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Many Greek tragedies, both complete and fragmentary, represent 
myths of mothers losing their offspring, either because of circumstances 
not linked to them, or because they happen to kill (with varying levels of 
actual responsibility) their own children1. In such tragedies, the mothers 
are the main focus: they are the ‘emotional protagonists’, whose actions, 
feelings, and responsibilities are constantly observed and scrutinised by 
the audience. Ancient dramatists make a variety of theatrical choices 
and employ numerous techniques to shed light on these mothers and 
their motivations.

This paper considers paradigmatic (and divergent) cases within the 
corpus of fragmentary tragedies in order to examine how dramatists 
depict these mothers. In particular, it focuses on one specific feature 
that appears in some of these plots. Sometimes, even though they are 
the focus of the action, these mothers are not alone. Within the plot, 
they are closely intertwined with another member of their family: a 
male relative (brother, husband, father, etc.), who partially shares in the 
action taking place, and in the attention of the audience. In a number 
of cases, these male characters are not represented on scene simply 
because they are part of the myth: they play a much more central role, 
acting (among other things) as a magnifying glass for the characterisa-
tion of the protagonist. At different levels, these characters share with 
the mother her feelings, grief, and sometimes even guilt for the death 
of the child or children. By showing their actions (both on or off-stage) 
and inner connection with their female relative, the dramatists aim to 
enhance the portrayal of the motivations, grief and, in some cases, the 
justifications of the protagonist of these plays: the mother.

* I would like to thank the Research Seminar in Greek Philology of the Scuola 
Normale Superiore of Pisa, where I presented this paper. I wish also to thank the two 
anonymous referees of the journal, Nicola Barbagli, Fabio Guidetti, Lyndsay Coo, 
Patrick J. Finglass, and Glenn W. Most for their helpful suggestions.

1 For a survey of mothers who actively kill their children in fragmentary trag-
edies, cfr. MChArdy, Filicide, although I do not entirely share her thesis of a frequent 
connection between these mothers and some sorts of Dionysiac madness that is ulti-
mately linked with the context of ancient dramatic festivals.
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54 LEYLA OZBEK

1. Mother and Sister: Astyoche
Sophocles’ Eurypylus is a paradigmatic case of a tragic plot focused 

on a mother’s grief (and guilt) for her son’s death, showing how her 
emotions could be linked with those of another member of her family: 
a man, who shares with her both the responsibility and the grief, and 
who, in so doing, amplifies the characterisation of the mother.

The story of Eurypylus is closely connected with that of his father 
Telephus. On their way to Troy, the Greeks engage in battle with the 
Mysian king Telephus, who was married to one of Priam’s sisters, 
Astyoche. Telephus is struck by Achilles’ spear, and, according to 
the gods, only that spear could heal the wound. Telephus is healed by 
Achilles and swears that none of his family will take part in the war at 
Troy. But after the death of Hector, Priam convinces his sister Astyoche 
to send Eurypylus into battle, offering her the golden vine that Zeus 
had given the royal house of Troy as a gift in return for Ganymedes.

The plot of Eurypylus2 concerns two heroes of the ‘second generation’: 
Eurypylus and Neoptolemus, Achilles’ son, who kills the Mysian hero with 
the same spear which once wounded and then healed Telephus. But the 
true protagonists of this tragedy, and the real cause of it, belong to the 
‘first generation’. The characters suffering because of Eurypylus’ defeat 
and death, and for their responsibility in it, are Priam and, most of all, 
Astyoche, whom the audience will see (and judge) during the whole action.

The plot revolves (probably for its most important and longest part)3 
around one off-stage action: the fatal duel between Eurypylus and Ne-
optolemus, and the death of the former. Throughout the whole theat-
rical action, Astyoche’s emotions are the prominent feature that the 
spectators see and feel. Sophocles uses all his theatrical skills to depict 
her as a complex and multifaceted character driven by opposing forces, 
and to highlight her range of emotions in all their strength. From the 
beginning, the Queen is the emotional core of the plot. From what we 
can infer from the fragments, after one or more scenes (Frr. **206, 
**206a, **208, and possibly **209 R)4 in which the danger of Eu-
rypylus’ going into battle is stressed in various ways, the battle finally 

2 For recent reconstructions of the plot, apart from the introduction in rAdt, 
TrGF 4, cfr. CArden, Sophocles, 1-3; lloyd-Jones, Sophocles, 82-85; ozbek, Euripilo, 
30-33 (with some modifications, in particular regarding the second part of the action); 
FinGlAss, Sophocles.

3 I will not make assumptions about the end of the plot, unless they are pertinent 
to the topic of this paper. In general, cfr. n. 2 and, for some hypotheses regarding the 
end of Astyoche, the final part of this chapter.

4 On Frr. **206, **206a, and **208 R, cfr. also ioVine, Survey, 328-335.
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 SHATTERED MOTHERS (AND RELATIVES) 55

takes place. The spectators see Astyoche’s anxiety due to her own re-
sponsibility for her son coming to Troy, her waiting for news, and her 
grief after she finds out about the death of her son and her brother’s 
laments over the corpse (Fr. **210 R). To express Astyoche’s grief, the 
pathetic climax of the play, Sophocles employs a means unique in our 
tragic corpus: an amoibaic kommos between her and the Chorus (Fr. 
**210.30-47 R), which abruptly interrupts the Messenger’s report, and 
which focuses all the attention on her: a sister, but most of all a griev-
ing mother who feels (partly?) responsible for her son’s death.

