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THE EXPERIENCE OF THAUMA : COGNITION,
RECOGNITION, WONDER AND DISBELIEF

γέρων δ᾿ ἰθὺς κίεν οἴκου,
τῇ ῥ᾿ Ἀχιλεὺς ἵζεσκε διίφιλος· ἐν δέ μιν αὐτὸν
εὗρ᾿, ἕταροι δ᾿ ἀπάνευθε καθήατο· τὼ δὲ δύ᾿ οἴω,
ἥρως Αὐτομέδων τε καὶ Ἄλκιμος, ὄζος Ἄρηος,
ποίπνυον παρεόντε· νέον δ᾿ ἀπέληγεν ἐδωδῆς
ἔσθων καὶ πίνων· ἔτι καὶ παρέκειτο τράπεζα.
τοὺς δ᾿ ἔλαθ᾿ εἰσελθὼν Πρίαμος μέγας, ἄγχι δ᾿ ἄρα στὰς
χερσὶν Ἀχιλλῆος λάβε γούνατα καὶ κύσε χεῖρας
δεινὰς ἀνδροφόνους, αἵ οἱ πολέας κτάνον υἷας.
ὡς δ᾿ ὅτ᾿ ἂν ἄνδρ᾿ ἄτη πυκινὴ λάβῃ, ὅς τ᾿ ἐνὶ πάτρῃ
φῶτα κατακτείνας ἄλλων ἐξίκετο δῆμον,
ἀνδρὸς ἐς ἀφνειοῦ, θάμβος δ᾿ ἔχει εἰσορόωντας,
ὣς Ἀχιλεὺς θάμβησεν ἰδὼν Πρίαμον θεοειδέα·
θάμβησαν δὲ καὶ ἄλλοι, ἐς ἀλλήλους δὲ ἴδοντο.
τὸν καὶ λισσόμενος Πρίαμος πρὸς μῦθον ἔειπε·
μνῆσαι πατρὸς σοῖο, θεοῖς ἐπιείκελ᾿ Ἀχιλλεῦ,
τηλίκου ὥς περ ἐγών, ὀλοῷ ἐπὶ γήραος οὐδῷ.

And the old man went straight to the house where Achilles dear to Zeus was
accustomed to sit. He found him there, but his companions sat far off; two
of them alone, warrior Automedon and Alkimos, scion of Ares, were busily
attending to him. And Achilles had just turned away from his food, from
eating and drinking, and the table still lay beside him. Unnoticed by them
great Priam came in, and then after standing next to him took Achilles’
knees in his hands and kissed his hands, the terrible man-slaying hands
which had slaughtered many of his sons. And just as when suffocating
madness has come over a man, who has killed someone in his own country
and comes to the country of other people, to the house of a wealthy man,
and wonder takes hold of those who look at him, in this way Achilles
wondered seeing godlike Priam, and the others wondered as well, and
looked at each other. And Priam entreated him, and said this to him:
‘Remember your father, godlike Achilles, of similar age to me, on the
deadly threshold of old age’.

Iliad 24.471–87
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The climactic meeting of Achilles and Priam in the middle of the
Iliad’s final book has long been considered one of the most moving
episodes in the entire Greek literary tradition. Wrath (μῆνις), the
emotion which is held up in the poem’s first line as the essential
motivation of the Iliad’s entire narrative, and which is at the
forefront of Achilles’ mind from the moment he loses Briseis,
finally gives way to pity over the course of this encounter. The
emergence of pity as the foremost emotion aroused in Achilles,
and by extension in us the audience, has been emphasised by
recent critics as perhaps the most essential element in the success
of book 24 as a fitting closure to the action of the Iliad as a whole.1

