MICHAEL EWANS

THE THREE CHANGES OF SCENE
IN EXTANT GREEK TRAGEDY

ABSTRACT: This article examines the three changes of scene in extant
Greek tragedy, which take place after Aeschylus’ Eumenides 234 and Libation
Bearers 584, and Sophocles’ 4dias 814. They have been much discussed, and
scholars have expressed a wide range of views; but the present author brings to
bear not only study of the texts, but the results of actual productions which he
has directed in reconstructions of the original Athenian theatre configuration.
It 1s argued from the universally acknowledged scene change in Eumenides
that there were indeed changes of scene near the mid-point of the other two
tragedies; that four successive events were needed to signal a change of scene;
and that these occurred in Libation Bearers and Aias as well as in Eumenides.
An Appendix is devoted to the degree of realistic credibility in the original
staging of tragedy at Athens, and three others address important issues which
would have diverted from the argument if included in the main text.

INTRODUCTION

O EXAMINE a question about any aspect of the original staging of

Greek tragedy, assumptions about the nature and use of the play-
ing space need to be made. These assumptions must of course be based
on an evaluation of the archaeological evidence and of the ancient testimo-
nia, and especially on deductions from the preserved texts of the tragedies
themselves. And on these bases much has been written about staging, espe-
cially since the publication of Taplin (1977). Distinguished scholars have
contributed valuable insights; but only a few of them have had practical
experience of translating and/or directing a play for themselves.' In addi-

1. These scholar-practitioners include at least four major figures; C. W. (“Toph’) Marshall,
Peter Meineck, Rush Rehm and David Wiles. However, of them only Marshall (2017)

has written about scene change.
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tion to my work as a scholar and translator of ancient Greek drama, I have
produced six Greek tragedies and two comedies in a half-sized replica of
the Athenian theatre shape, as well as countless workshops on individual
scenes from other plays;? and I have published the resulting insights in the-
atrical commentaries appended to my translations, which aim to be both
accurate and actable. ? The plays which I have taken to full production
include the three which many scholars believe to have involved a scene-
change; Aeschylus’ Eumenides and Libation Bearers and Sophocles’ dias.*

Based on an assessment of the play texts themselves, ancient testimo-
nia, archaeology and my practical work, I have made some basic assump-
tions about Athenian staging practice in and after 458 BCE and argued for
them, with references to previous scholarship, in a recent book.” The as-
sumptions which directly affect consideration of scene-change are:

1. If there was an altar at the centre of the orchéstra for preliminary
rituals, it must have been removable for the actual performances. The cen-
tre 1s the focal point for audience attention in the Greek theatre shape, so
it would have been the position for any fixed prop which is central to the
action; and when there is no such prop in the play the centre point would
have been used by actors when their text required maximum emphasis.

2. There was by 458 BCE a building called the skéné which occupied
the side of the orchéstra facing the central block of the audience; it was
probably one storey high, and it had a practicable roof and at least one win-
dow.% In the fifth century there was one set of double doors in the middle
of this building, leading directly onto the rear of the orchéstra;” and there

2. I'was trained as a classicist, but I transferred to my University’s Department of Drama
full-time in 1981, and I worked there until my retirement in 2011. This led me to adopt
a practice-based approach to Greek drama, giving me a perspective which diverges from
that of most classical scholars. —For my productions I used the ‘Greek theatre shape’
that most scholars believed in during the 1980s-90s— a circular orchéstra. But the sub-
sequent archaeological work at the Theatre of Dionysus published by Goette (2007) and
Papastamati-von Mook (2015) makes it far more likely that the fifth-century orchéstra was
rectangular; cf. Rehm (2002) 39-41, with bibliography to that date. However, this does
not affect the aspects of performance that I discuss in this paper.

3. Ewans (1996), Ewans (1999), (2000) (both with contributions from Graham Ley and
Gregory McCart), Ewans (2010), (2011) and (2024). The rationale behind this research
method is described in Ewans (2024) 2-3.

4. The changes take place after lines Eu. 234, LB 584 and 4:. 814.

5.  Ewans (2023) 11-17.

6. The question what kind of building, if any, was present for Persians and the Theban and
Danaid trilogies is disputed, but not relevant to the subject of this article.

7. Dale (1969) 118-19 and 126-27. Unsuccessful attempts have been made to challenge
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was a platform on wheels inside, behind the doors, called the ekkuklema.
When the skéné represented a building, preset tableaux could be wheeled
out on it into the back of the playing space to reveal the situation inside.
Painted panels (skénographia) were almost certainly attached to the front of
the skéneé to show spectators where the action of a tragedy, or if there was a
scene-change a part of a tragedy, was set.® By the date of Medea (431 BCE)
there was an additional device, the méchané — a crane with its base behind
the skéneé; it could fly one or two actors, usually playing gods, into view
above the rear of the orchéstra.

3. The front half of the orchéstra was a weaker position than the rear
half (in contrast to modern theatres with the whole audience facing the
front of the stage), because the further an actor advanced beyond a trans-
verse line imagined as drawn across the orcheéstra halfway forward from the
skéne, the fewer the audience members who could see the face of his mask.
As previously mentioned, the centre point itself was the most commanding
position, except when it was temporarily ‘upstaged’ by an entry through
the skéne doors, as for example when Aeschylus’ Klytaimestra comes out
to greet Agamemnon. The power of such sudden entrances was sometimes
augmented with a spectacular (often gory) preset tableau on the ekkuklema
— e.g. Klytaimestra standing over the bodies of Agamemnon and Kassan-
dra, Aias surrounded by the sheep and cattle which he has slaughtered,
and Euripides’ Herakles with the wife and children whom he has killed
while maddened by Lyssa. These tableaux pulled attention ‘upstage’. But
it is notable that in rehearsals of Agamemnon, Libation Bearers and Auas 1
found that the actor in the tableau soon felt (without direction on my part)
a need to step off the ekkuklema and move forward into a more prominent
position to engage with the characters already in the orchéstra.

her conclusion that there was only one doorway; see Ewans (2023) 14. In the fourth
century the situation must have changed; Aristophanes’ Assemblywomen (c. 392) almost
certainly requires two doors, and the comedies of Menander, staged after the ‘Lycurgan’
reconstruction, require three. — Liapis’ reconstruction of the suicide of Aias (2015)
requires three doors. Liapis also posits a raised stage, but see Appendix 4.

