might have ended with the princess sacrificed for good. It is suggested that the ending is a fourth-century addition, and probably by performers who wished to present the two Iphigenia plays in sequence.120 Whatever Iphigenia’s escape was in the original Euripidean play, her substitution became very popular and an inseparable part of the myth, as imperial visual evidence suggests above.

That said, the IT offered an equally – if not more – adventurous escapade that was further blended with an emotional recognition scene.121 In the second play, the ‘averted’ sacrifice motif became an essential part of escape dramas and seems to deploy folktale motifs, such as ruses.122 This kind of pattern seems to have found other earlier imitators, as suggested by the plots of the now-fragmentary Chryses and Aletes.123 Both dramas contribute greatly to the shaping of the Iphigenia myth, providing different options and scenarios about how the story goes. But the megatext could easily adopt elements from other adventure and escape myths too. Here, I will discuss briefly some of the common features of Euripides, other escape plays that have often been thought to inspire the escape plot of the Greek novel, either as a corpus or separately. My focus is not to determine which of the three plays contributed more to the novelistic plot pattern but what this kind of drama supplied to the mythical megatext of the Iphigenia.

Whereas the IA presented the typical virginal heroine, the IT and the Helen present two male victims about to be sacrificed in different ritual contexts: Orestes in the IT and Menelaus in the Helen are the ones whose lives are at stake. In the Helen, Menelaus indeed risks being murdered by Theoclymenus who, like Thoas, sacrifices all Greeks that set foot in Egypt.124 Yet, unlike Thoas, Theoclymenus does not practice ritual xenoktonia but mainly wants to keep Helen to himself. What is more, Helen buries ‘Menelaus’ and performs a symbolic funerary ritual for him as part of her escape plan, the famous kenotaphion.125 Contrarily, in the IT, Iphigenia risks committing the same crime as Agamemnon in the myth, killing a kinsman, a brother, whereas no such danger exists for Helen. Thus the IT and the Helen offered the possibility of a male victim that may be either a brother or a lover and who is saved due to the heroine’s wit. Other cases where a male character’s life is in danger often make this the outcome of slander by a mother-in-law, as in the two Euripidean Phrixoi,126 a theme that in imperial times, as I will show, was closely related to the Phaedra myth. Thus the near-death pattern favoured primarily young innocent girls and, occasionally, chaste married women; only secondarily did men appear as victims, and this is the case in two plays that revisit the maiden’s death theme.

The other major difference is related to the handling of the recognition scene in the play, which may be mutual or not, depending on the relationship between the characters. In the Helen, the recognition famously echoes that of Odysseus and Penelope and it is thought to test the heroine’s chastity.127 Recognition in the Helen is one-sided, as opposed to the IT, and is inextricably entangled with the question of chastity, as Menelaus accepts only with difficulty that the beautiful stranger is indeed his wife. Even if Helen does make a false promise of marriage to Theoclymenus, her motivations and faithfulness are always in question since both Menelaus and the audience know her primarily as the adulterous wife of the Spartan king.128 After all, even in the Helen, the queen escapes an unwanted marriage by stepping into a boat, a pattern that echoes her previous escape with Paris from Sparta.129 Conversely, Iphigenia’s character is innocent from the beginning. Hence, she takes part in a solemn, unobstructed and mutual recognition scene. Orestes in the IT does not try to hide his identity from Iphigenia.130 The lack of information is accidental, unlike Odysseus’ meticulous disguise, and the delay of the recognition depends on the external narrative circumstances.131 Were the plays performed as a trilogy, this difference might have as well have been intended in order to demonstrate the obstacles that heterosexual love and desire create in a recognition plot as opposed to the love between siblings, which requires no chastity trial.

Thirdly, the timing of the recognition scene is characteristic for the kind of action that follows the play’s most passionate moments. In both dramas recognition scene is placed in the middle of the play, as opposed to in the Odyssey, where it takes place near the end.132 Thus it lacks the force of narrative ‘closure’ since the suspense is immediately transferred to the upcoming ‘escape’ theme. In the IT, Pylades characteristically cuts short the duetto of the siblings, reminding them that they need to plan their escape.133 This is a metaliteary hint to the audience to understand that recognition is not the end but rather the beginning of the second part of the play. Unlike with epic recognition, which, as I will discuss later, is to some extent the culmination of the plot, its tragic counterpart is a scene that leads to the next episode.