But pity is not the only emotional keynote which this scene
explores. Before pity is provoked by Priam’s supplicatory actions
and words, it is wonder which is thrust to the forefront of our
attention. Achilles first marvels at Priam’s sudden quasi-epiphanic
appearance, but as the scene draws on it becomes clear that this is
not the only aspect of their mutual wonder which these lines draw
to our attention. For wonder is also one of the predominant
emotional responses which the young warrior and the old king
feel in each other’s presence at the mutual recognition of the
similarities which exist between them, as well as an effect of the
cognitive realisation that their current situations are perhaps not as
diametrically opposed as they might have appeared at first glance.
It is precisely the double-edged impact of thauma as both an
emotional and cognitive response that this chapter explores in
more detail.
Recognition (anagnorisis) is configured from Homer onwards

as producing an inherently astonishing effect on both an emotional
and cognitive level. Not only is thauma consistently conceived of
as an emotional reaction to the recognition that what was initially
perceived to be radically ‘other’ is in some sense uncannily famil-
iar, and vice versa; it is also seen as a sort of catalyst which
kickstarts the cognitive processes of realisation and learning

1 Especially in the influential reading of the Iliad as a poem with pity at its heart which
Macleod (1982) 14 puts forth: cf. his thoughts on the place of the final book within
Homer’s overall conception (p. 8): ‘if the description of suffering and the evocation of
pity are the very essence of poetry as Homer conceives it, then Book 24 is a proper
complement and conclusion to the rest’.
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which potentially ensue as a result of this recognition. By the end
of the fifth century BCE the potential impact of the emotional and
cognitive effects of thauma are subject to an increasing level of
scrutiny. On the one hand, thauma is increasingly seen to play
a vital role within the realm of intellectual endeavour as a force
which is able to highlight ignorance, provoke curiosity and act as
a spur towards the acquisition of new or modified knowledge. But
at the same time, it takes on an increasingly ambivalent aspect as
the notion that thaumata can be fabricated by humans of their own
accord, rather than being produced by and belonging to the natural
world or divinely sanctioned by the gods, takes hold. It is in Plato’s
work that we can most clearly see the culmination of these two
responses to thauma: on the one hand, wonder becomes the origin
of the newly defined field of ‘philosophy’ itself, but at the same
time it has also become a deeply questionable and potentially
distracting effect in the hands of anyone but the ‘true’ philosopher.
But before returning in the following chapters to the signifi-

cance of thauma in the newly codified genre of philosophical
writing which Plato’s work represents, certain aspects of the
position of thauma in the intellectual climate of the late fifth and
early fourth centuries BCE need to be examined in order to
demonstrate how and why responses to thauma and thaumata
started to shift over the course of the fifth century BCE. I will
begin in this chapter by examining the place of pity and thauma in
the meeting between Achilles and Priam in Iliad 24, a scene which
has often been read as a precursor of Greek tragedy in its thematic
focus and emotional intensity, before turning to Aristotle’s later
reading in the Poetics of the relationship between thauma and
anagnorisis in fifth-century Athenian tragedy. This will be fol-
lowed by an examination of how these themes work in Euripides’
Iphigenia among the Taurians (henceforth IT) and Ion.
Throughout the meeting between Achilles and Priam, the constant
interplay between nearness and distance, familiarity and unfamili-
arity, in both literal and metaphorical terms, contributes to the
increasing sense of wonder which both men feel in each other’s
presence. In the recognition-scenes of tragedy the thauma pro-
voked by this interplay between nearness and distance becomes
even clearer, as the unfamiliar can suddenly appear familiar, or the
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familiar oddly unfamiliar. Of the Athenian tragedies which
remain to us it is the work of Euripides that probes the potential
of thauma and recognition in the theatre most intensely.
Euripides’ stance towards thauma is particularly illuminating
for several reasons. His particular interest in and alignment
with the most pressing trends in his contemporary intellectual
climate is a topos of criticism on the tragedian, who was already
called ‘the philosopher of the stage’ in antiquity.2 By assessing
his treatment of recognition and thauma, it becomes possible to
discern some of the ways in which wonder fits into contemporary
theatrical and intellectual thought.3 Furthermore, Euripides’ later
plays seem to exhibit an intense interest in the workings of
recognition, a tragic plot device which is almost always inher-
ently wondrous. The most famous example of this interest is of
course in Euripides’ Electra (508–84), where he reworks the
recognition scene between Electra and Orestes in Aeschylus’
Choephori (164–245).4 But as we shall see, several other
Euripidean plays are equally concerned with recognition and its
wondrous effects.
The power of the tragic recognition scene to provoke wonder,