8. Ley (1989). This important article has also been widely ignored. Cf., e.g., Finglass
(2011) 12, who assumes without argument or evidence that: “The scene change [in 4ias]
is not marked by any change of scenery; any decoration of the skene is generic and not
tied to a specific location.” But in the majority of extant tragedies, the characters evoke
details of the location or (with a scene change) locations in which the action takes place;
why should not the skénographia have represented these locations? Indeed, what other
purpose could it have had?
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4. Complex acts of violence which could not be enacted onstage were
normally deemed to have taken place inside the building represented by the
skené; the resulting tableau was then displayed on the ekkuklema. But there
are two examples of violence being enacted in audience view, when it could
be plausibly faked; I shall argue that the suicide of Aias is one, and the oth-
er 1s the torture of Prometheus in the opening scene of Prometheus Bound.
Sophocles’ Niobe might have provided a further example, if after the end of
the surviving sequence Artemis entered from the skéné in hot pursuit of the
one surviving daughter, Chloris, and shot an arrow at her as she fled, per-
haps even wounding her fatally.®

It is generally recognized that Aristophanic comedy often employed flu-
idity of envisaged location,'® while the action of tragedy is firmly located,
usually in one place per play; but there are three extant plays in which a
change of scene (or at least, in the case of Libation Bearers, a ‘refocussing’)"!
has been suggested. This article adds practical experience to scholarship;
I shall argue that in all three plays there was an actual scene change, and
it was conducted in all of them by the same theatrical procedure. We be-
gin with the undisputed change from Delphi to Athens in Aeschylus’ Eu-
menides, and then investigate in the light of it the two disputed cases of
Libation Bearers and Sophocles’ Aas.

EUMENIDES

The first third of Eumenides 1s set in front of Apollo’s temple at Delphi,
and the remainder is set in a deliberately unspecified location at Athens.'?
Here is the transition between the two locations, with my suggested stage
directions.

9.  Niobe fragments translation and theatrical commentary; Ewans (2000) 169-71. Greek
text with extensive textual commentary; Barrett (1974) 171-235.

10. See esp. Lowe (2006), an excellent chapter on the use of the playing space in Aristophanes.

11. See below.

12. So rightly Thomson (1966) I1.19; cf. Ewans (2024) 199. All translations of Aeschylus
and Sophocles are from my editions, and the stage directions are those developed in my
productions.
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1 FURY" Don’t try to cut my privileges down by words.
APOLLO I wouldn’t want to have your privileges.
1 FURY No; whatever happens you are held in high regard
beside the throne of Zeus.
But I — since I am driven on by mother-blood 230
will go in search of justice. I will hunt Orestes to the end!

Exceunt, right.

APOLLO And I will give protection, and will save my suppliant;
the anger of a man who turned to me for refuge would be terrible,

among both men and gods, if I could help, and failed.

Exit into the temple. Skené doors close.
The playing space is empty. The panels representing a temple are removed
from the skéne."* Preset a statue of Athena, centre."

SCENE 3
Enter Orestes, right.

ORESTES: Lady Athena, I have come at Loxias’ command;

receive this wanderer with kindness.

I am not now a suppliant with unclean hands;

no — my pollution’s lost its edge; it has been worn away

in other houses, other paths of men.

I’ve crossed both land and sea, and all the way I've kept 240
Apollo’s orders in my mind; goddess, I now approach

your temple and your holy image. I will stand guard here

and wait until the outcome of my trial.

Enter the Furies, right.

13.

14.

15.

The Chorus played a collective character. This character’s specific identity is always
important, especially perhaps in Aeschylus. So it has been my practice in all my 16 pub-
lished translations of Greek plays to use their name rather than the normal designation
‘Chorus’, which I regard as unhelpful to actors. I have read many (though of course not
all) English translations of Greek drama, and have found only one previous translator
who adopts this practice; Postgate (1969), cf. 19.

It is possible, though less probable, that the temple fagade remained unchanged, as in my
production — and now represented the exterior of a (deliberately unspecified) temple in
Athens.

Scullion (1994) 80 would place the statue just inside the doors of the skené (followed
by Finglass, [2011] 13). They apparently did not realize that the Furies must be able
to dance around it during the ‘binding-song’ 307-95, since at that point Orestes is still
taking refuge at it as a suppliant.
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From a performance of this sequence four events seem to be necessary
to establish a change of scene in a Greek tragedy; I shall argue that all four
occur in both Libation Bearers and Auas.

1. Exit of all characters, including the chorus, from the first location.'s

2. Placement or removal by stagehands of a prop at the centre of the
orchestra."

3. The scenic panels are changed or removed.

4. The skéné doors either come into use for the first time after the
change (Libation Bearers) or remain closed for the rest of the play after be-
ing used previously (Eumenides, Aias). I concede that one could imagine
a lost tragedy in which the doors were used in both parts of a play with a
scene change; but it 1s notable that this is not the case in any of the three sur-
viving examples.