This kommos, from the point of view of theatrical technique and inser-
tion within the action, is one of the most striking passages of the tragic 
corpus as a whole. It represents the climactic part of a bigger scene pre-
served by Fr. **210 R5. The fragment contains the rhēsis, probably deliv-
ered onstage by a Messenger, of the battle between the Greeks and Tro-
jans, and in particular of the duel between Neoptolemus and Eurypylus, 
with the latter eventually killed by Achilles’ son. The long rhēsis (the 
papyrus parts transmitting it are fragmentary both in their upper and 
lower parts) has a specular construction. After about 29 lines focused on 
Eurypylus still alive and duelling with Neoptolemus, it contains at least 
36 more lines focused on the dead Eurypylus, and on various lamenta-
tions on the battlefield. But what captures the audience’s attention is its 
unexpected interruption. Immediately after the Messenger reports the 
death of Eurypylus (28-29), struck with the spear that healed his father 
Telephus (21-27), Astyoche bursts out in a kommos, lamenting her grief 
in an ἀμοιβαῖον with the Chorus, and leaving the Messenger, still on-
stage, completely aside and silent (Fr. **210.30-46 R)6:

<ΑΣΤΥΟΧΗ·> οἰοῖ, οἰ[οῖ]. 30
 διπλοῦς ἀνεστέναξ[α ca. 11 ll.]φα̣[̣  ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣
<ΧΟ.> πατρο[ ca. 15 ll. ]
 ραν· ἐπ[ ca. 14 ll. ]μος ἴδε τέκνων.
<ΑΣ.> τρίτην ἐπ̓  ἐμ[̣ὲ ca. 11 ll. ] <ΧΟ.> κ[̣α]ὶ  ̣γὰ̣ρ οὖν
 προσάγα̣γ ̣̓  ωδι [̣ ]̣ ι̣γ̣[̣  ̣ ̣ ]̣υ ̣ διαίνεις· 35
 ἐπεὶ κτησίων φρηνῶν ἐξέδυς.
<ΑΣ.> ὦ δαίμον, ὦ δύσδαιμον, ὦ κείρας [ἐ]μέ.
<ΧΟ.> ἀγχοῦ προσεῖπας· οὐ γὰρ ἐκτὸς ἑστὼς
 σύρει δὴ φύρδαν.

5 P.Oxy. 1175 fr. 5 + P.Oxy. 2081 (b) fr. 2.
6 Unless stated otherwise, the Greek text is quoted from rAdt, TrGF 4, for the 

sake of clarity without the paragraphoi present in the text of the papyrus fragments 
(printed by Radt); the English translations are quoted from lloyd-Jones, Sophocles.
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56 LEYLA OZBEK

<ΑΣ.> ἐπισπάσει δίκ̣ᾳ με. 40
<ΧΟ.> δίκᾳ ναί.
<ΑΣ.> ἀλλ̓  ὡς τάχιστ᾽ ἄριστα.
<ΧΟ.> ἐέ·
 τί φήσομεν, τί λέξομεν;
<ΑΣ.> τίς οὐχὶ τοὐμὸν ἐν δίκῃ βαλεῖ κάρα; 45
<ΧΟ.> δαίμων ἔκει̣ρε̣ν ἐν δίκᾳ σε, δαίμω̣ν̣.

 <ASTYOCHE>
Woe, woe! I lament … double …
 <CHORUS>
… of his father … saw … of the children.
 <AST.>
And … a third … upon me.
 <CH.>
Yes, indeed, he has brought … you are drenching …, for you have departed 

from the sense that you possess.
 <AST.>
O spirit that are an evil spirit, O my destroyer!
 <CH.>
Close at hand is he whom you address; he stands not far off, and drags you 

off in confusion!
 <AST.>
He will draw me in with justice!
 <CH.>
With justice, yes!
 <AST.>
Sooner is best!
 <CH.>
Alas! What shall we say, what words shall we utter?
 <AST.>
Who shall not do justice and strike off my head?
 <CH.>
The spirit has destroyed you [; did he not do justice?] with justice7.

This kommos, composed mostly of iambic cola and dochmiacs, fo-
cuses the audience’s attention on Astyoche alone, in order to characterise 

7 I follow (and translate) here Radt’s text (after Robert’s emendation) δαίμων 
ἔκει̣ρε̣ν ἐν δίκᾳ σε, δαίμω̣ν̣ against Lloyd-Jones’s δαίμων ἔκειρεν – οὐ δίκᾳ; – σε, 
δαίμων. The papyrus transmits OΥΔΙKĀI. Cfr. Radt’s apparatus «οὐ δίκᾳ obscure def. 
P[earson], interrogationem parentheticam esse coniecit Lloyd-Jones (ap. Carden); οὐ 
δικᾷ (a novo verbo δικᾶν pot. qu. fut. verbi δικάζειν) Wil.».
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 SHATTERED MOTHERS (AND RELATIVES) 57

her as a mother aware of her loss and of her responsibility. Furthermore, 
it sheds light on other similar scenes preserved in the extant plays.

This scene is linked, both formally and from the point of view of the 
characterisation, with another famous scene of loss and grief: Atossa’s 
acknowledgment of her son’s defeat, and the laments for it, in Aeschy-
lus’ Persians. Sophocles has conflated into one highly emotional episode 
two separate scenes of Persians: the kommatic lament between the Cho-
rus and the Messenger after the latter reports Xerxes’ defeat (256-289, 
with iambic trimeters from the Messenger interrupted by three strophic 
pairs sung by the Chorus in iambo-dochmiac metre, similar to Astyoche’s 
kommos)8, and the subsequent dialogue between Atossa and the Messen-
ger, which stresses the grief of the Persian queen (who was warned by her 
husband about the danger for their son, as was Astyoche) over the report 
of the extra-scenic action (290-514).