disbelief and questioning of even our most basic assumptions
becomes one of Euripides’ predominant concerns in his later
plays, some of which are set in very unusual locations. Towards
the end of the fifth century, Euripides probes the potential of
distant settings most intensely in three plays which share certain
similarities of theme, plot and setting: IT (c. 414 BCE), Helen and
Andromeda (both first produced in 412 BCE). All three of these

2 The description of Euripides as a ‘philosopher of the stage’ is first attested at Vitr. De
arch. 8 pr. 1 (Euripides . . . quem philosophum Athenienses scaenicum appellaverunt).
The first attested uses of this appellation in Greek are found in Athenaeus’
Deipnosophistae at 158e (ὁ σκηνικὸς οὗτος φιλόσοφος) and 561a (τοῦ σκηνικοῦ
φιλοσόφου Εὐριπίδου). See Wright (2005) 226–337 for a comprehensive discussion of
Euripides’ designation as ‘philosopher of the stage’ and the influence of contemporary
intellectual trends and philosophical ideas in his ‘escape-tragedies’ set in distant lands
(Helen, IT, Andromeda).

3 On aspects of Euripides’ plays which are influenced by and reflective of contemporary
intellectual trends more generally, see e.g. Reinhardt (1960) 227–56, Winnington-Ingram
(1969) 127–42, Conacher (1998), Allan (1999–2000) 145–56 and Dunn (2017) 447–67.

4 For recent treatments of the relationship between the recognition-scenes in Aeschylus’
Choephori and Euripides’ Electra, see e.g. Davies (1998) 389–403, Torrance (2011)
179–92 and (2013) 14–33 and Zeitlin (2012) 361–78.
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plays begin with endangered female protagonists trapped in dis-
tant lands that lie towards the edges of the earth. Iphigenia has
been transported from Aulis to the Taurian Chersonese in the
north, Helen is residing in Egypt instead of Troy, while
Andromeda is bound and awaiting rescue in Ethiopia near the
south-western boundary of the known world.5 In both IT and
Helen, a heroic Greek male arrives in these distant locales and
a series of complicated (mis)recognitions soon ensue; the frag-
mentary state of Andromeda makes it difficult to say much about
the play with certainty, but it is clear that Perseus arrives in
Ethiopia and encounters Andromeda there, just as Menelaus
finds Helen in Egypt and Orestes meets Iphigenia on the Taurian
shore.
This chapter examines the connection between recognition and

thauma in the IT and shows how both of these themes touch upon
another central Euripidean concern in that play: the mythic trad-
ition. After examining these issues the chapter then turns to
Euripides’ Ion (c. 413 BCE), a work which was very probably
produced within a few years of IT,Helen and Andromeda. Ion does
not at first glance seem easily comparable with these three plays
since, far from focusing on the plight of endangered women in
distant lands, it concentrates on the life of a youngman who dwells
in Delphi, the very navel of the Greek world. But when examined
more closely, Ion can be seen to share some of the most pressing
concerns of other Euripidean plays of this period. Ion may live at
the very centre of the world, but he has been abandoned by his
absent parents in the same way that Helen, Iphigenia and
Andromeda have been left stranded at the edges of the earth, and
his own identity turns out to be anything but fixed and well-
centred, as the uncanny familial recognitions (and misrecogni-
tions) of the play gradually reveal. Both IT and Ion are concerned
with astonishing familial recognitions in unexpected locations.
Both focus on a paradoxical interplay between spatial nearness
and distance. This interplay results in thauma, which brings the

5 The Ethiopian setting of Andromeda is situated in the far west, as fr. 145 TrGFKannicht,
which describes the monster approaching Andromeda ‘from the Atlantic sea’
(ἐξ Ἀτλαντικῆς ἁλός), suggests. On the distant western setting of Andromeda, see Klimek-
Winter (1993) 259, Wright (2005) 128–9 and Collard and Cropp (2008) 151 n. 1.
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veracity and reliability of mythic discourse itself into question
while simultaneously mediating between self and other, near and
far, and familiar and unfamiliar. But before turning to Euripides, it
is worth examining the wonder-inducing meeting between
Achilles and Priam more closely.