After these four things have been done, the first actor/actors for the sec-
ond part of the action can enter and continue the play.

LIBATION BEARERS

Armed with these criteria, let us examine the mid-point of Libation Bear-
ers. Several scholars claim that there is no change of scene here, that the
scene simply ‘refocusses’ from Agamemnon’s grave mound to the palace
of Atreus."® Whether you believe this depends in part on your view of how
credibly Greek tragedy was staged.' Clearly in the first half of the play

16. Exit of the chorus does not by itself indicate a change of scene. There are three extant
scenes in Euripides where a chorus exits and subsequently re-enters to the same location;
Alkestis 747, Helen 385 and [Rhesos] 564.

17. Of course the Athenian theatre had stagehands; among other things, they would have
been needed to push out and subsequently retract the ekkuklema. They definitely ap-
peared in the playing space at Aristophanes Peace 729-32; and I cannot think of any
good reason why they could not have appeared in a tragedy to reset the scene during
what is clearly a break in the performance, after all the actors have temporarily left the
orchestra. Indeed, they must have done so during the Eumenides scene change, to preset
the statue of Athena at the centre (cf. note 15 above).

18. E.g. Dale (1969) 99, Taplin (1977) 318-19 and Garvie (1986) Ixv. Cf. Sier (2024) 39-43.
Lowe accepts this idea in passing; (2006) 53. But there are no parallels elsewhere in ex-
tant tragedy, and that must carry some weight, even though the surviving complete plays
amount to only a small fraction of the tragedies known to have been performed in Athens
in the fifth century.

19. See Appendix 1. Marshall (2017) 87-92, holds that Aeschylus’ stage was ‘non-naturalis-

tic’ and so would deny the arguments from credibility which I advance in this paragraph.
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there 1s a substantial prop, the grave mound; in view of its cardinal impor-
tance, and the fact that it must be danced around during the kommos, it
must have been placed at the centre point. Equally clearly, it strains credi-
bility to believe that Klytaimestra, having cut off Agamemnon’s extremities
to hobble his spirit (439), would have buried him ten metres from her front
door. On the contrary, she would have buried him as far as possible from
her palace in an (unsuccessful) attempt to avoid his wrath. And I know of
no evidence for relatives being buried in or just outside their house in fifth
century Greece.

The Libation Bearers enter singing: “We have come from the house,
sent here / to bring libations” (22-23). And since Orestes and Pylades ob-
serve the women approaching gradually, and conceal themselves to watch,
it is clear that the women enter coming slowly from a palace imagined to
be down the left ezsodos, and not directly from the skéneé. Furthermore, the
Libation Bearers, Orestes and Elektra spend over 270 lines loudly and free-
ly propitiating Agamemnon’s spirit and praying for his aid towards venge-
ance. One Libation Bearer briefly expresses concern that they might be
overheard (264-68); but Orestes assures her that Apollo will not forsake
him, and they proceed to sing the long kommos (lament for Agamemnon),
and then plan their revenge plot, without fear. This again suggests that the
first half of the play is set in the countryside, not in front of the palace.

There are also strong practical considerations. The second half of Li-
bation Bearers would be extremely difficult to stage with the grave mound
still present; the focus 1s on goings to and comings from the palace door,
and the play reaches its climax with the appearance of Orestes, Pylades and
Elektra on the ekkuklema over the bodies of Klytaimestra and Aigisthos.
The grave mound would pull focus unacceptably from the tableau outside
the doors in that final scene; and earlier in the second half its continued
presence would preclude the use of the centre as an acting location. This
would be almost equally unacceptable. It is too large and central a prop
for the actors to work round it or for the audience to ignore it and ‘focus’
away from it.?° So there was a scene change after Orestes’ exit line 584,

But he does not address the practical staging issues which I raise in the remainder of my
discussion. And the kind of realistic credibility that I argue for in the Appendix has noth-
ing to do with ‘nineteenth-century naturalistic assumptions’ (Marshall ¢bid. 90).

20. Cf. my commentary on the scenes set in front of the palace, (2024) 179-88. Scullion
(1994) 71-77 believes that there was no change of scene in Libation Bearers. However,
the minor linguistic arguments that he assembles do not outweigh the fact that in dra-
matic terms the setting of Agamemnon’s gravemound right outside the palace is neither
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and this should therefore follow the same procedure as in Eumenides. First
Orestes, Pylades and Elektra exeunt left (towards the city), followed by
the Libation Bearers; this time the prop (the grave mound) is struck, not
set, so the skéné doors can come into use after the re-entry of the chorus.
While the grave is being struck, other stagehands would (if Ley’s argument
for skénographia by 458 BCE is correct) remove panels representing open
countryside, disclosing under them the palace fagade which had previously
been the setting for Agamemnon.

Meanwhile the characters from the first half of the play traverse on the
lower level behind the skéré building from actor left to actor right, since
in the new setting they are coming from the countryside to the palace and
must therefore use the ezsodos opposite to that from which Elektra and the
chorus entered at the beginning of the drama.?! On arrival in front of the
new scenic panels the Libation Bearers sing an ode; but before or while
they begin to sing, Elektra should enter right, return to the palace, knock
and gain admission. Although she has no further speaking part in the play,
her silent presence is highly desirable in two later scenes.?” And if she has
gone out from the palace to offer libations at the grave site, then common
sense dictates that she must be seen to go back into it. Finally, it 1s a nice
touch if the doorkeeper admits Elektra readily, for contrast with his surli-
ness when the ‘strangers’ Orestes and Pylades seek entry in the next scene.

The stage directions for the scene change should therefore be as follows:*

(ORESTES) ...Elektra, you must supervise with care all that goes on inside
the house,

so that this plan of ours may hold together, 580
while you must watch your words almost religiously;
be silent when need be, speak only what will help our cause.
All else, I call on Hermes now to oversee;
guide me, let my sword win the contest!

