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FEMALE CONTROL OF FUNERAL RITES IN GREEK TRAGEDY:
KLYTAIMESTRA, MEDEA, AND ANTIGONE

KERRI J. HAME

LASSICAL SCHOLARS have identified the primary roles of women in
Archaic and Classical Greek death ritual, especially Athenian, as pre-
parers of the body for burial and as mourners of the dead, particularly
as performers of the lament.! These rites are but two components of the sev-
eral that could define the customary Greek, specifically Athenian, funeral:
preparation of the body (bathing, anointing, crowning, clothing), tpdbecig
(the laying out of the body), ékpopd (the procession to the grave), lamenta-
tion (at various stages), burial (grave digging, sacrifice, tomb construction),
nepideinvov (funeral meal), purification, postfuneral visitations to the tomb
(e.g., third- and ninth-day rites), and conclusion of mourning (thirtieth-day
rites).> While preparation of the body for burial in a private funeral was
apparently the prerogative of female relatives, male and female relatives
jointly participated in the npdBecig, ékpopd, lamentation, nepideinvov, puri-
fication rites, and postburial visitations to the tomb. Male relatives, how-
ever, were most likely responsible for conducting the act of burial itself
(i.e., inhumation or cremation, grave digging, and tomb construction).3
Despite the various aspects of the Greek funeral in which a woman could
participate, scholarly attention has focused largely on women’s involve-
ment in mourning rituals such as lament.* This attention is explicable, in
part, because of the numerous examples of funerary lament found in Greek

1. Women as performers of preparatory funeral rites: Kurtz and Boardman 1971, 143-44; Havelock 1981,
112; Sourvinou-Inwood 1989, 140; Shapiro 1991, 629, 634-35; Stears 1998, 114; Garland 2001, 24.
Women as mourners and performers of lament in funeral rites: Kurtz and Boardman 1971, 144; Havelock
1981, 108-18; Shapiro 1991, 629 et passim; Holst-Warhaft 1992; Stears 1998, 115-16; Garland 2001, 30;
Alexiou 2002, 10-14, 212 n. 107; Dillon 2002, 268-88; Suter 2003; Goff 2004, 31-34, 261-64. For further
discussion of women and funeral rites, see also Humphreys 1993, especially chap. 5; Fantham et al. 1994,
44-49, 76-79, 96-97; Loraux 1998; Alexiou 2002, 14-23.

2. This is a generic list of funeral rites because all rites may not have necessarily been performed for
every individual in both the Archaic and Classical periods, and so it stands as a list of possible rites. Stears
(1998, 113-17) provides one of the best summaries of these rites; see also discussions by Kurtz and Boardman
(1971, 142-48) and Garland (2001, 21-41).

3. On funeral roles based on gender (male and female), see, e.g., Havelock 1981; Stears 1998; Wees
1998; Sourvinou-Inwood 1981, 26-28. Sourvinou-Inwood (1989, 140) observes that the burial ceremony
is carried out by men because it marks the termination of “the period of abnormality and restored order,”
whereas women participate in activities “dominated by ritual disorder and pollution” and so the preliminary
part of the death rituals.

4. See works cited in n. 1 above.
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2 KERRI J. HAME

tragedy and its emotional and literary appeal in comparison to other funeral
rites documented in historical sources or depicted on ancient artifacts. When
this scholarly emphasis on funerary lament and women as performers of
lament, and mourning in general, is coupled with the evidence for women
as the preparers of the body, the impression one may develop is that women
are the prominent players in and managers of Greek death ritual.®> In her
seminal work on Greek ritual lament, Margaret Alexiou writes in her dis-
cussion of funeral legislation and lamentation: “It remains to explain why
women were so hard hit by the restrictive legislation. From earliest times
the main responsibility for funeral ritual and lamentation had rested with
them: they were therefore in control of something which in the archaic period
had played a vital part in the religious and social life of the génos. .. .”®
While Alexiou’s work and those of other scholars of lament (and of women’s
roles in religious rites) clearly document the role of women in this element
of Greek funeral ritual, the evidence for their participation in this one rite
does not equate to female control of and responsibility for funeral rites and
their completion. Funeral legislation cited by Alexiou indicates that it was,
in fact, the male members of the society who exerted control over funeral
rites, at least at the state level and, in turn, at the domestic level.”