5.1 Recognition, Realisation and Thauma:
The Meeting of Priam and Achilles

During the climactic meeting between Priam and Achilles in
Iliad 24 the wonder provoked by Priam’s unexpected arrival
provides the main point of contact between the tenor and
vehicle of the strangely paradoxical simile that follows even
before the marvelling reactions of Achilles and his fellow
comrades and spectators (ὣς Ἀχιλεὺς θάμβησεν ἰδὼν . . .
θάμβησαν δὲ καὶ ἄλλοι, 483–4) are explicitly noted by the narra-
tor. Just as a murderer arriving in a foreign land causes those
present to wonder because of the unexpectedness of his arrival
and the sense of awe and dread which surrounds a person who
has polluted themselves with such a deed, so too does Priam’s
arrival provoke a natural sense of astonishment. The paradoxes
of this simile are multiple. Priam is compared to a murderer, and
yet it is the hands of his son’s murderer (δεινὰς ἀνδροφόνους,
479) that he is kissing; he is like a man in the land of strangers
after fleeing far from home (ὅς τ᾿ ἐνὶ πάτρῃ | φῶτα κατακτείνας
ἄλλων ἐξίκετο δῆμον, 480–1), when in fact he is already in his
homeland, which is occupied by hostile strangers. The poet
dwells on these paradoxes and the resulting wonder they pro-
voke at the very beginning of the meeting between these two
enemies to hint towards the ensuing reversals (of Achilles’
wrath and, temporarily, of Priam’s fortunes) which are about
to take place. This also ensures that, in addition to pity, the
sense of astonishment apparent at the very opening of this
momentous encounter continues to make itself felt in the rest
of the episode.
The wonder which arises in this scene has two main causes. The

first is the way in which Priam’s unseen entry to Achilles’ hut and
sudden appearance in front of the assembled company is
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deliberately framed as a sort of divine epiphany.6 The second is the
inherently wondrous impact of processes of recognition and self-
realisation which depend upon an interplay of various kinds of
nearness and distance, both literal and metaphorical. I begin with
the epiphanic aspect of the passage. As a rule, when a guest visits
a host in the Iliad or the Odyssey they are immediately noticed on
approach by those present.7 Unusually, this is not the case here:
Priam’s initial entry completely escapes the attention of Achilles
and his attendants (τοὺς δ᾿ ἔλαθ᾿ εἰσελθὼν Πρίαμος μέγας, 477), so
that he is able to creep up on the greatest Achaean warrior com-
pletely unawares and stand beside him (ἄγχι δ᾿ ἄρα στὰς, 477), like
the unexpected arrival of a god beside a mortal. The epithets used
to describe Priam as he appears in front of Achilles further
reinforce the sense that his sudden manifestation is somehow
akin to a divine epiphany. Before the simile, Priam is described
as ‘great’ (μέγας, 477). This is the only use of this epithet in
connection with Priam in the Iliad. It is well-chosen in this context
as it both hints at his nobility and emphasises the stunning visual
impact of his arrival, since magnitude is an aspect of astonishing
visual objects which is often presented as a prime cause of their
wondrous effect.8 After the impact of the unexpected sight of the
‘great’ old man has been conveyed by the paradoxical simile
about a murderer arriving in a foreign land, Achilles is then
explicitly said to wonder at the sight of ‘godlike’ Priam before
him (Ἀχιλεὺς θάμβησεν ἰδὼν Πρίαμον θεοειδέα, 483). This is
not a redundant epithet at this point in the narrative: Priam
is godlike in Achilles’ eyes precisely because of the manner
of his surprising, unexpected and almost supernatural