Given the similarities and differences between the scenes of the two 
tragedies9, in Sophocles’ Eurypylus the most important theatrical detail 
to the eyes of the audience is that in this moment Astyoche understands 
that she is completely alone. The scene revolves around the grieving 
mother, her loneliness and her responsibility. These details are high-
lighted also by the characters connected with her. The Chorus replies 
to the Queen’s laments mostly in an unsympathetic way, stressing her 
responsibility and her tragic doom (cfr. e.g. 36, 38-39, 40, 46)10. Even 
the Messenger, before and after the kommos (apart from his account of 
Priam’s laments) alludes continuously to Telephus, Achilles, and his 
spear (cfr. e.g. 24 Ἀ]χιλλέως, 25 ]ουσδ᾽ ἰωμ̣ένη, 26 Τ]ήλεφον λέ̣γω, 27 
ἰ]άσατ[ο], 74 οὔτε Μυσὸν οὔτε Τελήφου ̣ [κα]λῶ̣ν, of Priam referring to 
Eurypylus), thereby continually reminding the audience of the mortal 
danger for Eurypylus in going to Troy – and of Astyoche’s role in it.

Astyoche’s grief and guilt are amplified also by the reactions of her 
brother Priam, the protagonist of the second part of the Messenger’s 
speech. After the kommos, the Messenger in response to a direct ques-
tion from Astyoche (47-48) recommences his rhēsis by focusing atten-

8 These are the only two kommoi in the preserved tragic corpus that do not stand 
per se, but are inserted within a tragic rhēsis, abruptly interrupting it. But, in compari-
son with Aeschylus, Sophocles goes even further regarding the abruptness of the inser-
tion: his Messenger is not only interrupted in his rhēsis by the ἀμοιβαῖον, but he is not 
even involved in it (for this detail, cfr. ozbek, Euripilo, 34 n. 11).

9 For this comparison, cfr. ozbek, Euripilo, 33-38.
10 For this reason, and for the comparison with the relationship between Atossa 

and the Chorus in Persians, we could suppose that here also the Chorus was formed of 
men, possibly linked with Priam (even if a female Chorus from Astyoche’s entourage 
is also possible); cfr. ozbek, Euripilo, 33 and n. 10.
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58 LEYLA OZBEK

tion on the corpse of Eurypylus and on Priam (50ff.). The King goes 
directly to the battlefield, and laments over the body of his nephew (Fr. 
**210.65-80 R):

(<ΑΓ.>) [  ̣ ]̣κ ̣ [̣  ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ε̣ρ[̣  ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ἔ]ρρηξεν νότος .̓ 65
 [το]ια̣ῦτα̣ πολλῶ[ν  ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ν ἐρρ[ό]θει στόμα·
 [π]ολ̣λὴ δὲ σινδών, [πολ]λὰ δ᾽ Ἰστρ[ι]ανίδων
 ὕφ̣η γυναικῶν ἀνδ[̣ρὸ]ς ̣ ἐρριπτ[ά]ζετο,
 νε̣κ̣ρῷ διδόντες ο[ὐδ]ὲν ὠφελ[ο]υμένῳ.
 ὁ δ᾽ ἀμφὶ πλευραῖς καὶ σφαγαῖσι ̣ [κ]είμενος, 70
 πατ[̣ὴρ] μὲ̣ν οὔ, πατρῷα δ᾽ ἐξαυδ[ῶ]ν ἔπη,
 Πρία̣ [̣μος] ἔκλαιε τὸν τέκνων ὁμ[αί]μονα,
 τὸν [π]αῖ̣δ̣α̣ ̣ καὶ γέ̣ρο̣ν̣τα καὶ νεαν[̣ί]αν̣,
 τὸν οὔτε Μυσὸν οὔτε Τελήφου ̣ [κα]λῶ̣ν,
 ἀλλ̓  ὡς φυτεύσας αὐτὸς ἐκκαλούμ[̣εν]ος· 75
 ῾οἴμοι, τέκνον, πρ[ο]ύδωκά σ᾽ ἐσχάτη[ν ἔ]χων
 Φρυξὶν μεγίστην <τ᾽> ἐλπίδων σωτη[̣ρία]ν.
 χρονὸν ξενωθεὶς οὐ μακρὸν π[ολ]λῶν κακῶν
 μνήμην παρέξεις τοῖς  [̣  ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣οις ἀεί,
 ὅσ᾽ οὔτε Μέμν[̣ω]ν οὔτε Σα[ρπηδών 80

(<ME.>)
… the south wind shattered’. … Such was the mournful clamour from 

many mouths. And many a linen garment, and many robes that Istrian women 
had woven were thrown upon him, as a man bestowed their work upon a 
corpse it could not benefit. And Priam, lying upon his mangled body, though 
not his father spoke as though he were, weeping for the kinsman of his sons, 
at once boy and elder and young man, calling on him not as Mysian nor as son 
of Telephus, but invoking him as though begotten by himself. ‘Ah, my son, I 
betrayed you, though I had in you the last and greatest hope of salvation for 
the Phrygians. Though you were not our guest for long, you will leave the 
memory of many sorrows for ever to …; neither Memnon nor Sarpedon …

Priam says he had betrayed Eurypylus, the ‘last defence’ of the city, 
calling him not Telephus’ son, but his own (74-76). Priam’s laments 
here are not merely a topos, going back to the lament over Hector’s 
corpse in the Iliad and to all other sources mentioning champions who 
defended Troy after him (here we find reference to Memnon and Sarpe-
don, 80). In this case, the King’s words not only metaphorically, but 
quite literally link the boy with his family: his uncle, who considers 
himself as a father for the hero, remembers Telephus, his real father. 
These connections from a ‘male-line’ all converge to the one and only 
relative from the ‘female-line’. It is Astyoche, as mother, wife, and 

D
oc

um
en

to
 s

ca
ric

at
o 

da
 B

ib
lio

te
ca

 S
cu

ol
a 

N
or

m
al

e 
S

up
er

io
re

 d
i P

is
a 

il 
20

25
/1

1/
19

.