I suggest that in seeking to recognize some contribution by women in a
male-dominated society such as ancient Greece, scholars have overplayed
the evidence of women’s activities in funeral rites as a way of giving voice
to a collective body of people who have virtually no voice. In other words,
we have privileged the evidence for female activity in private Greek death
ritual because it provides us with something to say about women when
much of the evidence we have to work with says very little. It is attractive
to be able to speak of women having a predominant role in Greek funeral
ritual, but is it an accurate assessment? We know that men, too, mourned the
dead, and, although the manner of mourning was different from women’s
displays of grief, it was an act of mourning nonetheless; caution must be
exercised, then, when stating that one gender had a more prominent role
over the other in certain death rituals, unless we define what “prominent”
means in the context of all possible funeral rites and rituals.® Moreover, to
bolster our limited resources on the lives of women in ancient Greece, scholars
frequently look to tragedy, but the validity of using evidence from Greek
tragedy as evidence for women’s roles in actual, historical practices must be
questioned, since tragedy is a “source” fundamentally different from historical

5. E.g., Stears (1998, 117), citing Havelock 1981 and Shapiro 1991, notes that ritual pollution (pniacpo)
through contact with the corpse has been offered as a reason for “the prominent role of women in death ritual”;
see also Just 1989, 110-11. Goff (2004, 31) writes that the process of death, like birth, was “particularly
suitable for women’s management.” It is interesting to note that sourcebooks on women’s lives (e.g.,
Lefkowitz and Fant 1992) generally do not give detailed accounts of women’s activities in funeral rites.
Blundell (1995, 72-73, 162-63), however, offers a judicious presentation of the “importance” of women’s
activities concerning the dead.

6. Alexiou 2002, 21.

7. Alexiou 2002, 14-23.

8. For discussions of male grief and mourning, see, e.g., Shapiro 1991; Stears 1998; Wees 1998.
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FEMALE CONTROL OF FUNERAL RITES IN GREEK TRAGEDY 3

sources such as histories, inscriptions, orations, and so on.? These historical
sources supply the best extant evidence for documenting real-life practices
and should be used first to establish what were the cultural norms. We can then
look to tragedy to examine whether these cultural norms are maintained or
altered. Without a firm understanding of actual customary funeral rites prac-
ticed by Classical Athenians, scholars run the risk of misreading tragedy.
For example, Larry Bennett and William Blake Tyrrell claim that women are
“the sex traditionally responsible for the burial of the dead,” and this erro-
neous viewpoint affects their interpretation of Sophokles’ Antigone.'”

For another approach to the study of funeral rites and, in particular, their
representation in Greek tragedy, I have chosen to focus on one aspect of
funeral rites that is often neglected in death-ritual scholarship: responsi-
bility for and management of the performance of funeral rites. In this first
and foremost part of death ritual, without which no funeral can begin or
take place, it will be shown that in real-life Classical practices this duty fell
to male relatives or male friends of the dead, not to female relatives. This
cultural norm, however, is challenged in Greek tragedy by the examples
of Klytaimestra, Antigone, and Medea, who assume responsibility for
and control of the performance of funeral rites in their respective dramas
(Aischylos’ Oresteia, Euripides’ Medea, Sophokles’ Antigone). 1 will argue,
however, that their actions are not evidence that women could initiate or
conduct funerals in Classical Athens and, thus, cannot support the assump-
tion that women were the predominant players and powers in Greek funeral
rituals; rather, the actions of those heroines represent a corruption of normal
social, cultural, and religious roles for women as expected by the Classical
audience. Furthermore, these examples of manipulation of the funeral ritual
by the Greek tragedians will clearly bring into question the validity of using
tragedy as a consistent and reliable source for actual death-ritual practices.

1. THE HisTORICAL EVIDENCE FOR RESPONSIBILITY FOR
AND CONTROL OF THE PERFORMANCE OF FUNERAL RITES

When an individual died in Classical Athens at home, not in battle, it was
the responsibility of the dead person’s relatives to retrieve the body.!!' If
the relatives did not do so, then it was the responsibility of the demarch to

9. Parker 1983, 308: “For the historian of religious beliefs tragedy provides . . . elusive evidence. . . .

The concerns of the tragedians are sometimes consigned to the melancholy category of religious philosophy,
but that is justified only in so far as every believer is also a philosopher of religion. . . . On the other hand,
when tragedy is asked to provide historical information on lower levels than this, its answers become am-
biguous and hard to interpret, largely because of its setting in the mythical past.” See also Pelling 1997;
Hall 1997, esp. 99-100; Hame 1999, 2004; and, for the evidence of women’s lives in sources, especially
drama, see Foley 1981. In the categories of historical sources, I include orations dealing with inheritance
cases, e.g., the speeches of Isaios, since, at least with regard to funeral rites, they typically stress whether a
funeral rite has been performed or not, thus arguing the legitimacy or illegitimacy of inheritance; although
the speakers may use the evidence they possess selectively to make their case, they are not interested in
creating aberrant rites, as the tragic poets are.

10. Bennett and Tyrrell 1990, 454.

11. In Hdt. 4.14 a certain Aristeas drops dead in a fuller’s shop and the relatives are notified to recover
the body.
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4 KERRI J. HAME

notify them to act accordingly (Dem. 43.57-58). Most frequently, the child of
the deceased was considered responsible for retrieving the body.'? A son,
blood-kin or adopted, is repeatedly connected in Classical literature to the
performance of funeral rites, particularly if he seeks to make a claim of
inheritance.!®> When a son was not available to provide the rites, other male
relatives (e.g., brother, grandson, cousin) did so. 14 In some cases, male non-
relatives could conduct rites but only when family members were either unable
or unwilling to do so.'> The extant historical evidence makes clear that men
were the initiators of private funeral rites and were responsible for conducting
them.