The megatext could also be enriched by references to other myths as well. For example, the now-fragmentary Andromeda also features a nearly slaughtered maiden who is sacrificed to Poseidon’s ketos because of her mother’s frivolity, just as Iphigenia is the victim of Agamemnon’s insult to Artemis. Unlike Iphigenia, Andromeda is rescued by her (future) husband and transported to Greece in what looks very much like a fairytale happy ending of type AT 300, ‘The dragon slayer’.134 The play must have stressed the coup de foudre of the two young people: Perseus’ fight against the ketos (and perhaps against a rival for Andromeda’s hand, e.g. Phineus), and, upon his receiving the hand of the priestess, their probable flight to Greece for the ‘happily ever after’.135 In this case there seems to be no place for a recognition scene, since the two lovers first meet on stage.136 Escape from the beast is one scenario, but more plausibly the escape from Ethiopia through the air might have been the central escape theme. 137 How much did Andromeda contribute to scheming up an ‘escape plot’, if at all? Was she portrayed as being as canny as Helen and the Iphigenia, who reversed the well-known folktale motif of ‘Princess saved by her lover/brother’ into the type ‘Girl saves hero in his flight’?138 Or did she just passively follow her rescuer to Scyros or Argos?139 The fragmentary state of play makes any such claim highly speculative.

A brief mention of the Alcestis is required to conclude this concise discussion of Euripides’ plots of love, escape and recognition. This story also belongs to universal folklore, but it seems that Euripides’ innovation was not to have Alcestis dying on her wedding day as a young bride, but much later, as a mother among her children.140 The queen is no longer a maiden in love but a woman who calculates her actions.141 She was repeatedly used as a model for the faithful and mature wives classed together with Penelope and Laodameia, as observed above.142 The Alcestis stages a (self)-sacrifice in order to appease a god, here Artemis, whom Admetus did not honour on his wedding day.143 Alcestis’ near-death and revival is the closest analogue to Iphigenia’s near-death at Aulis, but with a much happier outcome, provided we take the statue commissioned by Admetus upon his wife’s death as a substitute for the protagonist.144 Not only does she not die, but she is also restored to her husband and to her previous life, unlike Iphigenia but much like Helen. The play’s recognition scene is short and problematic, since the heroine is vowed to silence and must be purified before returning from the dead. Thus, recognition lacks much of the pathos of the scenes between Helen and Menelaus or the Iphigenia and Orestes.145 It would however be premeture to make Alcestis the primary model for the later recognition scenes in the Greek novels.146 The fact that Alcestis and Admetus are a pair does not necessarily increase the romantic appeal, nor is this play’s recognition scene closer to those in the novels. Rather, like the other four plays discussed, the Alcestis provided a different version on a similar theme that contributes differently to the articulation of the megatext and to the options it presented to its audience.

Finally, it should be mentioned that, besides the Euripidean intertexts, there was a large volume of popular literature concerned with what may befall a man – or worse, a maiden – in a foreign land. Greeks had some supposedly ‘historiographical’ or ‘ethnographic’ evidence for the practice of human sacrifice by barbarians: ‘they knew, or thought they knew, that the Scythians performed human sacrifice, or used to, that the Carthaginians sacrificed children to Cronus,147 and that in distant India women committed suicide on their husbands’ funeral pyres: ritual xenoktonia, teknoktonia, and autoktonia, figured in ethnographic writing as well as in the IT and its imitations.’ All these accounts, combined with the myths from epic and drama, created an inspiring cultural and literary milieu that fed the imagination of the Second Sophistic and backed the broader theme of a ‘maiden’s sacrifice in a foreign land’.148 Thus the theme of a maiden’s sacrifice was not only part of an admittedly rich dramatic intertextual tradition but also of an equally important lore that was handed down as part of the Iphigenia megatext.


