Essay Questions -- Test # 2
Read the following essay questions and choose one to write an essay of at least one page in length.  The essay may be more than a page.  Essays shorter than one full page will lose points.  The essay is worth 40 points.

1. Read carefully the selections from Euripides’ Bacchae in the chapter on Dionysus.  Is this play a support of Dionysus as a deity to be worshipped and a condemnation of religious intolerance, or is it a depiction of the dangers of religious extremism and the wild religion Dionysus represents?  Find evidence in the play to support your position, and cite any quotations. (e.g. M & L, p. 76 -- indicate which edition you use).

I am using Morford & Lenardon, Classical Mythology, 8th ed.

As I see it, the Bacchae is a rather difficult play – there seem to be elements in which the worship of Bacchus is hailed as a good thing, and times when the worship of Dionysus is seen as troubling and potentially threatening to the security of Thebes and its king.
One can draw the conclusion that Euripides sees the worship of Bacchus as a good thing, and a practice that brings good, in that this is a play performed at the City Dionysia, a festival in honor of Dionysus, and would have been performed in the Theatre of Dionysus on the slopes of the Acropolis.  It is unlikely that a playwright, who sees Dionysus as a patron god, would show complete disregard and disrespect for his patron.  Besides, the citizens of Athens must have felt that the play was o.k., or it would not have been produced.  

Within the play, we have a description from a messenger sent to spy on the Bacchants in the hills.  He reports that the women were asleep when he came upon them, not “at random but with modesty.” (M & L, 302)  He also points out that “they were not, as you said they would be, intoxicated with wine and the music of the flute, bent on satisfying their lust…” (also M & L, 302)  In other words, though there is dancing and some rather wild ritual, it is not a threat to public decorum or proper behavior.  The women are not engaged in orgies, and are not drunk, as Pentheus had suggested they would be.   The messenger even suggests some sense of communion with the wild – the women are caring for young wild animals, as if they were their own (M & L, 302).  

It must be noted, though, that a large emphasis on the play is not on the benefits of the worship of Dionysus, but rather on the punishments that will happen to any who oppose the worship.  Pentheus, who had opposed the worship quite vigorously, is beheaded by his own mother (M & L 306-08).  The messenger who suggested to Pentheus that he was all wrong about the Bacchae, does tell of their great power in tearing at the ground with their bare hands, and slaying wild animals, and even attacking a group of farmers before turning on the messenger himself (M & L, 303). Though he felt that Pentheus had misjudged them, their violence against the messenger and others does indicate that Pentheus is not totally out of line in feeling that the worship of Bacchus represents a real threat to Thebes.

In his cool manipulation of Pentheus, Dionysus seems to demonstrate the real dangers of Bacchus.  First, when he was put under arrest, Dionysus clouded Pentheus who ended up burning down the barn that served as a jail, and making a fool of Pentheus (M & L, 301).  Later, he plays on Pentheus’ own weakness and pathologic desire to see the women being naughty (M & L, 304-05).  Admittedly, it is Pentheus’ own mental pathologies that lead to his being duped by the god, but it does support Pentheus’ idea that Dionysus is dangerous because he can seduce normal people into doing the wrong thing.  And, in seducing Pentheus so as to make him the fool, while also ensuring his death, Dionysus does show himself to be dangerous (M & L, 305).  
It may be that Euripides wanted to show that Dionysus had two sides – he was a true boon to human kind, as he allowed them to relax and forget their troubles;  but he also could lead them to commit stupid, even dangerous deeds.  Thus, the play does not resolve the issue of who is right, or more right: the abstemious Pentheus, or the wild women on the hill.  Both views are set forth, but a clear side with either of these two positions is not taken. 
2. Consider Oedipus as he appears in the two plays, Oedipus Tyrannus and Oedipus at Colonus.  Compare the two portrayals.  How has the character changed over time?  How has Oedipus’ understanding of his position in the world changed?  Be sure to support your position with reference to the text, and cite any quotations.
The Oedipus of the OT believes that he is the great riddle-solver, that his gut instincts have trumped over experts in prophecy such as Tiresias.  He is mistaken in that belief.  Throughout the play he accuses others of being the murderer of Laius, though he himself has committed that crime.  He utters curses and decrees against that criminal, not knowing that he is condemning himself.  The OT is a play about learning, especially about learning the lesson that it is foolish to call any human happy until he is dead, for there is information out there of which  humans are unaware.  Even Oedipus, the riddle solver is mistaken in his characterization – he is an insider, not an outsider, a basileus and not a tyrranos, a parricide as well as a hero – though he is taught those lessons through the course of the play.  The play reflects the Greek belief that the gods teach mortals through suffering.