 SHATTERED MOTHERS (AND RELATIVES) 59

sister, who connects all these male characters of Eurypylus’ family. 
Priam’s connection to the betrayal of Eurypylus, and again, to the story 
of Telephus and Achilles’ spear, is stressed also by some central lines 
in Fr. **211 R, probably spoken by Astyoche herself, who refers to 
Priam (2-3 Ἰδαῖον βασι̣λ[ῆα … | Πρίαμον, ὁς μ[̣)11, his act of persua-
sion (5-6 ἔπεισεν ἀβου[̣λ … | ἔ[ργο]ν ἔρξαι), and the fatal spear which 
healed Telephus (10-12 ἰὼ δόρυ Τηλ[̣εφ … | παιδὶ συνκυ[ … | ὦ λόγχα 
σώτ[ειρα).

Furthermore, when compared to other tragic ‘grieving mothers’ who 
suffer punishment in addition to their sons’ death (a punishment that 
can happen within the play, be foreshadowed or be absent from the 
plot, but that is nevertheless well known to the spectators: cfr. below), 
given the circumstances of Eurypylus’ death and what will follow, 
Astyoche seems to be annihilated with her son’s defeat. The mytho-
graphic sources about Astyoche after Eurypylus’ death are scarce and 
late. The Queen is linked with the fate of the other captive daughters of 
Laomedon in Italy only by Tzetzes ad Lyc. 921 ~ 1075. Tzetzes men-
tions her only while listing the names of Laomedon’s daughters, and in 
two very similar sentences12. In any case, the audience’s expectations 
about her end are clear and obvious: her doom has to follow that of 
her son, of Priam, and of the city they are fighting for. The ‘secondary 
punishment’, for her, is strictly linked, for the spectators, with one of 
the most famous myths in ancient Greece: the destruction of their natal 
city, and the utter ruin of their family and their world. From the point 
of view of the audience, this destruction looms above the characters 
throughout the play, from the very beginning of the action.

11 The last letter before the lacuna has been accordingly interpreted as a reference 
to Astyoche herself: cfr. ὅς μ[ε vel ὃς μ[ητέρα suppl. brizi, Euripilo, 14 («debebat μ[α-» 
Radt 1999 apparatus), «ὅς μ[οι, or μ[ε very likely» CArden, Sophocles, 28. For recent 
tentative reconstructions of most of the words in lacuna, cfr. lloyd-Jones, Sophocles, 
92, 94, and ioVine, Eurypylus, 307-310.

12 Cfr. 921 (s.v. Ναύαιθος) … αἱ Λαομέδοντος θυγατέρες, Πριάμου δὲ ἀδελφαί, 
Αἴθυλλα, Ἀστυόχη, Μηδεσικάστη, and 1075 (s.v. Σήταια τλῆμον) … τὰς Λαομέδοντος 
θυγατέρας Αἴθυλλαν, Ἀστυόχην καὶ Μηδεσικάστην. Cfr. also Robert’s thesis (apud 
GrenFell, hunt, Oxyrhynchus Papyri, 27-28) according to which in P.Oxy. 214 (pos-
sibly an epic poem on Eurypylus) the woman lamenting Telephus’ destiny could be 
Astyoche in Italy. Contra, rostAGni, Euripilo, who thinks that Astyoche is still at 
Troy. In any case, the evidence is so scarce that both hypotheses seem, if not impos-
sible to prove, at least highly speculative. No literary, mythographic or iconographic 
evidence supports the hypothesis of Astyoche’s suicide at the end of the play, made by 
CAlderini, Euripilo, 723 and followed by sChMid, Geschichte, 423.
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60 LEYLA OZBEK

2. Mother and Daughter (and Wife): Niobe
Niobe is one of the most famous grieving mothers in antiquity: her sto-

ry has been known since the Iliad (24.602-617). She is the subject of plays 
by Aeschylus and Sophocles (now fragmentary), is quoted as a parallel 
for the reclusive grief of the protagonists in Sophocles’ Electra (145-152) 
and Antigone (823-837)13, is represented in vases and statues, and is even 
mocked (as the silent protagonist of Aeschylus’ play) by Aristophanes 
(Frogs 911-920). This is because her story (her guilt, the way in which 
she loses her children, and her ‘second punishment’) is appalling and 
shocking from beginning to end. Both Aeschylus and Sophocles make 
very different and radical choices of plot and staging, resulting in two 
extraordinary theatrical results for this famous myth.

I will first examine the fragmentary tragedies by Aeschylus and 
Sophocles, since they deal with two different parts of the story (the 
killing of the children in Sophocles; Niobe’s mourning in Aeschylus), 
and since only a comparative examination of the two plays can lead to 
an extensive understanding of the characterisation of Niobe and of the 
audience’s perception of her feelings. I will then focus on Aeschylus’ 
tragedy, which is central for the argument of this paper.

Both Aeschylus’ and Sophocles’ tragedies revolve around Niobe’s 
figure mostly as a mother, but both tragedies link her, in a different 
way, with the men of her family: her husband and, most of all, her fa-
ther. Both these characters, as shown for Eurypylus, will enhance for 
the audience the characterisation of Niobe as a solitary figure, grieving 
for her loss and her responsibility for it.

The story of Niobe is, from the very beginning until the end, strictly 
linked with the gods14. Daughter of Tantalus and wife of the Theban 
Amphion, who are both related to the gods and will play an important 
part in the tragic representations of her story15, her guilt is specifically 

13 Cfr. also the possible recollection of Aesch. Fr. 161 R in Eur. Alcestis 973-983, 
where Anankē is depicted as the only Goddess who accepts no gifts.