Humans for sacrifice in Plutarch and Philostratus

Human sacrifice as represented in the IA inspired authors of this time, and its treatment offered a good opportunity for myth-related criticism. Plutarch and Philostratus demonstrate an interest in the theme not only of the (by then legendary) human sacrifices, but also of sacrifice as a whole, which became a hot topic in the decades to come.149 Plutarch, in the Pelopidas 21 criticises not only the practice of human sacrifice but also its literary representation.150 Before the battle at Leuctra, the famous general is reported to have had a dream admonishing him to sacrifice a blonde virgin; when he asks the advice of the seers they urge him to follow its admonition and support this counsel with ancient tales (τῶν παλαιῶν προφέροντες), such as that of Menoeceus, son of Creon, and Macaria, the daughter of Heracles.151 To these famous Euripidean child-sacrifices he adds the example of Agesilaus, who is reported to have doomed his expedition because he did not sacrifice his daughter in accordance with Agamemnon’s Artemis dream-request.152 Pelopidas, however, objects and opts for the substitution motif: instead of a virgin he sacrifices a female horse with a blond mane. His piety is eventually rewarded and he wins the battle.153

The critique of religious and sacrificial rituals continues in Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius (Vita Apollonii).154 The protagonist of this partly fictional biography is a Pythagorean sage and an ardent combatant against the bloodshed of humans and animals alike. This Pythagorean attitude is replicated in the chapters when Apollonius persuades an Indian king not to offer a horse sacrifice but, rather, incense.155 This version, when compared with Pelopidas’ story above, illustrates the ongoing imperial criticism of any kind of sacrificial rituals.156 The stories about Pelopidas and Apollonius not only provide interesting testimonies to the Imperial Mythenkritik but might have been influenced by and influence in return recurrent theme of the averted sacrifice as presented in the Greek novels. What they contribute to the megatext I explore here is the revulsion towards bloody human sacrifices and a predilection for substitution, be it a blond mane or incense sticks.


From a barbarian’s point of view: Lucian

In Lucian’s treatment of the Iphigenia myth in the Toxaris, one may see how the sacrifice and the abduction of Iphigenia resulted in a different ritual among the Taurians. The Greek Mnesippus, in this dialogue, discusses friendship with Toxaris, a Scythian. Here Greek myth is presented as an aetiological explanation for the abolition of human sacrifice. The embedded narrator, Mnesippus, delivers the Greek version describing whose brevity seems to replicate the compacted visual narratives depicted on the Roman sarcophagi.157

2–6: Orestes is first shown on board ship, with his friend at his side; next, the ship has gone to pieces on the rocks, Orestes is captured and bound, and Iphigenia prepares the two victims for sacrifice. But on the opposite wall we see that Orestes has broken free, he slays Thoas and many a Scythian, and the last scene shows them sailing away with Iphigenia and the Goddess … it is at this point in their conflict with the Scythians that the devotion of the friends is best illustrated.

What is most striking is the shift from the maiden’s to the male’s point of view. This is the proof that, according to Toxaris, the Greeks had not interpreted the myth to its full potential since it focused on the drama of the siblings rather than on the two men’s friendship.158 This is a subtle criticism of sacrifices and of the myths related to them by shifting the weight to another topic. In a different work, On Sacrifices (De sacrificiis) 15, Lucian treats the various sacrificial customs of Greeks, barbarians, Phrygians, Scythians and especially those invoking the theriomorphic gods of the Egyptian pantheon. Lucian, perceptively and ironically, describes the blind devotion to the practice. Thus the Toxaris enters a debate not only about ritual and religion but also about the foreigner’s superiority in understanding and emulating Greek myth.