6 On divine epiphanies and thauma, see Chapter 4, sections 3 and 4.
7 See Macleod (1982) 126 and Richardson (1993) 320–1 on the departure from the usual
Homeric motifs associated with the entrance of guests here. The only real parallel to this
sudden and unseen approach in Homer is Odysseus’ sudden appearance from his
goddess-given cloud during the supplication of Arete at Od. 7.142–5. In this passage it
is significant that Odysseus’ unseen entrance is heavily aided by Athene: his arrival is
thus, like Priam’s, a sort of divine epiphany by proxy which provokes a similar reaction
of wonder among onlookers (θαύμαζον δ᾿ ὁρόωντες, 7.145) when the goddess chooses to
make Odysseus manifest.

8 Richardson (1993) 322 correctly recognises the weightiness of this epithet at this moment
and connects it to Priam’s unseen entrance: ‘At this momentous point it is appropriate to
speak of “mighty Priam” entering unseen, and it helps to prepare for the shock of surprise
when he is suddenly seen, present in all his greatness.’
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entrance.9 The sudden epiphanic thauma which explicitly opens
the encounter between the young Achaean warrior and the Trojan
king continues implicitly through the whole scene. It is con-
nected to the sense that the gods are somehow present in the
background of this meeting, and that the reversals which ensue as
a result of it are divinely sanctioned. This is not surprising given
that the meeting has indeed been encouraged and enabled by the
gods. In fact, Priam’s unusual epiphanic and wonder-provoking
appearance has itself already been prefigured by Hermes’ similar
disguised appearance to him earlier on in the book (24.352–467),
an encounter between god and mortal which acted as a catalyst
for the old king’s successful journey across the empty battlefield
towards his younger foe, and which proleptically echoes the
encounter between an older and a younger man which will take
place once Priam reaches Achilles’ dwelling.
Already in this passage, in the very first moments of the meeting

between the two enemies, there are hints of the mutually respectful
and reciprocal relationship which is about to be established
between Priam and Achilles. These relate to the combination of
vision, thauma and the implied presence of the gods’ power which
Priam’s epiphanic appearance suggests. In the old man’s opening
words, Achilles is addressed as ‘similar to the gods’ (θεοῖς ἐπιείκελ᾿
Ἀχιλλεῦ, 486). On the one hand, this apostrophe is a rhetorical
captatio benevolentiae of the most basic kind which aims to flatter
Achilles through the common enough comparison of warrior to
god – though of course Achilles really is as close to a god as any
mortal can be. But at the same time, this epithet gives us a hint of
how the scene might be focalised from Priam’s perspective: just as
Priam seems to approach godhood from Achilles’ point of view
due to his wondrous ability to appear where he is not expected,
from Priam’s Achilles has already repeatedly demonstrated his
ability to loom large in his enemy’s life by snatching away the

9 On the significance of θεοειδέα at Il. 24.483, seeMacleod (1982) 127: this epithet is ‘more
than a generic and decorative one’ because ‘[i]t corresponds to Achilles; and it makes
Priam his equal (cf. 629–32): Priam in his turn addresses him as “god-like” (486)’.
I would go even further and suggest that this epithet brings out the similarities between
the effect of Priam’s unseen entrance and the effects of divine epiphanies on their
audiences.
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lives of his nearest and dearest. Already then, in the initial
glimpses exchanged between the two, we can discern the traces
of that explicit and mutual wonder at each other’s godlikeness
which will increasingly envelope both characters until the point
when we reach the end of their initial interaction (24.629–32):

ἦ τοι Δαρδανίδης Πρίαμος θαύμαζ᾿ Ἀχιλῆα,
ὅσσος ἔην οἷός τε· θεοῖσι γὰρ ἄντα ἐῴκει·
αὐτὰρ ὁ Δαρδανίδην Πρίαμον θαύμαζεν Ἀχιλλεύς,
εἰσορόων ὄψίν τ᾿ ἀγαθὴν καὶ μῦθον ἀκούων.

Then indeed Priam son of Dardanus wondered at Achilles, at how big he was and
what sort of man he was: for he was like the gods. But Achilles wondered at
Priam son of Dardanus, looking upon his noble appearance and hearing his
speech.