Exeunt Orestes, Pylades, Elektra and the Libation Bearers, left.

credible nor practical. And the Libation Bearers’ invocation to it at 722-29 does not nec-
essarily indicate that it is present.

21. Similarly, Aias needs to exit right after 692 and traverse backstage so he can enter left in
the new location before 815.

22. My Scenes 3 and 7, lines 652-718 and 972-1076. For arguments in favour of Elektra’s
presence there see Ewans (2024) 179-80 and 187.

23. Ewans (2024) 94.
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Strike Agamemmnon’s grave. The fagade now represents the palace, as in
Agamemnon.

Enter Elektra, right; she knocks and is admatted at the doors.

Enter the Libation Bearers, right.

Chorus 3 (585 fI)

LIBATION BEARERS (A1) The earth breeds beasts
that cause terrible suffering...?!

AIAS

The question how and where Aias’ suicide was enacted has been the subject
of much discussion among scholars, even including a three-day conference
solely devoted to this topic in Pisa in 2013, which resulted in a substantial
book.?” None of the participants showed any evidence of practical experi-
ence working on a production of 4ias, or even of having seen one. Theo-
ries flew thick and fast, and some of them seem quite unworkable (e.g. Aias
crawling behind a screen into the skéné, after which a dummy was substi-
tuted for his body).?® Let us suppose for the purposes of discussion that
Sophocles is playing by the same rules as his predecessor.”” The stage direc-
tions would then be as follows:

(4 Soldier has just brought the news that Aias is doomed if he leaves his tent
this day.)

TEKMESSA (to the SAILORS) My friends, protect me from this fate.
Some of you hurry and bring Teukros here;
some go west, to the curve in the shore; others

24.

25.

26.
27.

Orestes and Pylades should enter (right ezsodos) just after 638 —not later— for continuity,
as the last two stanzas of this Chorus hail Orestes’ return.

Most and Ozbek (2015). Campbell (2018) provided a very useful survey of staging pro-
posals for the suicide from antiquity to 2017, but he seems not to have been aware of this
book.

Garvie (2015) 41-43.

A shorter version of the following analysis of the staging of the suicide was presented in
Ewans (1999) 191-94, based on the experience of and decisions made in my 1997 pro-
duction. That analysis was not cited or discussed by any of the participants in the 2013
conference at Pisa.
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look east for my man who should not have gone.
I realize that he’s deceived me, and has cast aside
the favour he once showed to me.
My child, what shall I do? We can’t sit here.
I'll search as well, as far as I can go. 810
Let’s go, let’s rush; this is no time to stay.
1 SAILOR I'm ready to go too; I'll prove it now.
I'll go, as quickly as I can.

Exeunt TEKMESSA and some SAILORS right; exeunt SOLDIER and other
SAILORS lef t.

Change of scene: set some bushes in front of the centre of the orchéstra. The
skene panels now represent the seashore.

Scene 5 (815 ff.)
Enter AIAS, left. He fixes huis sword in the ground behind the bushes.

AIAS My executioner now stands where he will cut
most sharply...
... This is the last word Aias says to you; 864
from now on I shall speak only among the dead.

AIAS falls on his sword.

1. On the news that Aias (who has exited right from his tent with Hec-
tor’s sword) is in mortal danger, the chorus of Sailors splits in two and they
run off by the two etsodot (not just by the right eisodos, as wrongly in my
production and edition).?® Tekmessa also exits in haste.

2. A prop, some bushes, is brought on and placed immediately in front
of C.

3. The skené doors close as in Eu and are not used in the remainder of
the play.

The scenic panels representing Aias’ tent are replaced by panels represent-
ing a deserted place in the countryside.?

The scene has now changed. Aias re-enters left (from the camp), fixes
the sword in the ground at the centre point, partially concealed by the bush-
es, and at the end of his speech the actor enacts the suicide — probably by

28. Ewans (1999) 25.
29. Inmy production, the tent was simply demolished, leaving a view from the amphitheatre
through trees to the Pacific Ocean. This of course was not an option available to Sophocles.
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sliding the sword between his body and his up-orchéstra arm as he falls, or
perhaps with a specially made retractable sword.*® His corpse 1s thematically
central to the remainder of the play, since Teukros argues about its burial
first with Menelaos and then with Agamemnon; it should therefore be cen-
tral in the staging as well, like Agamemnon’s grave mound in the first half of
Libation Bearers.

The Sailors, when they re-enter in two separate groups, do not find the
corpse, because it is concealed from them by the bushes (see below):

Re-enter just over (or under) half of the SAILORS, right.

1 SAILOR  Pain, endless pain.
Where, where, where have I not gone?
No place draws me to find him.
Hey, hey! 870
I hear a sudden noise.

The rest of the SAILORS enter, left.

1 SAILOR It’s us, your shipmates.

1 SAILOR Well?

1 SAILOR We've searched everywhere west of the ships.

1 SAILOR Found anything?

1 SAILOR A lot of pain, and no success.

1 SAILOR Clearly they haven’t found him
on the eastward path either.

1 SAILOR If only some seaman, who works
sleeplessly to catch fish, 880
or goddess from Olympos, or
from rivers which flow into Bosporos,
could tell us if they’ve seen
that fierce man roaming
somewhere. It is terrible
that I should wander painfully so long
and not run into him,
but cannot see where poor Aias has gone. 890

30. In the fourth century Timotheos of Zakynthos was apparently famed for his enactment
of Aias’ suicide (X Aias 864 = TrGF 4 p. 52, T 48), which strongly implies that it was
visible to most of the spectators. But the sources are inconsistent scholia, and Scullion
(1994) 101-103 is probably right to discount them as evidence for Sophocles’ own pro-
duction.