Ritual resurrection in case of a Scheintod

In Plutarch’s Roman Questions (Quaestiones Romanae) there is a short, exuberant discussion about those who happen to ‘return’ from the dead. The passage bears no explicit traces of the Iphigenia megatext but curiously demonstrates popular beliefs about the ‘apparently dead’, a motif often used in Euripides’ escape plays and in the Greek novel:

264e–256a: ‘Why those who have been reported falsely to have died abroad (τοὺς τεθνάναι φημισθέντας ἐπὶ ξένης ψευδῶς), even if they come back, (the Romans) do not welcome them at the doorstep but they are brought up on the tiles and they sit inside?’ … Now this looks to some extent to the Greek customs. For those for whom a ritual burial has been carried out and a tomb has been erected as if for a dead person, the Greeks do not believe them to be pure and they do not mingle with them and do not let them approach the temples. It is said that one who had been suffering from these superstitions, a certain Aristinus, sent a request to Delphi asking the god to release him from the current restrictions placed upon him because of this custom. Pythia then said, ‘All that a woman in childbirth does. When this again you have done, sacrifice to the blessed gods.’ Aristinus then wholeheartedly agreed to provide himself as if new born and had the women bathe him and swaddle him and suckle at the breast; and all those the so-called ‘Later Fated’ (ὑστεροπότμους) do so likewise. Some report (these rites) to exist before Aristinus, since the custom is ancient.

What Plutarch reports here is a purification ritual for those who have been falsely reported dead, such as Menelaus in the Helen. It seems that ‘resurrection’ was not so uncommon a theme and not necessarily of Christian origin.159 This kind of evidence shows that narrow escape from death was captivating not only in the versions related to mythical narratives but also in the variants found in local lore.160


Helen’s sacrifice and Iphigenia’s marriage

A different rare variant is taken from a tradition that assimilates Helen to Iphigenia. In what seems to be a local Spartan version of Helen as a fertility goddess,161 in her youth the princess was also about to be sacrificed: when a plague ‘had overspread Sparta, the god gave an oracle that it would cease if they sacrificed a noble maiden each year. When Helen had been chosen by lot and had been led forward adorned for the sacrifice, an eagle swooped down, snatched up the sword, carried it to the herds of cattle, and let it fall on a heifer; therefore the Spartans refrained from the slaying of maidens.’ Having Helen stop the sacrificial custom is indicative of an attempt to reconcile the myth about the otherwise loathsome aunt whose adultery partly causes Iphigenia’s sacrifice at Aulis.162 These accounts show that a beautiful maiden’s sacrifice – and Helen must have been more outstandingly pretty than Iphigenia, according to myth – was still an unique narrative topos to be exploited.

Antoninus Liberalis’ Metamorphoseis presents a unique case of a romantic turn in the myth of the virginal maiden. In this account we learn that Iphigenia is actually the daughter of Helen by Theseus but is adopted by Agamemnon and Clytemnestra.163 The story is attributed to the fourth-century BCE Duris, but its popularity under the Empire is characteristic of the interest in rare new versions of old myths.164 Having Iphigenia sacrificed for Helen’s adultery makes all the more outrageous her biological mother’s elopement and links more closely their opposite fates: death for the virgin, adultery for the beautiful woman. Antoninus Liberalis’ version continues with her sacrifice at Aulis, the depiction of the leaders of the Achaeans turning their faces, and her replacement by a calf instead of the traditional deer.165 But most surprisingly, in this version, Iphigenia is posthumously changed into an immortal spirit called Orsilochia166 and becomes the wife of Achilles on Leuce.167 Thus she usurps the place of Achilles’ consort, otherwise reserved for Helen, and resumes the belated ‘happily ever after’ ending for the betrothal that did not take place back in Aulis.168 The interest in such happy endings shows, primarily, that Antoninus Liberalis was writing for a milieu that loved stories of sacrifice, substitution and erotic reunion.169


Charition among the Indians

Lucian mentions mimes inspired by the adventures of Orestes in Scythia, illustrating thus the popularity of the tale.170 One of them that has been preserved: the Charition mime that tells of how Charition, a Greek priestess of Selene, escapes from India together with her brother and her slave.171 What is now regarded as the main plot, which may not have been the full script, includes a chorus of Indians and the Indian king, who are deceived by the girl’s brother after drinking wine, a reminder of Odysseus’ trick on Polyphemus. Hall (2009) and (2013), 121 points out that the spectators at Oxyrhynchus would have attended both the restaging of the Euripidean play and its burlesque reworking and would be able to compare the two.172 Hall makes the interesting observation that the motif of the letter might have been of particular importance in the mime and might have resonated well with those among the audience who were far away from their own families, as the rich evidence from letters indicates.173 Thus the Charition bears unique witness to the audience’s predilection for plots of near-death and recognition involving adventure in foreign lands. The mime wittingly subverts Iphigenia’s ruse and deploys Odysseus’ comic revision as inspired by Euripides’ satyr drama, the Cyclops. The Greek novel was unavoidably influenced by – and influenced in return – these mimic representations and thus actively participated in the revision of the imperial mythical vulgate.174