No extant historical evidence documents the role of women or female
relatives as the traditional controllers or managers of funeral rites in actual
classical practice. The evidence points to the role of women as the receivers
of the body once a male has taken charge of the body and the performance
of the funeral rites.'® An anecdote from Plutarch suggests that even when
confronted with a dead relative in her own home, a female relative required
permission from a male relative to “inherit” the body and commence the
preparatory rites, such as bathing, anointing, and clothing the body.!” In
addition, female relatives may not have automatically participated in any
preparatory rites for a relative, but in certain circumstances had to ask per-
mission of the male-in-charge.'® Therefore, under male supervision and
authority, female relatives received the body and prepared it for the subse-
quent rite of mpdBeoic (laying out) in Classical funeral rites. '

12. Pl. Hp. mai. 291d9—e2; Isae. 2.4, 10, 7.30, 32; Aeschin. In Tim. 13-14; Dem. 24.107.

13. For criticism directed toward those sons, adopted and blood-related, who do not conduct the traditional
funeral rites for their fathers, see: Isae. 4.19-20; Din. 2.18. Other references demonstrate the practice of
adopting a son to insure the performance of funeral rites at the time of death and commemorative rites:
Isae. 2.36, 4.19-20, 9.7.

14. A man tends to the rites of his brother (Isae. 1.10), a grandson for his grandfather (Isae. 8.25, 39), a
cousin ([Plut.] X orat. 849C; Isae. 7.30, 32) and male relatives attend to the rites of another male relative
(Dem. 48.6-7). It seems that the nearest male relative had a greater claim to conduct the rites: in Isae. 8.25
the grandson of the deceased outranks the nephew of the deceased (and brother-in-law) for the right to
conduct the burial procedures.

15. Family unable: Isae. 9.4-5; Lys. 12.18. Family unwilling: Din. 2.18.

16. For example, in the Demosthenic speech Against Makartatos (43.65), Euboulides argues that it was
shameless for Makartatos to claim to be an inheritor of Hagnias’ estate when it was necessary for Euboulides’
family and its women to be inheritors of the body and perform all the customary rites, since they were rel-
atives and the nearest kin.

17. [Plutarch] (Cons. ad Apoll. 119B) reports that Dion of Syracuse, while entertaining friends at his
home, learned that his son had fallen off the roof and died. He subsequently ordered the body to be handed
over to the women and then returned to his discussion.

18. In Isaios’ speech On the Estate of Kiron (8.21-22), when the grandson of the deceased attempts to
remove his grandfather’s body to his own home so that he can conduct the burial from his house (§21), the
wife of the grandfather begs that the burial take place from her house, where the deceased now lies (§22).
The grandson acquiesces to the widow’s request, since she says she would like to “handle the body along
with” them and arrange it for burial. See also Isae. 6.40—-41 where female relatives, evidently accompanied
by male relatives or friends, arrive at a house to attend to a body.

19. On women’s roles in preparing the body for the npdBeoig, see Kurtz and Boardman 1971, 143-44;
Stears 1998; Garland 2001, 23-24. It should be observed that while Sokrates’ bathing of himself before his
death (P1. Phd. 115a) may have been to save the women the trouble of doing it when he was actually dead,
it additionally represents male control over the preparation process. Cf. Oidipous’ directions to his daughters
for his preparatory rites in Soph. OC 1598-603.
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FEMALE CONTROL OF FUNERAL RITES IN GREEK TRAGEDY 5

2. KLYTAIMESTRA, MEDEA, AND ANTIGONE

Three female heroines of Greek tragedy take control of funeral rites: Kly-
taimestra in Aischylos’ Agamemnon and Choephoroi, Medea in Euripides’
Medea, and Antigone in Sophokles’ Antigone.?® Klytaimestra and Medea
assume control over the funeral rites for the individuals whom they have
killed. Antigone takes responsibility for burying her brother Polyneikes after
he has been slain by her brother Eteokles and Kreon has refused to grant him
funeral rites. I shall discuss each of these examples in the context of their
specific dramas and then examine them as a group in a concluding discussion.

Aischylos’ Klytaimestra

I have discussed Klytaimestra’s performance of Agamemnon’s funeral rites
in Aischylos’ Oresteia extensively in another work and reiterate only briefly
here her usurpation of responsibility and control of rites from which she would
normally and traditionally be barred by virtue of her gender and her status
as murderer.?! Once Klytaimestra has killed Agamemnon and his concubine
Kassandra in Agamemnon, she reveals their bodies to the chorus of Argive
elders (Ag. 1372-98).2% After reacting to the horror of the sight before them
(Ag. 1538-40), the chorus then questions whether anyone will bury or lament
Agamemnon, whether Klytaimestra, his murderer, will dare to mourn him,
and whether anyone will truthfully praise him at his tomb (Ag. 1541-50). The
first question clearly addresses the issue of responsibility for Agamemnon’s
funeral rites and reflects the chorus’ concern that Agamemnon may not receive
customary funeral rites since no male relative or friend is available who might
be willing or able to perform them.?3