The Oedipus of the OC is an older man.  Unlike the king on top of the world at the start of the OT, this Oedipus is, and has been, a beggar for years, shunned by many communities as a pollution on their land.  He is dependent on his daughters to help him travel from town to town, and he is dependent on Theseus to defend himself against possible kidnapping by the forces of Cleon or Polynices.  He does know who he is – he realizes that kings as well as beggars are subject to the vicissitudes of life and the whims of the gods.  Though he is poor in military or political power, he does know who he is, and his position as father to Polynices and former monarch to Creon does give him some spiritual authority.  Having been rejected by his own people, or being viewed by them as a political pawn, he is welcomed by the gods to some higher life and purpose.  His disappearance (rather like Mary’s assumption in Catholic theology) is something that marks him as dear to the gods, despite his position as a pariah.  
3. Read carefully the selections from Aeschylus’ Choephori (Libation Bearers), Euripides’ Electra and Sophocles’ Electra.  Compare and contrast the depiction of Electra or Orestes in all three plays.  Point to particular statements in the plays to support your essay, and cite any quotations.
I’m choosing to focus on the figure of Electra in the three plays.  

In Aeschylus’ play, Electra is little more important than the Watchman in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.  She provides background information to her brother, Orestes, which enables him to carry out his role as avenger.  She and the chorus show dismay at their situation at the play’s beginning, and she has a rather touching recognition scene with her brother, where it gradually dawns on her that her brother has returned.  But Aeschylus’ purpose in the Oresteia trilogy is to focus on Orestes as the lynchpin in this story of blood vengeance turning into civic justice.  Orestes comes at the end of a long line of blood crimes and, when he is tried and acquitted by an Athenian jury, the curse is lifted.  Electra has little to do with that.  She describes the sad condition of Argos under the rule of Aegisthus and Clytemnestra, meets her brother, gives him information to carry out his vengeance, and disappears. 

In Euripides’ play, emphasis is laid on Electra’s unfortunate condition.  She is not only not shown the respect and care she should get from her mother the queen, but the queen and Aegisthus have conspired to marry her off to a man of no position, thereby ruining  her life.  Her hatred for her mother, and especially for Aegisthus is made clear, and there may be some sense that she resents her mother and Aegisthus because of her own love for her father (the “Electra” complex seems to be named after the Electra portrayed by Euripides), and possibly a crush on Aegisthus himself (this possibility is emphasized in Eugene O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra, in which Lavinia (Electra) is clearly in love with her mother’s lover, though she cannot admit that love).  There is a greater emphasis on this resentment, even hatred, in this play.  When the dead Aegisthus is brought before her, she mocks and spits upon his corpse, something that must have left a bad taste in the audience’s mouth, despite the fact that Aegisthus is clearly a criminal who usurped the throne from the rightful monarch.  When Clytemnestra comes to the farmer’s house (Electra’s plan to get her to where Orestes can kill her), it is Electra who pushes Orestes into killing their mom.  He does not want to do it, and there is some sense he might give up the killing, but Electra bullies him into it.  Both he and she show remorse, and the figure of Castor, acting as deus ex machina, does say as much – that Apollo’s call for Clytemnestra was going too far.  
In Sophocles’ play, the focus is on how an heroic Electra has withstood the attempts over the years to coopt her.  Unlike her sister Chrysothemis, who argues that you can’t fight city hall, Electra refuses to give in, convinced that her brother will some day return and put things right.  In this rather long play, the recognition scene doesn’t occur until 5/6 of the way through the play.  To win Clytemnestra over, Orestes and Pylades must pretend to be young men from Phocis, where Orestes had been raised alongside Pylades, who witnessed Orestes’ death.  They claim to be bringing the funeral ashes of Orestes home for burial.  While Clytemnestra rejoices, Electra is crushed by the news.  Not only, so far as she knows, is her beloved brother dead, but all of her  hopes, that she has defiantly clung to, are now ruined.  Orestes must watch as his sister falls apart. She, of course, has a dramatic change of heart once she learns that the messenger is Orestes come back.  She does not take much part in the killings, and this Orestes requires no nudging or badgering from Electra.  The whole point of Sophocles’ Electra is that we see how a tower of strength, a heroic woman holding out in a hostile world, is pushed to the brink, and then, gets one more shove and how she breaks down.  This play is not so much about the revenge, as it is about the psychic struggle going on within Electra.