12 M. EWANS

Enter TEKMESSA left; she sees AIAS behind the bushes and runs straight to
him.

TEKMESSA (cries out)

1 SAILOR Who’s screaming from the bushes over there?

TEKMESSA (cries out again)

1 SAILOR It’s Tekmessa, the wretched captive bride of Aias, utterly
immersed in grief.

TEKMESSA I’'m lost, my friends — completely finished.

1 SAILOR What is it?

TEKMESSA Aias lies here, just dead,

impaled upon a buried sword.

Unlike either group of Sailors, Tekmessa on Aer entry finds Aias’ dead
body with a lover’s instinct and rushes straight to put her cloak over the
gory sight. This sequence is exactly parallel to the way in which in Eu-
menides the similarly exhausted Furies split into two groups hunting Or-
estes, and do not see him clasping the image of Athena for quite a few lines
(244-57). Also cf. the entry of the Old Women in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata;
for some time after entering by the left ezsodos (321-50) they do not see the
Old Men, who have entered before them and are now standing near the
skené doors, which represent the entrance to the Acropolis. All three scenes
are easily staged if the chorus members come in and search around the front
perimeter of the playing space, before turning their attention to the centre
(or in Lysistrata the rear) of it. And the purpose of the bushes is to mask
Aias’ body partially from the Sailors — though of course almost all members
of the audience can see it, since they are looking down from above onto the
playing space; this is highly desirable, as the corpse is the focus of the re-
mainder of the play.

If Sophocles had not wanted to stage the scene with a visible suicide, he
would have had to employ a messenger-speech — as Aeschylus had done in
his Aias play Thracian Women.>' All staging concepts which would have the
sword and the suicide concealed from the audience (e.g. inside the doors),

31. X Aias 815: “The scene changes to a deserted place, where Ajax prepares the sword and
delivers a speech before his death. For it would be ridiculous for him to enter and fall up-
on his sword without saying anything. Such scenes are infrequent among the older poets,
for they are accustomed to report events through messengers. What is the explanation?
In Thracian Women Aeschylus had already reported the death of Ajax through a mes-
senger. And so perhaps wishing to innovate and not to follow in the footsteps of another,
or rather wishing to astonish he [Sophocles] placed the deed in full view. It is irreverent
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or even partially concealed, are theatrically weak. Almost no modern direc-
tor would countenance the idea of the suicide (the climax of the first half of
the play, which is then dominated in the remainder by Aias’ corpse) not tak-
ing place in a central position in the full sight of the audience. Nor, I firmly
believe, would Sophocles.*

The ekkuklema, though it has been proposed by many writers on how
this scene was staged, 1s ruled out for several reasons; first, because the skene
now represents the countryside and the doors, which have been closed,
therefore cannot now be used.* Also, such a use would violate the normal
use of the device to disclose a tableau of people and objects from indoors.*
Furthermore, Sophocles has already used the ekkuklema in the normal way
in the first half of this play (344ft.), to exhibit Aias bloodied and slumped
among the cattle and sheep he has slaughtered in his tent; using it again now
in a different way would be confusing. But most importantly, on the ekkukle-
ma Aias’ body would be far too far back in the playing space for Tekmessa’s
veiling of it (914 ff.) to be theatrically effective. The same applies to the dis-
putes which subsequently take place over it (1047 ff.); these demand to be
played across a corpse lying in the centre of the playing space, and if it were
at the back there would be no room for Tekmessa and Eurysakes to take up
positions behind it to mourn where they could be seen (1168 ff.).*

A FOURTH ACTOR?

What stands in the way of this reconstruction of the action, which —unlike
the suggestions of many scholars— 1s both practical with the resources of
the fifth-century theatre, and theatrically effective? Simply that three speak-
ing actors, playing Teukros, Agamemnon and Odysseus, are required for
the final scenes. That 1s why there have been so many attempts to suggest
that a dummy has somehow to be substituted for the Aias actor after the su-

and unfair to randomly criticize one of the older poets.” Translated by Campbell (2018)
72; italics mine.

32. See Appendices 2 and 3 for critique of some scholarly proposals which involve staging the
suicide inside the skéné, and of Scullion’s view that there was no change of scene in 4eas.

33. Cf. the scenes set at Athens in Eumenides.

34. This is established by the dialogue surrounding the entry of ‘Euripides’ in Aristophanes’
Acharnians, 402-10 (Cf. also The Women’s Festival 94-97).

35. To view the scene change sequence as I directed it go to YouTube: ‘Sophocles’ Aias
(1997 production)’ and start at 45:00. (https://youtu.be/Q46PIoR5NOw)
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icide speech, even though no plausible way to do this has yet been suggest-
ed. Aristotle 1s usually believed to have stated that Aeschylus introduced
a second actor and Sophocles a third; but even Horace, writing in Rome
four centuries later, did not elevate that statement into a ‘three-actor rule’.’®
Rees argued convincingly as long ago as 1908 that despite the assump-
tions of scholars before him, both Aristotle and Horace actually meant that
not more than three actors should be present in speaking roles at any one
time;*” and he went on to demonstrate, by a thorough examination of all
the extant plays, that imposing a rigid rule that only three actors should be
used to stage a tragedy causes considerable difficulties in the assignment of
roles; it forces some strange doublings, and many unequal distributions of
stage time between the three actors.*

There are two extant plays which strongly suggest that a fourth actor
must have been employed in fifth-century tragedy, provided that no more
than three actors apart from members of the chorus speak in any one scene.
One 1s Libation Bearers, where we find this sequence after the death-cry
of Aigisthos has been heard. The panicking Servant calls Klytaimestra out

of the palace, and when she enters and asks why he tells her that ‘the living
die, killed by the dead’.