Klytaimestra first states that Agamemnon’s funeral rites do not concern the
chorus and that he will be buried by the people who killed him (Ag. 1551-53).
Klytaimestra additionally proclaims that there will be no tears of lament
from the household (Ag. 1554). With these words Klytaimestra clarifies what
her role will be in Agamemnon’s funeral rites: she will be in charge of them
and will determine how they will be conducted. Aischylos’ Agamemnon con-
cludes with Klytaimestra in charge of Agamemnon’s burial rites as well as
his household (Ag. 1672—73). Descriptions of Agamemnon’s funeral rites and
the treatment of his body in Aischylos’ Choephoroi, especially in the play’s
Kopupog (Cho. 306-478), confirm that Klytaimestra did assume authority over

20. Although Alkestis prepares herself for death (and burial) without any instructions from her husband
(Eur. Alc. 158-62), Admetos supervises her funeral rites, as would have been expected of a husband for his
wife (cf. Isae. 2.4, 6.64-65), and so Alkestis is excluded from this discussion.

21. Hame 2004.

22. The text of Aischylos used is that of Page (1972); the text of Sophokles, that of Lloyd-Jones and
Wilson (1990); and that of Euripides, that of Diggle (1984). All translations are my own.

23. Orestes, the male heir to the house of Atreus, is an exile and a child; Menelaus, the brother of
Agamemnon, has not returned from Troy (Hom. Od. 4.81-85); the participation of Agamemnon’s cousin
Aigisthos is out of the question; and the chorus itself (male friends) is incapable of acting (see its inability
to intervene during Agamemnon’s murder at Ag. 1343-71).
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6 KERRI J. HAME

her slain husband’s burial rites and dictated how they were to be conducted.
Agamemnon’s funeral rites at the hands of Klytaimestra can be briefly
summarized as the following: no preparation of the body but mutilation
(Cho. 439); perverted npdBeoic in the murder tableau (Ag. 1372-1576); pre-
sumed éx@opd since a tomb exists (Cho. 4); burial and tomb construction
(Cho. 4); and postburial visitation (by Elektra) to the tomb (Cho. 84—151).
Klytaimestra assumes control of all components of Agamemnon’s funeral
rites, and so completes rites traditionally assigned to males.

Euripides’ Medea

Just as Aischylos’ Klytaimestra took charge of the funeral rites for the person
she killed, so does Euripides’ Medea for the two children she kills. After the
murder of her children, Medea and Jason confront one another as Medea,
guarding the children’s bodies, stands on the chariot of Helios, above the
house and Jason below, on ground level.2* The issue of the children’s burial
is not discussed until Jason specifically implores Medea to allow him to
bury and mourn his dead children: 8awot vekpovg pot todede Kol Khodoot
napeg (Med. 1377). Unlike in Agamemnon, where there is a question about
who will bury the children, here a male relative, the father of the children,
is available to perform the funeral rites and is willing to complete them, as
Jason’s request of Medea clearly indicates. Medea responds to Jason’s request
to receive the children’s bodies so that he can perform their funeral rites
with a resounding “no,” and, paralleling Klytaimestra’s answer to the ques-
tion concerning who will bury Agamemnon, Medea states that she will
bury them with “this hand here”: o0 3fjt’, énel opog THd’ éyd Bdyw yepl
(Med. 1378).%5 Her answer makes it clear that she, not Jason, will be in
control of her children’s funeral rites.?¢

Jason then begs at least to kiss the children (Med. 1399—-1400) and to
touch them (Med. 1402-3). All of Jason’s entreaties concerning his children
are in vain (Med. 1404); Medea will not grant contact with the children
now dead when he spurned them while alive (Med. 1401-2).%?7 She will
even dare to command Jason to go home and bury his wife: oteiye mpog

24. On whether the children are in the chariot or not, see Collinge (1962, 172 n. 7), who notes that
having the bodies in the chariot allows Medea to “confidently refuse Jason’s plea to bury, or even touch
them.” On the deus ex machina ending of Medea, see also Cunningham 1954; Conacher 1967, 197-98;
Worthington 1990. Easterling (1977, 179) criticizes Seneca’s decision to have Medea return the bodies to
Jason.

25. On the imagery of the hand in Medea and the transformation of its touch from loving and trusting to
deceitful, hostile, and eventually murderous, see Flory 1978.

26. Medea’s usurpation of control of her children’s funeral furnishes an additional example of Medea’s
ability to assume the role of a male citizen and the male (heroic) prerogatives; for further discussion, see,
e.g., Shaw 1975; Bongie 1977; Knox 1977; Williamson 1985; Ohlander 1989, 159-60. McDermott (1989,
77-78) sees Medea’s usurpation of Jason’s male prerogative to determine the children’s future as a com-
pounding of her “misappropriation of the masculine heroic code.”