This mutual wonder at the end of the climactic meeting creates an
effect of ring composition; it also emphasises the importance of
thauma to the process of mutual recognition and realisation which
both Priam and Achilles have undergone. The initial wonder
which Achilles feels towards Priam imbues the old man with an
aura of divine sanctity and power that finally helps to unlock the
young man’s sense of pity, and allows this one supplication to be
successful, unlike all the many previous supplications of the Iliad,
which are immediately and coarsely rejected.10

The constant interplay of nearness and distance during the
central meeting of book 24 is the second central cause of the
thauma which this scene as a whole provokes. Achilles’ initial
astonishment is caused by the literal proximity of someone who
has previously been, and should by all rights remain, far away
from him. At the start of their meeting, Priam is his enemy and he
is the killer of the old man’s sons; his own friend Patroclus’ death
can be attributed to Priam’s son Hector and in some sense to Priam
personally as the foremost leader of the Trojans. His wonder at
Priam’s appearance is not only because of its unexpected sudden-
ness but also because the person in front of him, as a result of their
enmity, is a manifestation of extreme otherness. And yet it does
not take long before both men find they have more in common than

10 Before this moment, every supplication made in the Iliad has been rejected: seeMacleod
(1982) 15–16 for examples.
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first anticipated. The paradoxes and inversions of the opening simile,
which casts Priam as a young man who has slaughtered others and
found himself in a foreign land – a youngmanwho, like Achilles, has
blood on his hands and is unable to return home – provides perhaps
the first hint of this. The most striking and wonder-provoking colli-
sion of nearness and distance in this passage, however, is surely the
way in which Achilles seems to recognise his own father in the father
of his enemy. Priam’s exhortation to ‘remember your father’ (μνῆσαι
πατρὸς σοῖο, 486) explicitly encourages Achilles in some way to
recognise his own father’s plight, not least because Peleus was both
a famous provider for the exiled (most obviously Patroclus), and
a notorious exile himself, banished by his father for the murder of his
half-brother Phocus.11 Achilles does indeed think of his own father
after the old man’s opening speech, as the fact that Priam’s words
‘roused a desire to weep for his father in him’ (τῷ δ᾿ ἄρα πατρὸς ὑφ᾿
ἵμερον ὦρσε γόοιο, 24.507) makes very clear. It is worth remember-
ing as well that Achilles has already configured his own grief for
Patroclus as ‘like that of a father who wails aloud for his son as he
burns his bones’ (ὡς δὲ πατὴρ οὗ παιδὸς ὀδύρεται ὀστέα καίων,
23.222): another unexpected similarity between the two men. By the
end of their meeting, both Achilles and Priam have recognised the
similarity of their mutual suffering and have discovered that they are
closer to one another than they first envisaged. This sort of recogni-
tion is not just a renewed understanding of the other, but can be
termed a kind of tragic ‘realisation’ enabled by thauma – a form of
recognition which encompasses a discovery of the universality of
death, suffering and grief in the human condition and one’s place in it.
This provokes a renewed sense of wonder at the closeness of an
object which was once thought of as being radically distant.12

This type of wonder, especially in cases where it is caused by
the unexpected recognition or recollection of familial relation-
ships, prefigures some of the uses of thauma in later Greek poetic
genres, especially Attic tragedy. For this reason, Homer’s attention

11 See Heiden (1998) 4–6.
12 See Rutherford (1982) 159–60 on the tragic realisation which takes place in the scene

between Achilles and Priam in Il. 24, especially p. 147 on ‘realisation’ as a broader form
of anagnorisis which is involved in the attainment of self-knowledge in later Athenian
tragedy.
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to the evocation and effects of thauma in the middle of book 24 is
another way in which Richardson’s assessment of the meeting
between Priam and Achilles as ‘the most dramatic moment in
the whole of the Iliad’ seems especially apt.13 In the way this
episode exposes the uncanny similarities between the two
enemies, and in its movement from an initial sense of surprised
astonishment (which we might term ‘wondering at difference’)
through to pity, empathy and back to astonishment again (which
we might term ‘wondering at similarity’), it certainly seems to
resemble some of the most moving confrontations between tragic
characters in the later dramatic tradition.
Furthermore, the wondrous recognition of the self in the other, and