14 For the myth of Niobe, cfr. Barrett in CArden, Sophocles, 223-235; Forbes ir-
VinG, Metamorphosis, 146-148 and 294-297; pennesi, Niobe, 145-214 (all with previous 
bibliography). About the reconstruction of the two plays, only summarised here: for 
Aeschylus, cfr. (apart from the introduction in rAdt, TrGF 3) soMMerstein, Aeschylus, 
160-161; pennesi, Niobe, 5-20 and 217-220; for Sophocles, cfr. (apart from the introduc-
tion in rAdt, TrGF 4), Barrett in CArden, Sophocles, 171-222 (sometimes within the 
commentary of single fragments); lloyd-Jones, Sophocles, 226-229; ozbek, Niobe, and 
FinGlAss, Sophocles.

15 Amphion, Zeus’ son with his twin Zethus, is remembered in Euripides’ Phoe-
nissae as the builder, with his brother, of the walls of Thebes (114-116). Note that in 
this tragedy Antigone finds Polynices’ tomb right near the one of Niobe’s daughters 
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 SHATTERED MOTHERS (AND RELATIVES) 61

against the gods. As told already by Achilles in the Iliad (and described 
in what is probably a hypothesis of Sophocles’ play)16, Niobe offended 
Leto, boasting about the number and beauty of her own children against 
the (only) two of the Goddess: Apollo and Artemis. For this, she is pun-
ished by Leto’s children, in a way related to their gender: Apollo kills 
Niobe’s sons during a hunt, while Artemis kills the daughters within 
the Theban royal palace. Niobe, left alone to mourn for her children 
(and for her guilt), will be transformed in a perennial weeping rock on 
mount Sipylus. So, in comparison with Astyoche, her guilt as a mother 
is not one of action, but one of speech, and her ‘second punishment’, the 
petrification, will seal it forever (cfr. below).

In Sophocles’ tragedy, her ‘first punishment’ is divided into two parts, 
with a variation in their representation. Niobe hears of her sons’ murder 
by Apollo (and probably also of the death of her husband, shot dead by 
the god while trying to assault Apollo’s temple)17 during a pathetic rhēsis 
performed on scene in front of her royal palace (cfr. Fr. **443 and prob-
ably also 448 R). After this dreadful information, Sophocles concocts a 
coup de théâtre for the spectators and for Niobe, just wounded by the 
loss of all her male family. From what we can infer from the fragments, 
Artemis appears on scene together with Apollo, probably in a high po-
sition (the roof of the skēnē?) from which she can see the inside of the 
palace and be seen by the characters and by the audience18. Artemis 
then begins, with the help of her brother who tells her the position of 
the girls, to kill Niobe’s daughters, who, inside the palace, try to seek 
refuge from the deadly arrows (cfr. especially Frr. **441a and **445 
R). These different ways of narrating the murder of the sons and then 
of the daughters is not only a theatrical expedient to report the events 
as a whole (according to the myth, the boys were killed while hunting, 
so in an extra-scenic space). This double construction also represents a 
skilled element that aims to enhance the theatrical suspense (cfr. e.g. the 
statement of the Chorus in Fr. **441.9-11 R) and the emotions of Niobe, 
who, as a mother, has to grieve twice, in two separate moments19.

(159-160). Various sources describe Niobe as related to the gods, and even as a former 
friend of Leto (for the listing of the literary or mythographic sources, cfr. the bibliog-
raphy on n. 14). As regards the tragic corpus, in Sophocles’ Antigone the Chorus also 
recalls her divine origins (834-835 ἀλλὰ θεός τοι καὶ θεογεννής [sc. Niobe] | ἡμεῖς δὲ 
βροτοὶ καὶ θνητογενεῖς).

16 P.Oxy. 3653 (ed. CoCkle, Oxyrhynchus Papyri), fr. 1.7-20 and fr. 2.
17 Cfr. e.g., in the hypothesis of the play, fr. 2.21-24.
18 For the reconstruction of this theatrically complex scene, cfr. ozbek, Niobe.
19 Considering the characterisation of Niobe’s guilt and grief also in compari-

son with other ‘grieving mothers’, she is probably on stage during the killing of her 
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62 LEYLA OZBEK

Aeschylus’ tragedy deals with the second part of the story: Niobe’s 
overwhelming grief after the killings. The opening setting is quite dif-
ferent. She is locked in her mourning, on the tomb of her children, and 
nobody can restrain her. The spectators perceive her immobility (both 
physical and psychological) and her liminality between the outer world, 
which does not belong to her anymore, and the world of the Dead, via 
her ‘non-expressions’. From a theatrical point of view, in the first part of 
the play, the main character, visible on scene, expresses her emotions, 
her grief and her guilt, exactly by her ‘not being a character’, i.e. by 
negating every theatrical feature that constitutes a dramatis persona. 
This is possible also through her ‘interrupted communication’ with the 
Chorus and the other characters who revolve around her.

This opening setting is well shown by Fr. 154a R (probably directed 
to the Chorus with the aim of describing Niobe’s initial condition)20:

 ο]ὐδ̣ὲν εἰ μὴ πατέρ᾽ ἀναστενάζ̣ ε̣[ται
τὸν ] δό̣ντα καὶ φύσαντα̣, Ταντάλου β[ίαν,
εἰς οἷ]ον̣ ἐξώκειλεν ἀλί̣μενον γάμο̣ν.
  ]ς κακοῦ γὰρ πνεῦμ̣α προσβ[  ̣̣ ̣ ]̣ 2̣1 δο[
 ]δ᾽ ὁρᾶτε τοὐπι[τ]έρ̣μ̣ιον γάμο̣υ 5
τριταῖ]ον ἦμαρ τόνδ ἐφημένη τάφον 
τέκν⸥οις ἐπῴζει – ⏑22 τοῖς τεθνηκόσιν
 ]υσ̣α τὴν τάλαιναν εὔμορφον φυήν
 ]ς κακωθεὶς δ᾽ οὐδὲν ἄλλ ̓ ε[ἰ] μὴ σκ̣ι̣ά̣ ̣
 ] μὲν ἥξει δεῦρο Ταντάλου βία  10
 ] κόμιστρα τῆσδε καὶ πεφα[̣  ̣̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ν ̣
 ]δε μῆνιν τίνα φέρων Ἀμφ̣ίονι
  ] ο̣ν αἰκ̣ῶς ἐξεφύλλασεν γένο̣ς̣ ̣ 