27. On Medea’s general unresponsiveness to the speech of others in the play, see Boedeker 1991,
esp. 101-2 for the exodus scene.
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FEMALE CONTROL OF FUNERAL RITES IN GREEK TRAGEDY 7

oikovg kol 0dnt' dhoyov (Med. 1394).28 Medea’s command to Jason to take
care of the burial rites of his bride highlights Jason’s exclusion from his
children’s burials and the family he once had with Medea; in Medea’s eyes
his proper place is with his new family and bride, and it is his bride’s burial
that he may take charge of and participate in—not that of the children he had
abandoned.? Jason is left to cry to Zeus and call the gods to witness that
Medea has prevented him from touching his children’s bodies and burying
them with his own hands (Med. 1405-12).3° Medea’s successful departure
with the bodies of her children at the end of the play suggests that she will
be able to perform the funeral rites as she intends and, as the authority over
her children’s funeral rites, she determines where they will be buried: in the
sanctuary of Hera (Med. 1379-81). Medea assumes control of all aspects
of the children’s funeral, and thus takes over funeral elements normally
associated with males.

Sophokles’ Antigone

Sophokles’ Antigone places the heroine who will take control of funeral rites
in a situation strikingly different from that faced by the women of Aischylos’
Agamemnon and Euripides’ Medea. In Antigone the female protagonist is
not the one who has killed the person or persons in need of burial. The body
needing burial in this play is Antigone’s brother, Polyneikes, who has killed
and been killed by his brother Eteokles in the battle for control of Thebes.
At the opening of the play, Antigone and her sister Ismene meet in the early
hours of the morning after the battle to discuss what has happened, and
Antigone asks her sister Ismene about the proclamation that the otpotnydg
(Ant. 7-8) has made to the public concerning the brothers’ burials: Poly-
neikes’ body is to be left on the battlefield unburied and unmourned (Ant.
26-28), whereas Eteokles’ body has been removed from the battlefield and
buried (Ant. 23-25). Kreon, the new king of Thebes, is named as the author
of the edict (Ant. 31-32), and his edict demonstrates his authority, as the
victorious general, to deny or grant burial to the dead on the battlefield in
accordance with accepted military practices.’! Kreon considers Polyneikes
a potential temple burner and a traitor (Ant. 285-88), and so as the acting
authority in charge of funeral rites he refuses to offer him burial in his home-
land. Kreon’s denial of burial in Theban soil for Polyneikes is valid when
viewed from the perspective of standard Greek funeral practices, but his

28. Knox (1977, 207) lists several examples from Greek tragedy in which a deity gives orders for burial
(e.g., Thetis in Euripides’ Andromakhe); Medea thus acts like a 8ed¢ here.

29. Gredley (1987, 39) observes that Medea’s denial of Jason’s need to kiss and touch his children’s bodies
“emblemizes the destruction of his identity as father and, as Medea had planned, of himself.” Medea com-
pletely dominates Jason. Burnett (1973, 22) comments that Medea treats the bodies somewhat like conse-
crated objects that Jason’s touch might spoil.

30. Ohlander (1989, 186) notes that it is Medea who will bury the children and establish “sacred rites
of atonement,” presumably between herself and the gods, whereas Jason’s relationship with the gods is
now “most doubtful.”

31. Pritchett 1985, 246-49.
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decision to keep the body unburied within the borders of the region is not,
and so invites the pollution that will affect Thebes.3?

As female relatives of the dead brothers, Antigone and Ismene are directly
affected by the decree and, as a result, are prohibited from participating in
any funeral rites for Polyneikes. The sisters also appear to have been shut
out of the rites for Eteokles, since his burial has apparently taken place
(Ant. 23-25) before the opening of the play. It would not have been their re-
sponsibility to recover the bodies from the battlefield and initiate the funeral
rites according to normal practice, but they would have expected to receive
the bodies for the preparatory rites. Without access to the bodies, the women
cannot conduct the elements of funeral ritual that are traditionally expected
of them. With regard to Polyneikes, Antigone and Ismene, female relatives
of the dead, are in a difficult position because it seems that in order for him to
receive a funeral they must initiate and conduct it, contrary to the expected
roles of women in Greek death ritual. Ironically, the nearest male relative
who is customarily responsible for Polyneikes’ funeral rites and expected
to see to their completion is Kreon, the author of the edict that prevents
Polyneikes’ funeral.?3 As otpatnydc and king of Thebes, he may deny Poly-
neikes burial but he cannot disconnect himself from his familial relationship
with the dead and he would be expected to see that Polyneikes was given
customary funeral rites, especially if the state was unwilling or unable to
do s50.3* Once Kreon chooses to remain the state representative of Theban
authority and, in effect, rejects his position and responsibilities as the head
of the family to which Polyneikes belongs, another member of the family
should step in to see that Polyneikes is given burial: Antigone assumes
responsibility.