The literary works of the first three centuries both replay and revise the visual representations: sacrifice to guarantee victory in war, the complicated family relationships between kinsmen at the altar, such as the case of Agesilaus qua Agamemnon, the recognition scene between spouses or siblings, the theme of male friendship, but also the motif of substitution in various forms ranging from animals to incense and a predilection for narrow escapes. The literary evidence that was contemporary with the novels also favoured the theme of averted virgin sacrifice and, moreover, tried to close the gaps and find correlations between Euripides’ two plays, either by having Iphigenia replace Helen as Achilles’ beloved or by having Helen nearly sacrificed as the maiden. These variations show how complex the reception of the Iphigenia myth was and how the major motifs and themes of the megatext were more influential than particular lines or scenes. Visual art, original sources and imperial revisions postulated a much-contested Iphigenia mythical grammar that could offer many controversial and contradicting plot patterns.




1.2The Iphigenia mythological megatext

in a faraway land or kingdom, a virgin was to be sacrificed to a god; they picked the most suitable candidate but when the girl was brought to the altar she was miraculously saved; some say she was snatched up into the air and replaced by a goat, some say she managed to outwit her executioner, and some say that a hero came to save her and brought her back to his country.

This is a provisional outline of the story put together by juggling different variants of the Iphigenia megatext presented above, from both its core sources and its revision during the Second Sophistic.175 This is how one could summarise the basic Iphigenia plotline: at home or abroad, a god/dess requests a virgin maiden to be sacrificed to ensure victory, as suggested by the evidence from IA, IT, Plutarch, Antoninus Liberalis and Philostratus; the girl is led to the altar, as in Figure 1 and Figure 2, willingly or not. But at the very last-minute she is substituted miraculously by an animal (as told in the IA, IT, Plutarch, and Antoninus Liberalis, and alluded in Figure 1) or escapes by using a ruse, postponing her doom (as does the heroine in the IT, Lucian and Charition mime), or she is saved by a kinsman and carried far away (e.g. the plot in the IT, Helen, of Andromeda and Alcestis) and on the visual representations such as Figure 4 that depict the embarcation scene. The visual evidence supports the main thematic of the myth: the maiden before the altar and her substitution with Artemis, deer figuring in the back, the recognition scene between siblings and their flight to Athens, are indicative of the kind of visual text that the audience had at hand anyhow and was expected to fill in.176

In Table 1 below I cite vertically the main variations of the myth found in the particular texts, and in the syntagmatic axis I present the events of the myth in their chronological order, the fabula.177 The Iphigenia theme therefore has two major variants, each of which has further sets of sub-variant plots. The first is the case of sacrifice that takes place ‘at home’, not abroad, and which is often carried out by a kinsman. This is the unlucky fate of Iphigenia in the IA, of Polyxena, and of Alcestis. If the victim is lucky, then substitution is the most plausible means of escape, as in the IA, or miraculous rescue by a hero, such as Alcestis’ by Heracles. The plots now based on the IT which stage a sacrifice taking place abroad incorporate the theme of the kinsman into an elaborate ‘recognition and reunion scene’ that eventually leads to escape using ruse and a return to the homeland; Helen and Iphigenia outwit and (at least) Helen seduces the barbarian king into believing she will marry him after Menelaus’ sham funeral. Thus they orchestrate the successful escape of Orestes and Menelaus, respectively.