daughters (cfr. ozbek, Niobe). The hypothesis that in Sophocles’ tragedy, probably 
towards the end of the plot, one girl escapes the killing (cfr. possibly Fr. **444 R), is 
not problematic for the argument here discussed. On the contrary, the possibility that 
one girl begs Artemis to save her own life (cfr. in particular Fr. **442 R) would further 
enhance the pathos of the scene and the intensity of Niobe’s emotions.

20 PSI 1208. If not otherwise stated, the Greek text of Aeschylus’ fragments is 
quoted from rAdt, TrGF 3, the English translation from soMMerstein, Aeschylus. For 
the reconstructions and conjectures on this very fragmentary text, cfr. the apparatus 
of pennesi, Niobe, 22-25, who proposes a tentative reconstruction of the text (26), and 
soMMerstein, Aeschylus, 162-165. Given the conditions of the fragments, for the sake 
of clarity I quote here Sommerstein’s translation verbatim, indicating below the most 
significant places where his text differs from Radt’s.

21 προσβ[άλλε]ι ̣ Sommerstein after Norsa and Vitelli.
22 ζῶσα Sommerstein after Latte.
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 SHATTERED MOTHERS (AND RELATIVES) 63

 ]ος23 ὑμᾶς· οὐ γάρ ἐσ̣τ̣ε δύσφρονε[ς
  ] θεὸς μὲν αἰτίαν φύει β⸤ροτοῖς, 15
ὅταν κα⸥κῶσαι δῶμα παμπήδη⸤ν θέλῃ
 ]ε θνητὸν ὄντα χρὴ τὸν [̣
 π]εριστέλλοντα μὴ θρασυστομ[εῖν
 ] εὖ πράσσοντες οὔποτ’ ἤλπ̣ισα[ν
 ]ντ̣ες ἐκχεῖν ἣν ἔχωσ[ 20
 γ]ὰρ̣ ἐξαρ̣θεῖσα [κ]αλλισ[̣τ
 ] ̣ [̣

[She is] groaning loudly over nothing so much as that her father [who] 
begot her and gave her in marriage, the m[ighty] Tantalus, ran her aground 
[on suc]h a harbourless shore of a union; for a storm of [every kind of (?)] 
evil has as[saile]d [this] h[ouse (?)]. And you [yourselves] can see the final 
outcome of this marriage: this is the [third (?)] day that she has been sitting 
at this tomb, a living mother brooding over her dead children, with the un-
happy beauty of her form [melt]ing away. A [mortal] afflicted is nothing but 
a shadow. [And now (?)] mighty Tantalus will be coming here [to apply (?)] 
means to bring her home and […]. And what anger did [Phoebus (?)] bear 
towards Amphion, that he so humbled this [flourish]ing house and stripped 
it bare? [I will tell] you, for you are not unfriendly. When god wishes to 
ruin a family completely, he plants a cause among its members; [but all the 
same], seeing that one is mortal, one should cherish the [prosperity that 
comes from the gods (?)] and not be rash in speech. [But those who] enjoy 
[continuing (?)] success never expect to [slip up (?)] and lose the [prosperity 
(?)] they have. For [this woman], elated by [her (?)] surpassing beauty [and 
the number of her children (?) …]

In this situation of incommunicability, Niobe’s father, Tantalus, plays 
a central role. From some fragments (Frr. 158, 159, 161 R, the latter about 
the unmoving nature of Death, mentioned above), we know that, at a 
certain point of this part of the action, Niobe’s father comes to the tomb. 
Tantalus tries to communicate with his daughter, to comfort her, and to 
lift her from her unidirectional link with the Dead. Through the father-
daughter relationship and through her father’s words to her, the specta-
tors could understand in full Niobe’s feelings: her relentless mourning on 
the tomb, her guilt as a mother, and her guilt as a human person.

At some point, probably after Tantalus’ speech(es), Niobe speaks 
out unexpectedly. And what the spectators hear is what they have felt 
through Tantalus, and the other characters surrounding her. She ex-

23 πρὸ]ς Sommerstein after Norsa and Vitelli ([ἐγὼ πρὸ]ς).
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64 LEYLA OZBEK

presses her inexorable grief (Fr. 162 R) alluding, after this, to Mount 
Sipylus on Ida, part of Tantalus’ kingdom (Fr. 163 R)24.

ΝΙΟΒΗ·
 Σίπυλον Ἰδαίαν ἀνὰ
 χθόν(α)

NIOBE: Mount Sipylus, on the land of Ida25

This mention of Mount Sipylus, made by the protagonist herself, hints at 
the final act of Niobe’s story: her transformation into a weeping rock on this 
mountain26. Niobe’s petrification, her ‘second punishment’ after the first 
one represented by the death of her children, definitively seals her myth 
and represents the final act of her punishment. Her petrification, as Forbes 
Irving highlights, represents both the utter punishment, per contrappasso, 
for crimes of speech against the gods (as compared with other myths end-
ing in the same way), and her perennial grief. According to this reconstruc-
tion, Niobe’s one is the most complex case of petrification: «[t]hough she 
is dead in every other respect Niobe’s grief defies the defining qualities of 
stone and she continues to weep even after her petrification»27. Her excep-
tional grief is the first defining feature of the last part of the story of Niobe. 
As Forbes Irving concludes, «[i]n her case … the mysterious human-fig-
ured stone is a compromise not only between this world and the next but 
between unfeeling nature and human grief»28. This perennial liminality 
between the world of the Living and the one of the Dead which we find in 

24 Cfr. Fr. l58 R (spoken by Tantalus himself).
25 My translation. The fragment is omitted (without explanation) in soMMerstein, 

Aeschylus, as is Fr. **167 R κραταιλέως («made of stone»), which Radt comments 
with «(sc. Nioba)», quoting in the apparatus Mette’s comparison with Fr. 430 R (incer-
tarum fabularum) κραταίπιλος.