Once Antigone has determined to ignore Kreon’s decree, her first task is
to remove the body from the battlefield, and so she asks Ismene to consider
whether she will help lift up the body with her: [ox6mnel] i Tov vekpdv Ebv
de Kovpleis yepl (Ant. 43); Ismene refuses to help Antigone on the grounds
that such action violates the law and that it is not in the nature of women to
fight against men (Ant. 58-62).3% Without Ismene’s help Antigone is unable

32. The refusal of burial in one’s homeland for traitors and temple robbers was a known Attic custom
(Thuc. 1.138.6; Xen. Hell. 1.7.22; [Plut.] Mor. 834B; Plut. Phoc. 37.3-5; Lycurg. Leoc. 113-14). The sources
for this practice, however, stress more the refusal of burial in Attic soil (i.e., the traitor’s homeland), not
the refusal of burial altogether or the prevention of others from performing burial rites in a non-homeland
area (see, especially, the story of Phokion’s cremation outside of Attica in Plut. Phoc. 37.3-5). For further
discussion, see, e.g., Pearson 1922; Hester 1971; Rosivach 1983.

33. While both Eteokles’ and Polyneikes’ deaths are the result of a battle and the play was produced at
a time when Athens buried its military dead as a part of the public state funeral, Sophokles’ play does not
represent public funeral rites like that for the Athenian war dead (for these, see Euripides’ Suppliants),
but retains the more individualized funeral rites of the heroic past. In Antigone, Kreon, as otpatnydg and
king, grants burial to Eteokles and sees that it is performed as an honor due him for his defense of the city,
otherwise the performance of the rites falls to the dead man’s family.

34. On the contradictory position of Kreon, especially with regard to philos-ties in the play, see Neuberg
1990, 71-73.

35. Ismene, unlike Antigone, is unable to violate the edict and place herself in the position of defying
the state and acting contrary to customary social and religious roles of women. Antigone views Ismene’s
choice not to participate in the funeral for Polyneikes as a denial of their brother (Ant. 45-46), and so Ismene’s

This content downloaded from 137.140.1.131 on Sat, 15 Mar 2014 15:34:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

FEMALE CONTROL OF FUNERAL RITES IN GREEK TRAGEDY 9

to move the body and return it home to conduct the preparatory rites and the
npobeoic. At best, Antigone on her own can provide only a limited number
of funeral procedures for her brother in two separate visits to his body: sprin-
kling of dust on the body (Ant. 245-47, 255-56, 429) and pouring libations
(Ant. 430-31).%% The rites Antigone is able to perform for Polyneikes are
interpreted in the play as equivalent to burial.?” Antigone thus assumed
responsibility for her brother’s funeral rites and, although she was unable to
perform preparatory rites, she did complete the main act of burial.?® As in the
examples of Klytaimestra and Medea, Antigone also usurps parts of Greek
funeral ritual that men typically complete.

Aischylos’ Oresteia, Euripides’ Medea, and Sophokles’ Antigone each
present a female protagonist who either conducts, or intimates that she will
conduct, the funeral rites for slain family members, and each protagonist
takes over funeral elements that normally would have been performed by
males in historical practices. Such actions, or intent to perform them, are in
direct violation of standard Greek funeral customs that the members of the
theatre’s audience performed for their own family members. The women’s
assumption of control over funeral rites and their independent performance of
certain male funeral rites are not evidence for actual Greek women behaving
in a similar way.3? The action of these three women of tragedy represents an
aberration from the norm in contemporary Greek society, especially Athenian
society. The identification of these aberrations and the clear manipulation of
funeral rites by the tragedians demonstrates that tragedy cannot be wholly
relied on as a consistently accurate source for real-life funeral practices.*
The tragic playwright’s allegiance is to his plot and characterization, and so
he appropriates elements of funeral rites for the purposes of telling his
story, not to educate us on standard death-ritual practices of the Greeks. The
significance of the aberrations must be sought in the context of the plays
themselves.

Klytaimestra and Medea are, foremost, murderers, and murderers of family
members, and by virtue of their act of killing stand in stark contrast to the

lack of action expels her from Antigone’s and the dead Polyneikes’ family, since there is no longer any
@hia between them (Ant. 542-43). Antigone will thus refer to herself as the last member of her family:
Ant. 895-96, 940-43. Similarly, Kreon’s refusal to take responsibility for his nephew’s burial demonstrated
that he was rejecting his familial responsibility towards Polyneikes. On Antigone’s adherence to gtiia and
kinship, see, e.g., Murnaghan 1986; Blundell 1989, 106—15; Neuberg 1990; Humphreys 1993, 67-69;
Cropp 1997; Butler 2000.

36. On the issue of the two burials of Polyneikes, see, e.g., Adams 1931; Bradshaw 1962; Margon 1969
and 1972; McCall 1972; Whitehorne 1983; Held 1983; Scodel 1984.

37. For example: Ant. 245-47, 306-7, 385, 395-96, 401, 404-5.

38. Kreon and the sentry assume that the person (or persons) who buried the body initially (or hired
someone to do it) was male (Ant. 290-94; 306-7), demonstrating the traditional view and expectation that
men conduct or supervise funeral rites, not women such as Antigone.