This quick survery of the different variants can be further discussed at the level of more elementary narrative units: Motif A stands for divine intervention, the goddess’ request to sacrifice a human to her as punishment for a wo/man’s pride;178 Motif B for the involvement of a kinsman in the sacrifice, which in the visual arts is highlighted by the painful expression of Agamemnon as in Figure 2 or the meeting between the siblings as in Figure 3. These elements intensify the drama for both the victim and of the executioner and move the anecdote from the folktale to the mythical realm.179 In the plays in which the sacrifice is supposed to take place ‘at home’, it seems that the victim knows her executioner. This is not the case in the plays set ‘abroad’, where the participants are unrecognisable.180 Distance and exotic settings give the opportunity for masked identities and well-hidden secrets. Thus, in a familiar space such as home, the city-state, near-sacrifice motif ends in substitution (Motif C2).181 If the sacrifice is performed in a faraway land, then recognition is the alternative route to escape (Motif D), illustrated in the plastic arts by the encounter of the two siblings, as in Figure 3, or their flight by sea as in Figure 4 and 5. While these are far from being the more elementary parts of the narrative, they do provide a good grasp of the main elements of the Iphigenia tale. Table 2b gives the basic outline of the Iphigenia pattern that would have been available to an imperial audience.

The tables below are based on a selected corpus of tales related to the Iphigenia myth. Albeit far from exhaustive they are, nonetheless, indicative of the material available to the authors of the Second Sophistic when discussing near-death and sacrifice themes. Plutarch’s Pelopidas, for example, makes obvious the analogy between the sacrifice of a virgin and military success which is directly modelled on the IA. He even brings in a kind of a rationalisation of the substitution motif (C1) by having a blonde horse replace the girl. The motif of substitution is also thoroughly reworked in Antoninus Liberalis, where Iphigenia is replaced by a calf at Aulis and by a posthumous demon, who is once more dispatched to the north, this time as Achilles’ consort. The author of the Metamorphoseis, then, is in vogue with these fables of miraculous transformation, like those found in Ovid and in Apuleius, but he is also interested in romantic endings.

However it is the escape from barbarian lands that seems to hold greater fascination for the authors of the Second Sophistic. Indeed, more than sacrifice or even sacrifice by a kinsman, Lucian’s Toxaris and the Charition stress the motif of escape, the flight (D) that follows the presupposed recognition (C2). Hence Motif C2 becomes auxiliary to Motif D, escape and return, demonstrating the new taste for adventures and mobility. That said, the motif of human sacrifice (A) in a foreign land, however legendary, becomes an important vehicle in the dialogue regarding Greeks and Greek identity, just as it was already a hot topic in the religious conversations of the second century. In what now concerns the ordering of the motifs into the Iphigenia pattern, the Second Sophistic writers did not innovate with their sequence as much as they did with discussion of the individual narrative motifs. However, they added a touch of love story to some versions, based on the Andromeda or Alcestis. There was, however a lacuna in the megatext: to myknowledge there is no version that presents a near-sacrifice of a couple or where the lover risks immolating the beloved.182 This was a unique opportunity which, as I will show below, was fully exploited by the Greek novels to transpose the original tale of a maiden’s sacrifice into a new erotic and exotic register.

Table 1a The Iphigenia megatext


	Syntax-Motifs (⇨) Paradigms (⇩)	A: God/circumstances require human sacrifice	B: Sacrifice carried out (often) by kinsman

	Euripides’ IA	Artemis requires Iphigenia’s sacrifice – Trojan War	Agamemnon

	Euripides’ Alcestis	Artemis requires Admetus’ death/Alcestis’ self-sacrifice	Admetus is responsible for Alcestis’ death

	Sophocles’ Antigone	Creon’s edict condemns Antigone to death	Creon, maternal uncle

	Euripides’ Hecuba	Achilles’ ghost requires Polyxena’s sacrifice	

	Euripides’ IT	Ritual xenoktonia in Tauris threatens Orestes and Pylades	Iphigenia supervises the sacrificial rites

	--- Helen	Theoclymenus kills all Greeks	

	--- Andromeda	Poseidon’s ketos requires a human victim. Andromeda on the rock	Cassiopeia responsible for Poseidon’s and the Nereides wrath