the other in the self, accounts to some extent for the general power
and appeal of fifth-century Athenian tragedy to its audience. Often
mythical events placed at a spatial and temporal remove from con-
temporary Athenian life nevertheless show themselves in tragedy to
be directly relevant to everyday life. For example, the action may be
set over there, in Thebes, in the past, but somehow it applies (often
uncomfortably, almost never simply) to the here and now in Athens
as well.14 The thauma which this process of recognition involves
operates on a cognitive level as a means of forcing an audience to
reconsider its own perspective, though the emotional impact of the
strange and dislocating effects which this type of unexpected wonder
produces is equally significant.
Aristotle well recognised the importance of the dual cognitive and

emotional role of wonder in tragedy. Within his wider discussion in
the Poetics of the connection of tragic anagnorisis to the creation of
pity and fear, he repeatedly emphasises the importance of the aston-
ishment which ensues from unexpected recognitions in tragic
theatre.15 For Aristotle, the type of wonder aroused by sudden and

13 Richardson (1993) 323.
14 See e.g. Zeitlin’s (1990) 130–67 seminal work on Thebes as a topos in Athenian tragedy.
15 Aristotle first introduces an explicit connection between anagnorisis and ekplexis at

Poetics 1454a2–4. Here he suggests that a better, ‘astonishing sort of recognition’
(ἡ ἀναγνώρισις ἐκπληκτικόν) arises when a play’s characters commit actions out of
ignorance rather than knowingly and then later recognise the truth of their situation. The
impression that ekplexis is the effect which a skilful portrayal of anagnorisis naturally
causes is reinforced by Aristotle’s later suggestion that ‘the best recognition of all is the
one which comes out of the events themselves, since astonishment arises through the
probable series of events, just as in Sophocles’ Oedipus and the Iphigenia [i.e.
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unexpected anagnorisis has both a cognitive and emotional effect on
the audience which is intimately connected to a person’s supposed
ability to learn from mimetic representations.16 Aristotle’s insistence
on the potential cognitive aswell as emotional power of the evocation
of thauma in the tragic theatre is in line with his views in the
Metaphysics (982b12–21) about wonder’s status at the beginning of
philosophy as a crucial spur to curiosity which causes someone to
become aware of their initial ignorance and strive to replace it with
knowledge. In that work Aristotle even goes so far as to suggest that
‘the philosopher and the lover of myth’ – and presumably those who
enjoy viewing tragedy can be termed lovers of myth – are naturally
the same person, since ‘myth is composed of wonders’ (ὁ φιλόμυθος
φιλόσοφός πώς ἐστιν· ὁ γὰρ μῦθος σύγκειται ἐκ θαυμασίων,
Metaphysics 982b18–19).17

In the time that elapsed between Homer’s portrayal of the won-
drous and pitiful meeting of Achilles and Priam and Aristotle’s
formulation of the place of thauma in tragic theatre and in philosoph-
ical endeavour, wonder has taken on a double-sided and potentially
contradictory role in theGreek intellectual tradition. On the one hand,
thaumata are the natural material of mythic and other types of
discourse, such as ethnographic accounts, which relate to spatially
or temporally distant domains.18 The spatial or temporal distance of
thaumata often causes the reliability and believability of accounts

Euripides’ IT]’ (πασῶν δὲ βελτίστη ἀναγνώρισις ἡ ἐξ αὐτῶν τῶν πραγμάτων, τῆς
ἐκπλήξεως γιγνομένης δι᾿ εἰκότων, οἷον ἐν τῷ Σοφοκλέους Οἰδίποδι καὶ τῇ Ἰφιγενείᾳ,
1455a16–18). Lucas (1968) 172 argues that the use of the article in τῆς ἐκπλήξεως points
to the possibility that Aristotle is here suggesting that ekplexis is caused by the process
of anagnorisis in general, rather than solely by the specific ‘best type’ of anagnorisis
mentioned in the previous clause. On ekplexis in the Poetics and its connection to
anagnorisis, see Halliwell (2011) 228–30.