KLYTAIMESTRA Oh god, I understand the riddle. Now
we die by treachery, just as we killed.
Get me an axe at once; (exit Servant into the palace)
Let’s see if we are finished, or still have a chance; 890
this terrible affair has gone that far.

Enter Orestes and Pylades from the palace, Orestes with drawn, blood-
stained sword.

ORESTES It’s you I'm looking for; %¢’s had enough.
KLYTAIMESTRA Oh god, you’re dead, my darling, strong Aigisthos.
ORESTES You love the man? Then you shall lie

together in the grave; he is dead, and you

will never be unfaithful to him.

36. Aristotle Poetics 1449a18; Horace On the Art of Poetry 192. The most recent authority on
Horace’s poem correctly translates: ‘let a fourth character not strive to speak’. Ferriss-Hill
2019: xxiii.

37. Rees 1908: 21-25. Against previous modern scholars, ibid. 10-18.

38. Rees 1908: 42-60. His very impressive argument has been largely ignored for over a cen-
tury, like Pickard (1893) on the raised stage (Appendix 4), and I only know of his work

myself through the courtesy of Stavros Tsitsiridis.
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KLYTAIMESTRA Stop, my son; show awe
before this breast, at which you often drowsily
sucked with your gums the milk that gave you life.
ORESTES Pylades, what shall I do? Should I not fear to kill my mother?
PYLADES Would you destroy the standing of Apollo’s oracles 900
for all the rest of time, and of his solemn oaths?
Count all men as your enemies rather than gods.
ORESTES I judge that you have won, and your advice is good...

Some scholars have made attempts to preserve the supposed ‘three-ac-
tor rule’ by claiming that the Servant can leave before Klytaimestra gives
him his order — this is surely impossible* — and/or that Pylades can enter
not with Orestes, but just before Orestes turns to address him at 899. This
1s not quite so impossible, but it is still highly unlikely.* Pylades needs to
be onstage at the very latest in time to hear Klytaimestra’s strong three-
line appeal to Orestes beginning at 896, firstly so as not to pull focus from
her baring of her breast and her plea, and secondly because his three lines
match and respond to hers; and a change of costume and mask during at
most seven lines of highly dynamic and therefore fast exchange between
Orestes and Klytaimestra is hard to envisage. But the actor who has played
Pylades as a mute companion to Orestes throughout the play so far 1s al-
ready wearing his costume and mask, so why should he not have accom-
panied Orestes into the orchéstra when he enters after 891 —as we would
naturally expect— hear Klytaimestra’s appeal, and then surprise the audi-
ence by taking voice, as if divinely inspired, to quell Orestes’ hesitation in
the face of matricide?*!

The other problematic play is Owdipous at Kolonos. Here the (much
more serious) problem is the distribution of parts, if only three actors were
permitted.

39. So rightly Taplin (1977) 853-54. Pace e.g. Bain (1981) 62.

40. Again so, I think rightly, Taplin ¢bed. Pace, e.g., Garvie (1986) 1 and Marshall (2017) 120.

41. Incidentally, the scholarship that I have read says almost nothing about how the part
of Pylades should be played elsewhere in the play. He is present, mute, from 1-584,
638-718 and (I believe) 972-1076, so this is an important consideration for any director
and actor. I have made some comments on his role in the earlier scenes in (2024) 172,
175 and 179; for the value of his presence in the finale, 187-88.



16

M. EWANS

3 Actors*®

1. Oidipous, Attendant as Messenger, Theseus (Finale)
2. Antigone, Theseus (scene 3)

3. Scout, Ismene (scene 2 and Finale), Theseus (scenes 2, 4
and 6), Kreon, Polyneikes

Silent Face Ismene (scenes 4, 5 and 6)
4 Actors
1. Oidipous, Attendant as Messenger
2. Scout, Theseus, Polyneikes
3. Antigone
4. Kreon, Ismene

A three-actor distribution of the parts in this play requires each of the

actors to play some of the part of Theseus. Most scholars seem to be un-
troubled by this; but I doubt whether three different actors could credi-
bly assume the role of one major hero in five separate scenes and convince
an audience that they all embodied him identically.” The mask and long
robe would make the three actors look roughly the same, unless there were
glaring discrepancies in height; but inconsistencies of posture, gesture and
voice would have been unavoidable (once again the issue is credibility).*

42.

43.

This is the distribution proposed by McCart in Ewans (2000) 198. Other allocations
have been proposed, but all require the role of Theseus to be split between three different
actors.

So too Rees (1908) 46.

44. Jusino (2019) makes a sophisticated metatheatrical and socio-political argument for the

role of Theseus to be split; she argues that “it would have been easy enough to establish a
set of gestures and poses for Theseus which would be capable of enhancing other visual
clues to his character” (2019) 129. That is true, but voice was the principal argument of
previous scholars arguing for a fourth actor (see the list at Jusino 2019: 126 n. 3). Au-
diences could and did recognize actors even though they wore masks: (1) Hegelochos
was ridiculed for his mispronunciation of one syllable (Aristophanes Frogs 303-304 +
scholia); and (2) after 449 there were prizes for best actor. Jusino claims that ‘recognizing
the different voices behind the mask of Theseus is central to the dramatic effect’, in an
argument from Athenian politics which depends on believing inter alia that the audience
for this play was able to contrast Theseus with Kreon’s behaviour as ruler in Antigone
(first performed at least 30 years earlier). This would be unlikely, even if in this play there
were not an embodied Kreon with a different character and attitudes from the figure in
Antigone. I am not convinced; others may be.
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The distribution of parts is much easier if a fourth actor was available to take
on two smaller roles, so Theseus could be played by one actor throughout
and that actor could rehearse an integrated, consistent and credible perfor-
mance of this leading role. And of course, if more fifth-century tragedies
were extant than the few which survive, it 1s possible that some of them also
on occasion employed a fourth actor.