39. Sourvinou-Inwood (1997, 162) similarly observes that Hekabe’s performance of burial in Euripides’
Hekabe does not indicate that women could take responsibility for burial “but is correlative with, and ex-
presses, the savagery and abnormality of Hecabe within the disordered world of this particular tragedy.”

40. For the dangers of using tragedies as documents to reconstruct religious practices, because tragedy
may not be presenting normal ritual, see Sourvinou-Inwood 1997, esp. 161-63; for perversions of ritual in
tragedy, see, e.g., Zeitlin 1965; Seaford 1984; Roth 1993; Hame 2004.
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ideal Athenian woman. Klytaimestra emerges as the hybrid man-counseling
woman and Medea as the mad, barbarian woman, and both are willing to
circumvent social convention and expectations and to pick up the axe or the
knife for the purpose of murder; nor do they step aside so that traditional
death-ritual practices can be observed.*! For both Klytaimestra and Medea
the usurpation of control of burial allows them to avenge themselves upon
the men who have offended them.*? Klytaimestra continues her attack on
Agamemnon through the mutilation of the body (Cho. 439), other perverted
funeral rites, and ultimately the act of burial itself, which forces the shade
of Agamemnon to encounter Iphigenia, the daughter he had slain at Aulis
(Ag. 1555-59).

Medea’s refusal to allow Jason to bury his children and to have direct
physical access to the bodies so that he may properly mourn them also
serves to injure Jason through the children, just as the initial murders had
(Med. 816-17, 1365-70, 1398).%3 Medea’s control of the children’s burial
offers little consolation to Jason and is likely to instill more anxiety, since
the burial of his sons is now in the control of a barbarian woman who is
clearly willing to violate traditional Greek funeral customs. Medea does,
however, reveal her awareness of Greek death ritual when she states that
Jason is not yet grieving but must wait until he is an old man for that: obr®
Bpnveig: péve xal yApog (Med. 1396). Medea is probably referring here to
the grief Jason will suffer when it is time for his own funeral and he has no
sons to ensure that he will receive customary funeral rites because his oixoc
has been thoroughly destroyed.** Medea’s revenge will follow Jason to his
own grave just as Klytaimestra’s revenge on Agamemnon did. Medea’s
decision to provide burial for her children also stems from the traditional
view that the dead are entitled to a proper burial and that there is no reason
why her children should not receive funeral rites despite the manner of their
deaths. The issue of whether or not the children should be buried is not in
question. Medea clearly expresses concern that her children have a burial
and that they be buried in a safe place, in the sanctuary of Hera, so that no
one hostile can mistreat and damage the tombs (Med. 1379-81).

In Antigone, Kreon uses his control of funeral rites just as Klytaimestra
and Medea had: to take revenge on an enemy. Antigone, however, does not
seek to use control over funeral rites as a means of punishing or exacting

41. It is implausible that murderers in real life participated in the funerals of those they had killed when
they themselves suffered dtagio under Athenian law; see Todd 1993, 141, 274-75; MacDowell 1978, 255—
56; also Pl. Leg. 873b4-d8.

42. On revenge in Greek tragedy, see Burnett 1998, esp. chaps. 4 and 8.

43. Burnett 1998, 219: .. it is in her denial of these privileges that her return upon him is finally perfect
and complete.” On the murder of the children as an act of revenge that destroys Jason’s role as father and
master, see Pucci 1980, 108-16.

44. For the ideal situation in which a parent dies before his children and so is buried by them, see Pl.
Hp. mai. 291d9—e2. On the preference for sons, natural or adopted, to perform the rites, see, e.g., Isae.
2.10, 4.19-20, 7.30-32, 9.7. Medea herself even imagines being well attended by her sons at her funeral, a
situation to be envied by all (Med. 1034-35). On the destruction of Jason’s oikoc, see, e.g., Friedrich 1993;
Rabinowitz 1993, 147.
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revenge on anyone, whether the dead himself (e.g., Agamemnon, Polyneikes)
or a survivor (e.g., Jason). Antigone disregards Kreon’s edict and assumes
responsibility for Polyneikes’ funeral rites in order to honor her brother and
respect the laws of the gods (Ant. 450-60), when Kreon has refused to do
so. The crisis surrounding the burial of Polyneikes in Antigone arises, then,
out of one person’s choice to refuse funeral rites for the purpose of revenge
and another individual’s need to perform burial rites due a gihog. Antigone
assumes control of Polyneikes’ funeral rites in defiance of Kreon’s edict,
jeopardizes her own life, provides what minimal rites she can, and accom-
plishes her goal. While Antigone does succeed in burying Polyneikes, it is
the last burial by Kreon, the proper male authority and relative, that finally lays
Polyneikes’ body to rest (Ant. 1196—1205) and stops the pollution inflicted
on Thebes by the gods.