26 The grief of Niobe on the tomb of her children and her subsequent petrifica-
tion were two of the best known part of her story. Artistic evidence often portrays her 
‘encaged’ in her grief within the naiskos of the tomb of her children, sometimes also 
showing the beginning of her petrification, starting precisely from the part physi-
cally touching the grave. Cfr. some vases of the first half of the IV century BCE 
from the South of Italy that transmit this representation (some of them linked possibly 
with Aeschylus’ plot, cfr. tAplin, Pots & Plays, 75-76), and the scholarly debate about 
them: cfr. in particular tAplin, Pots & Plays, 75-79 (and issues nos. 99 and 107 of 
«Engramma» dedicated to the debate around ‘Pots&Plays’, with the contribution on 
Niobe by Rebaudo, mentioned afterwards), and also Frontisi-duCroux, Homme-cerf, 
195-202; buxton, Astonishment, 98; seVieri, Niobe, and rebAudo, Niobe.

27 Forbes irVinG, Metamorphosis, 147; cfr. also Frontisi-duCroux, Homme-cerf, 
192-194, and buxton, Astonishment, 240.

28 Forbes irVinG, Metamorphosis, 148.
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 SHATTERED MOTHERS (AND RELATIVES) 65

the final petrification of Niobe, her being not part of the ‘normal human 
world’ anymore, is what Aeschylus’ drama already conveys in all its plot, 
from what we can reconstruct. Niobe is a mother who cannot go back in 
time, and, at the same time, she is also a daughter who can go back to her 
natal home, but only to embrace her final and highest punishment.

3. Mother (and Stepmother) and Wife (and Concubine): Ino
The story of Ino is a story of many tragedies (all fragmentary), many 

murders (and suicides), and many characters. This case is more intricate, 
not only because the part of the myth we are going to analyse shows a 
complex story, but also because Euripides, representing different parts 
of this myth in different plays, presents opposite characterisations of the 
protagonist: Ino the stepmother trying to kill another woman’s offspring, 
and Ino the defender of her children against another stepmother. In this 
last part of the myth, Euripides skilfully complicates the topic even more, 
showing two mothers/stepmothers who try to defend their children (and 
their marriage to the same man), with the tragic result that, at the end, 
none survives.

Here too, in particular in Ino, which I will focus on, we find the theat-
rical features previously analysed: the loss of children, the guilt and the 
grief of their mother – or, rather, two mothers – and the suicide of both 
women (followed, in the myth, by the deification of one of them, who 
in her extreme gesture takes with her one of her children). But, most 
of all, this intricate story of two women and their offspring, of their at-
tempts to keep them (and themselves) alive one against the other, and 
of the final tragedy that involves both of them is represented on scene 
through the aid of just one male character: the one who connects (and 
has caused) every action, and who will suffer the worst destiny of all.

The myth of Ino is as complex as her characterisation. Sister of Semele, 
she tries, unsuccessfully, to kill the sons of Athamas’ first wife Nephele29. 
From Athamas, she herself has two children, Learchus and Melicertes30; 
after this, she disappears31 and is believed to be dead. Athamas then mar-

29 Cfr. Euripides’ Phrixus I and II, with the tentative reconstructions, above all, of 
kAnniCht, TrGF 5, 856, and CollArd, Cropp, Euripides, II.423-427.

30 From this point, the story summarised here is the plot of Euripides’ Ino as based 
on Hyginus (Fab. 4, test iii Kn.), who explicitly attributes the relevant fabula to Euripi-
des’ play. This is one of only two fabulae for which Hyginus does this, and in the other 
case, Antiope (Fab. 8), we have further evidence which backs up his claim. For the 
reconstruction of this tragedy, cfr. FinGlAss, Ino, and Ino (Mistaken Identity); cfr. also 
kAnniCht, TrGF 5, 442-443; CollArd, Cropp, Euripides, I.438-441.

31 Possibly driven by Hera, enraged by her help to her sister with regard to Dionysus.
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66 LEYLA OZBEK

ries Themisto and has twins from her, before discovering that Ino is still 
alive, wandering on Mount Parnassus. He then brings home Ino, who is 
disguised as a servant. Ino prevents her sons being murdered by Themisto, 
subverting her plan and causing the death of Themisto’s twins and her 
subsequent suicide. At the same time, however, Athamas, while hunting, 
is struck by madness and kills Ino’s son Learchus. Overcome by grief, Ino 
leaps into the sea with her other son Melicertes in order to die with him32.

The presence, in the same house, of the two wives of Athamas 
(Themisto is unaware of the presence of Ino, and Ino is disguised as a 
servant) and the events caused by this cohabitation probably represent 
the plot of Euripides’ Ino33. Two different mothers suffer grief for the 
death of their children, and guilt for it. But the dramatic action seems 
to revolve around Ino: her past troubles, her responsibility in killing 
Themisto’s children (even though driven by necessity, to save her own 
sons), and her future sufferings.