	Chryses Aletes	Ritual xenoktonia in Tauris. Chryses son of Agamemnon and Chryseis	Chryses is about to hand over to Thoas Orestes and Iphigenia, his siblings; in Aletes Electra is about to murder Iphigenia and Orestes upon their return to Argos

	The Charition mime	Charition priestess of Selene/Xenoktonia ritual in India	Charition about to sacrifice her brother

	Plutarch’s Pelopidas	Dream to sacrifice a blonde maiden (Pelopidas) vs. Agesilaus’ who is request to sacrifice his daughter	Famous general Pelopidas Agesilaus, general and father

	Moralia Philostratus’ VA	Request to sacrifice Helen Sacrifice of horses in Persia	

	Lucian’s Toxaris Ant. Liberalis, 27	Ritual xenoktonia in Scythia Artemis requires the sacrifice of Iphigenia After death sequel	Iphigenia risks to sacrifice Orestes Agamemnon sacrifices Iphigenia

	The IA in art	Artemis requires the sacrifice of Iphigenia	Agamemnon sacrifices Iphigenia

	The IT in art	Iphigenia priestess of the Scythian xenoktonia ritual	Orestes and Pylades before Iphigenia




	C1: Substitution/Metamorphosis/rescued by hero	C2: Reunion with recognition	D: Escape and return

	Substituted by a deer, transported to Scythia		

	Alcestis substitutes for Admetus’ sacrifice/		Heracles rescues Alcestis

	Statue substitutes for Alcestis? Heracles rescues Alcestis		

	(no substitution)		

	(no substitution)		

		Reunion of the siblings and recognition	Escape and return to Greece

	Bogus funerary rites – Helen saves Menelaus	Reunion and recognition with Helen	Escape and return to Greece

	Rescue by Perseus and love at first sight		Escape (but no return for Andromeda who goes to Argos)

		Recognition with reunion	Escape and return

		Recognition with reunion	

		Recognition and reunion	Escape and return

	Sacrifice of a blonde mare Refuses to sacrifice his daughter		

	Substitution by a heifer Sacrifices with incense		

		Reunion and recognition	Escape (emphasised)

	Substitution by a calf, transportation to Scythia Transformation into the demon Orsilochia, transportation to Leuce Substitution by a deer	Recognition/reunion with Orestes	Return to Greece and further transportation to Leuce Marriage to Achilles

		The letter scene (recognition)	The fight against Thoas’ men, embarcation



Table 1b The Iphigenia pattern


	Syntax-Motifs (⇨) Paradigms (⇩)	A: God/circumstances require human sacrifice	B: Sacrifices carried out (often) by kinsman

	The sacrifice	Sacrifice or other near-death experience or death (at home and/or abroad)	Kinsman, often friend or general involved




1.3The faithful maidens of Eros and Thanatos

1.3.1Chariton

Polycharmus in the land of the Taurians

Callirhoe’s apparent death is not a sacrifice but a Scheintod; no substitution is involved as the heroine miraculously revives inside her tomb after the funeral. Although Scheintod was not in the repertoire of the Iphigenia myth, this is a theme common in universal lore.183 We can observe for instance that the novel plays consciously with this possibility and prompts the reader to read Callirhoe’s coma as a sham-death: the narrator, for example, describes the hastiness with Callirhoe’s ekphora is carried out and how Hermocrates wants to bury her as long as she is still pretty.184 Thus the funeral is carried out with a rashness that does not provide enough time for to Chaereas to mourn and for to Callirhoe to revive, which is summarised in the heroine’s words upon waking up from her coma:

1.8.4 ‘Wicked Chaereas, I blame you not for killing me, but for being so quick to carry me out (ἔσπευσας ἐκβαλεῖν) of the house. You should not have buried Callirhoe quickly (ταχέως θάψαι), even if she had really been dead!’

Callirhoe here uses terms that refer to funerary rituals and emphasises the speed with which her burial has been carried out. Normally the laying out of the corpse, the prothesis, was followed by the ekphora, the carrying out of the corpse to the tomb three days after death.185 Yet Callirhoe uses not the verb ἐκφέρω but ἐκβάλλω, which was reserved for corpses that were cast away without funeral, normally those thought to be polluted.
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