I therefore believe that Sophocles handled his change of scene in dzas
exactly following the procedures used twice in extant plays by Aeschylus;
that like Aeschylus with Pylades’ intervention Sophocles broke not a ‘rule’,
but a norm, and he used a fourth speaking actor to make the appearance of
Odysseus, who resolves the issue of the burial, surprising as well as unex-
pected; and that the Aias actor lay motionless after the suicide to the end
of the play, as any professional actor could, and as my student performer
certainly did.®

APPENDIX 1: CREDIBILITY AND REALISM

Heath (1987) 192-94 believes that we do not know enough about fifth-cen-
tury staging technique to achieve certainty about Sophocles’ staging of Aias’
death, and refers to a totally non-naturalistic convention for staging a be-
heading in Chinese theatre (194 n. 61). But I think he is unjustified when
he describes any attempts to reconstruct ancient Greek staging which stem
from modern western concepts of drama as ‘theatrical parochialism’. I have
argued elsewhere that Greek tragedy was far more realistic in its own way
than he and some other scholars believe;*® and in this it was fundamentally
different from the very stylized forms of theatre which evolved in China and
Japan. Of course masked male actors playing both men and women, cho-
ral and solo actor singing and dancing, and some other features of ancient
Greek tragedy, are very far from the kind of naturalistic realism that was to
be seen on western stages in and after Ibsen’s middle-period prose plays set

45. So Sri Pathmanathan (1965), strongly resisted by Scullion (1994) 91. I find the article to
be well-argued and convincing; Sri Pathmanathan analyses the dramatic reasons why the
playwrights presented some deaths onstage and reported others through narrative.

46. Ewans (2023) 32-34. Is it relevant to note the essentially realistic ethos of the visual arts
in the fifth century?
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in contemporary Norway. But it 1s notable that the ‘masks’ in Greek tragedy
(actually prosopa, ‘faces’) which made the age and gender of a character vis-
ible to distant spectators, were realistic; and the onstage actions implied by
the texts can almost always be enacted credibly (the only extant exception is
the end of Prometheus Bound, on whose staging there has never been, and
probably may never be, a consensus).*’

APPENDIX 2: AIAS’ DEATH OFFSTAGE?

An offstage suicide was proposed many years ago by Arnott (1962) 132 and
subsequently Gardiner (1979) 10-11. She wrongly assumed that there was
a ‘convention that physical injury was not portrayed in front of the audi-
ence’; but the first scene of Prometheus Bound shows that there was no such
convention. I believe that the primary motive for the use of the ekkuklema
when physical violence has just occurred backstage was that complex acts
like Klytaimestra’s slaughter of Agamemnon (in his bath) and Kassandra, or
Herakles’ of his wife and children, could not be realistically enacted in sight
of the Athenian audience. That audience was all too familiar with the real-
ities of death and wounding, since all the able-bodied men were members
of a citizen army which fought battles almost every year; they would not
have accepted the fairly crude methods for simulating violent acts in perfor-
mance, which have until quite recently been all that even the modern theatre
could supply.

There is an extended discussion of the change of scene at Finglass
(2011) 376-79. His refutation of some previous views, especially that the
ckkuklema was used, is excellent; but his own theory is that the skéné now
represents a grove of bushes, that Aias committed suicide inside it, and that
a dummy was prepared behind it and brought on by Tekmessa’s attendants

47. Important earlier writers who have argued strongly for the realism (in its own terms) of
the original presentations of Greek tragedy are Vickers (1973) 53-54 and Walcot (1976)
67. Cf. also Raeburn (2016) 6, where Greek tragedy is specifically contrasted with Japa-
nese theatre. Raeburn was a practitioner, so his view carries much weight. On the end of
Prometheus Bound very little has been added in nearly 50 years to Taplin’s thorough and
strong argument that the only plausible staging would have been a ‘cancelled exit’ — a
pause after the final words, and then a silent exit of the actors; (1977) 270-75. Goetsch
(1995) argues for a date before the erection of the skéné, which is untenable since Griffith
(1976 and 1983); but her idea that mimetic dance could have been used to convey some
features of the play which seem unstageable (e.g. the arrival of the Okeanids) is worth
considering,.
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around 925-26. He cites five previous scholars in support of this idea;** but
none of them had, at the time of writing, ever been involved in a production
(except possibly Peter Arnott; but he wrote in 1962, and our understanding
of Greek stagecraft has advanced very considerably in the subsequent 64
years, largely due to a substantial increase in the number of productions). I
find it unacceptable, for reasons given in the main text.

APPENDIX 3: NO SCENE CHANGE IN 474S8?