We do not have many fragments or testimonia of this tragedy, but 
one striking papyrus fragment has been recently attributed to it: P.Oxy. 
513134. I wish to focus on this fragment as evidence, again, for the ‘sup-
porting role’ of male characters for the characterisation of grieving 
mothers. From what we can infer from the fragment, a dead body is 
carried on stage in front of the Chorus, Athamas, and Ino (1-19)35:

 ] επτε ̣ [̣ ] ̣ τ̣  ̣ [̣
 χαυνα[
 - - - - - - - -
 ἄλλη συνε[̣– ⏔ ⏕ ⏔ ⏕
 οἵδε γὰρ ἥκουσ[̣᾽ ̣ ̣ ]̣ τ [̣ ]̣ ο̣λ̣[
 φοράδην τὴν βαρυδαίμονα[– – 5
 Κάδμου γενε[  ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ̣ [
 πρὸς δεσπόσ[υνον δ]ῶμα φέρ[οντες
 <⏔ ⏕ ⏔ – ⏖ – –> 7a

32 She is then probably deified as Leucothea.
33 Cfr. above, n. 30.
34 Cfr., tentatively, luppe, henry, Oxyrhynchus Papyri (with a question mark in 

the title), and FinGlAss, Ino.
35 These last two signalled with their name on the left margin respectively of ll. 8 

and 12. I quote here the text as printed by FinGlAss, Ino (Mistaken Identity), with the 
modifications of FinGlAss, Ino (Further Notes) (after koVACs, Ino), which is slightly 
revised in comparison with that of FinGlAss, Ino (similar, with some improvements, 
to the ed. pr. by luppe, henry, Oxyrhynchus Papyri). For the sake of clarity, I will not 
quote the marginal notes (apart from the names of the characters) nor the last lines 
of the papyrus, which are barely readable. The English translation also comes from 
FinGlAss, Ino (Mistaken Identity), here without stage directions.
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 SHATTERED MOTHERS (AND RELATIVES) 67

 - - - - - - - -
Ἀθάμας θέσθ᾽ ἡσύχ[ως νιν οἱ π]έλας πρὸ δ[̣ωμάτων
 μι̣κρὸν̣ μὲν ὑμῖν ἄχθος, ἀλγειν[ὸν δ᾽ ἐμοί.
 γυμνοῦτε, δείκνυτ̓  εἰς φάος πο[– ⏑ – 10
 μὴ καὶ λελη̣θὼ̣ς̣ ἐν πέπλοισιν[– ⏑ – .
 [- - - - - - -]
Ἰν̣[̣ ] ε̣ ψυχα ̣ ̣ μοχ [̣] [
 [ ]̣ ̣ ̣ [̣  ̣ ̣ ]̣ακι ̣ [̣ ]̣ων [
 ] ̣ [̣  ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ἀ̣]εικέλιος ὠ ταλαπ[ειρι
 ]ων δύστηνος [ 15
 ]ελι⟦τ⟧θ ̣ α̣ ̣ α̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ [̣
 ]ανο[̣  ̣ ]̣ [̣
 ]ας̣ [
 ]ο ̣ δυστην[

CHORUS Another …
 For these men have come …
 aloft the ill-fated …
 of Cadmus …
 carrying to the master’s house.
ATHAMAS Place him gently in front of the house, bystanders,
 a weight small for you, but painful for me.
 Strip him, show him to the light …
 so that not escaping notice in robes …
INO … soul …
 …
 … terrible, o wretched
 … unhappy

If we consider Athamas’ words, in particular in ll. 8 (in which Athamas 
asks the attendants to treat the corpse ‘gently’, ἡσύχ[ως) and 9, we can prob-
ably infer that the attendants are carrying on stage the corpse of Learchus, 
Athamas’ son, just killed by him unintentionally: a body that is very fragile, 
and at the same time very dear to him. Struck by his past madness and vio-
lence36, Athamas orders the attendants to place the body near the palace and 
to unveil him (8-11). At this point, in front of the Chorus, of her husband, 
and of the corpse of his son, Ino begins to sing a lament, possibly a long one 
(12ff., transmitted in very bad conditions by the papyrus).

36 Considering the wording and the metre of 8-10 (spoken in iambic trimeters), I 
agree with Finglass in supposing that here Athamas is not insane anymore: he can well 
understand the gravity of the situation and of his past actions.
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68 LEYLA OZBEK

Again, we find a mother’s grief for the death of one of her children, and 
again, in what seems a central scene of the tragedy, the male character, in 
this case Athamas, amplifies by his presence and his actions the pain that 
the mother is suffering. Quite literally so, in this case: Athamas brought 
back Ino in disguise as a servant, thus offending both her and Themisto, 
and causing the murder of Themisto’s children, her suicide, the death 
of Learchus (this time killing the boy himself, while momentarily mad-
dened), and the subsequent deaths of Ino and Melicertes. To the eyes of 
the audience, his presence near Ino, his caring actions with regards to the 
corpse, and his grief expressed by his words are a perfect introduction for 
Ino’s song and for her suffering as a mother.

Conclusion
The purpose of this survey was to show how the dramatists use male 

characters to deepen the characterisation of the female protagonists. In 
the case of Sophocles’ Eurypylus, Astyoche’s sorrow and responsibil-
ity are not isolated: they are echoed by her brother Priam’s lament on 
the corpse of Eurypylus as described by the Messenger. In Aeschylus’ 
Niobe, Tantalus’ role is even much more pivotal in transmitting the grief 
of the protagonist to the audience. By giving voice to Niobe’s silent sor-
row through her father’s attempts to console her and move her away from 
her grief, Aeschylus brings the focus on the protagonist, who is always at 
the centre of the audience’s attention. In Ino, Euripides achieves the aim 
of amplifying the sorrow of the female characters through the only male 
protagonist, Athamas, who gives the theatrical framework for Themisto’s 
and Ino’s actions, and for their subsequent grief.

In these fragmentary pièces the male characters play the role of sound-
ing boards for the female protagonists’ guilt and sorrow: they magnify the 
characterisations of these mothers, and, above all, their grieving solitude.
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