When all three women take control of and perform male roles in Greek
death ritual, they are acting in a manner that is socially and religiously
aberrant for women in historical Greek culture. Their actions mark them as
masculine and potentially threatening to the social and religious status quo
of the state, with its defined roles for men and women.*> Rather than waiting
to be instructed to perform funeral rites for the dead, these women assume
the male role and act independently. Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood has clas-
sified Antigone as a “bad woman” because of her “self-willed act of rebellion
against the polis and the established order,” whereas Helene Foley ques-
tions whether the popular view of Antigone’s assumption of funeral respon-
sibility, when no male relative had done so, would have been negative.“6
But from the perspective of Kreon, who represents the (male) order of the
oihog and state and who controls funeral rites, the classification of Antigone
as a “bad woman” is valid, even though Antigone ultimately acts to right a
wrong committed by Kreon. Klytaimestra and Medea can also be placed
into the same category as Antigone, because their personal initiative and
usurpation of control over funeral rites create disorder in the family as well
as the state. These three “bad women,” however, are ultimately punished for
their aberrant actions: Klytaimestra is murdered by her own son, Medea must
continue to lead a life as an exile, and Antigone is condemned to death.
Each conclusion illustrates the potential consequences of such aberrant actions
for women in death-ritual rites and would thus appear to serve as an admo-
nition to the female community to adhere to traditional practices.*’

45. In the case of Medea, Barlow (1989, 159-69) observes that Medea’s assertion that she would rather
fight in battle three times than give birth once (Med. 248-49) expresses a wish that she might reverse the roles
of men and women and that she assumes roles more easily associated with men. On Medea’s subversion of
“the norm of the passive submissive obedient wife,” see also Barlow 1995, 39—-40. Bennett and Tyrrell
(1990, 454), who claim that women were traditionally responsible for burial (no specific rites are dis-
cussed), view Antigone’s actions as a reaffirmation of her status as a woman.

46. Sourvinou-Inwood 1990, 31; Foley 1995, 139, cf. 133. See also Webster 1967, 31-101; Shaw 1975;
Foley 1981, 142; Patterson 2002.

47. On the social function of drama in Athenian society, see, e.g., articles in Winkler and Zeitlin 1990;
Gregory 1991; Griffin 1998.
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Women’s roles and conduct in Greek death ritual, especially in the Athenian
state, were, in fact, historically controlled and checked by the authority of
the state, as evidenced by extant funerary legislation.*® While some funerary
restrictions certainly address the conduct of women, the remaining funerary
legislation pertains to the male members of the society and their prescribed
roles in Greek death ritual. The Athenian state was evidently interested and
invested in controlling and regimenting the actions of both men and women
in funeral rites; for example, Solon’s instruction that in the éx@opd men are
to walk in front and the women behind (Plu. Sol. 21). Aischylos’ Oresteia,
Euripides’ Medea, and Sophokles’ Antigone clearly illustrate socially aberrant
behavior of women in funeral rites and the severe consequences of those
actions. The plays also warn of the potential repercussions of improper
male social, religious, and political behavior, if one keeps in mind that the
actions of Klytaimestra, Medea, and Antigone are provoked by male Bfpic:*°
Agamemnon’s expedition to Troy and killing of his daughter, Jason’s breaking
of oaths, and Kreon’s dishonoring of the dead and so the gods, for example.>°
The message, then, of adhering to proper behaviors and roles in death ritual,
in the medium of Greek tragedy, extends to both women and men, not to
the women alone; both genders played vital roles in assuring that the dead
received proper and honorable funeral rites.’! Such a reading is only pos-
sible when one analyzes these tragic characters and their actions with a firm
knowledge of normal cultural practices in death ritual, as established by the
evidence from historical sources, not the tragedies themselves. If we choose
to analyze these plays in isolation and mine them for traditional practices,
we not only run the risk of misreading them and establishing false norms,
but we also weaken the outrageousness of Klytaimestra’s and Medea’s actions
and the extraordinary heroism of Antigone.>?

San Diego State University

48. On funerary legislation, see Garland 1989; Toher 1991; Loraux 1986, 9-28; Stears 1998; Alexiou
2002, 14-23.

49. Foley 1982, 5: “. .. the female intrusion poses threats as grave as the masculine misbehavior that
provoked it: the masculinization or sexual license of women, the feminization of men, the disruption of
both oikos and polis.”

50. In Antigone full reconciliation, if one may call it that, between Kreon and the gods comes after
he provides Polyneikes with preparatory rites, burial, and a tomb (Ant. 1196-1205). Polyneikes not only
receives traditional elements of a customary funeral, but they are performed by the appropriate male relative
and thus signify the normalization of a once-chaotic situation.

51. Cropp (1997, 154), on Antigone: “Moreover, since the tension between polis authority and private
rights was real and finely balanced in mid-fifth century Athens, a mythic-dramatic examination of it needed
to allow degrees of right and wrong on both sides.” On Medea as a play about the wrongs done to and by
both men and women, see Foley 2001, 268.

52. I would like to thank Brad L. Cook and the journal’s anonymous readers for their helpful comments
on earlier versions of this article.
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