Like many others, I found Scullion’s first arguments for staging Avas with-
out a scene change (1994: 116 ff.) both implausible and impractical. Re-
turning to the topic in 2015, he continued to maintain that such a change
in Aias would depart from ‘general tragic practice’ — repeatedly, and esp.
(2015) 106. This is disingenuous; the only extant example of his allegedly
‘general’ practice i1s the change from Delphi to Athens in Eumenides, and
I have argued 1in this article that the procedure in 4ias 1s actually identical
with that in Eumenides. Scullion is again misled (as with Libation Bearers)
by his over-reliance on small verbal clues alone, rather than in combination
with physical facts which become evident in production. *

Liapis (2015) 131-32 raises another serious objection to Scullion’s
view; 182 lines (twelve minutes in my production) elapse between the de-
parture of Tekmessa at Azas 985 to fetch Eurysakes from the tent and her
return with him at 1168-69. If the scene had not changed, she could have
brought him out from the tent in around 30 seconds. It is true that people
in Greek tragedy sometimes arrive on stage much sooner than they could
have in real time; cf. e.g. Danaos going off to, addressing, and persuading
an assembly of the people of Argos and coming back between Suppliants
503 and 599, and the Messenger in Agamemnon entering at 503, less than
25 minutes (again in my production) since the beacons announced the re-
cent sack of Troy; during the intervening ‘real time’ —days if not weeks—

he and his ship have returned from Troy to Nauplion, delayed by a savage

48. Arnott, Gardiner and Heath as discussed above. The others are Macintosh (1994) 130-
31 —an inconclusive discussion but a fascinating approach— and Taplin (1978) 189,
who only mentions it as a ‘possibility’. Both went on after these early publications to do
some theatre work as dramaturges, but neither of them has ever returned to the topic of
Aias’ suicide; indeed, Taplin’s paper at the Pisa conference was conspicuous for not dis-
cussing the conference theme of staging at all.

49. Cf. Finglass (2011) 14-20.
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storm. Clearly during a choral ode the realistic ‘clock time’ of dialogue
scenes dissolves, and as much or as little real time may elapse before the
next dialogue scene as the playwright wishes. But T'ekmessa’s long absence
1s a notable example of someone arriving back much later than she could
have if she had just gone into the skéné and came back with her son; so I
regard Liapis’ objection as correct.

APPENDIX 4: A RAISED STAGE IN THE FIFTH CENTURY?

Pickard (1893) was the first to argue comprehensively against the view,
often held both before and since his series of three articles, that there was
a raised stage behind the orcheéstra and directly in front of the skéné. Pre-
sumably those who maintained that view believed that the actors of the solo
parts normally acted on this stage, while the chorus performed in the or-
chéstra.

Pickard’s archaeological arguments in his first article are of course
completely outdated; but the second and third articles examine in detail
all the extant fifth-century tragedies. He applies a vivid theatrical imagi-
nation to the texts, and he shows decisively that again and again the solo
actors need to interact closely with the chorus in the orchéstra.”® And my
practical experiments, trying to stage some crucial scenes with a slightly
raised platform between the skéné and the orchéstra, have shown that they
would have created almost insuperable difficulties in production.’’ By con-
trast in nine full productions and many workshops I have found that an
orchéstra abutting directly to a skéné whose doors are on the same level is
highly practical. Graham Ley and I showed in one of our early publica-
tions how the use of the orchéstra and of its acoustically and visually com-
manding centre-point for solo actors and major props is an essential part of
the dramaturgy implied by the surviving texts.’® I would now add that the

50. Cf. esp. 199-210 on Suppliants. Like Pickard (208-29) on Eumenides, and having di-
rected that play in 1985, I wonder who (if anyone) would have been advantaged by play-
ing the Finale on a raised stage right at the rear of the orcheéstra.

51. Compare and contrast the scene after Klytaimestra has killed Agamemnon with and with-
out a raised stage; enter into YouTube for Hall Oresteia: Agamemnon part 2 (1983),
start at 0.31.00, and for me Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (1986 production), start at 1.6.30.
Marooned on a raised stage, Hall’s queen was unable to interact in any meaningful way
with the Elders.

52. Ley and Ewans (1985).
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fact that fifth-century Athens was a democracy 1s relevant; from Pelasgos in
Aeschylus’ Suppliants to Theseus in Sophocles and Euripides, good kings
from early Greek history/myth are careful to acknowledge their account-
ability to the démos;> and even in Shakespeare, whose audience believed
in the divine right of kings, they almost always appear and act on the same
level as their subjects.”

The issue has divided scholars for many years; it has been reargued
recently by Isler (2017) and Tsitsiridis (2019). They both posit a raised
stage for the fifth century, though since it would have been wooden there
1s naturally no archaeological evidence from the Theatre of Dionysus itself.
So they refer to other theatres. The earliest known theatre which had one
1s laitas in western Sicily. That was built after 325 BCE, well into the period
in which the importance of the chorus had been greatly diminished, and
the movement was well underway to the comedies of Menander, in which
they did not interact with the solo actors at all, but simply sang interludes
between scenes — and the ‘Lycurgan’ reconstruction of the Theatre of Di-
onysus in stone, also with a raised stage, was being built at th e same time.

I don’t read Modern Greek, but Stavros Tsitsiridis has kindly sum-
marized for me the main points of his substantial paper on the Euripidean
stage. A properly detailed interaction with his arguments would unduly
extend these Appendices; but in brief, I greatly doubt for several reasons
whether the Chous of Anavyssos represents a scene in the theatre; to me
it represents a try-out by a solo actor in front of (perhaps) a playwright
and prospective producer. Only two of the references in Aristotle’s Poetics
(usually dated to c. 335) to ept skénes or apo tés skénes imply the existence
of a stage, and they both occur in a chapter (12) which is generally thought
to be a later interpolation; so it would date from after the construction of a
raised stage at Athens. Finally, I do not believe that awarding prizes after
449 would have been a problem if the solo actors performed in the same
playing space as the chorus; they would have been clearly distinguishable
by their differences in costume and mask.

53. Ewans (2024) 6. A. Suppliants 3651f., Oidipous at Kolonos 913-14, E. Suppliants 348ft.
54. The exception which ‘proves the rule’ is Richard III 111.7.93ff., where Richard enters

aloft, between two Bishops, precisely in order to overawe the crowd below.
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