16 Halliwell (1987) 111–12 well describes the broader conception of the relationship
between wonder, recognition and understanding which underpins Aristotle’s thoughts
about the place of thauma in tragic plots and actions at Poetics 1452a4 ff: ‘The “sense of
wonder” to which he refers is an experience which startles and challenges our capacity
to understand what we witness in a play, but it is not one which allows for a deep or final
inscrutability: wonder must give way to a recognition of how things do after all cohere
“through probability or necessity”’. Cf. also Cave (1988) 43–6 on the connection
Aristotle draws between wonder and recognition in the Poetics.

17 See Chapter 3, Section 4, for further discussion of this important passage of the
Metaphysics.

18 For more on thauma and the Greek ethnographic tradition, see Chapter 3, Section 3, and
Chapter 6, sections 1 and 2.
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which purport to describe such objects or phenomena to be ques-
tioned. This tendency manifests itself in different ways in different
genres over the course of the fifth century BCE. For example, in
Herodotus’ work accounts of marvels must be carefully discussed in
relation to the relative weight of personal autopsy and the reliability
of hearsay – though the later reception of Herodotus’ discussions of
the ‘great and wondrous deeds’ (ἔργα μεγάλα τε καὶ θωμαστά,
Histories 1.1) associated with both Greeks and barbarians in the
past and/or in distant lands shows that his handling of marvels was
a major contributing factor to the historian’s reputation for lies,
despite his open consideration of the relative reliability of his various
sources.19 Elsewhere we begin to see evidence of an increased self-
consciousness about the believability of the mythical tradition in
general: perhaps the most famous example being Pindar’s First
Olympian, where the ‘many marvels’ (θαύματα πολλά, 28) of
a potentially deceptive tradition of poetic myth are put under the
spotlight. It is all of these varying reactions to thauma which
Euripides focuses on in his IT, as the next two sections will
demonstrate.

5.2 Marvels at the Margins: Geographical and Mythic
Innovation in Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians

It is significant that Euripides seems to have turned his attention to
astonishing recognitions in unexpected locations over the course
of a few consecutive years, 414–412 BCE. Both Helen and
Andromeda can be securely dated to the City Dionysia of
March 412, from comments found in Aristophanes’ parodic
reworking of central scenes from both plays in
Thesmophoriazusae (411 BCE), and from further information
found in the scholia to that play and also to Frogs (405 BCE),
where Dionysus makes reference to ‘reading [Euripides’]

19 See Chapter 6, Section 1, for further discussion of some of the earliest evidence for
Herodotus’ reputation as a liar by the end of the fifth century in Aristophanes’ Birds,
where it is precisely the language of Herodotean ethnographic thauma which the
comedian parodies in order to expose the fantastic and unbelievable nature of the new
utopian society of Nephelococcygia. See also Priestley (2014) 209–22 on the develop-
ment of the ‘Herodotus the liar’ theme in the historian’s reception in antiquity more
generally.
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Andromeda to myself’ (ἀναγιγνώσκοντί μοι | τὴνἈνδρομέδαν πρὸς
ἐμαυτὸν, 52–3).20 It is not possible to date either IT or Ion with
such pinpoint precision, though the current consensus favours
placing the first production of both plays in the approximate period
414–412.21 The stylistic and thematic similarities which these
plays share have led to suggestions that either IT or Ion might
have been the third play in Euripides’ trilogy of 412, along with
Helen and Andromeda, though there is no firm way to confirm or
exclude either suggestion.22

It is no coincidence that Euripides should have turned his
attention to the wondrous and often simultaneously disturbing
effects and problems of the near and far over the course of this
period. It was a tumultuous time, as the imperial might of Athens
pivoted westwards and embarked upon an ambitious invasion of
Sicily, an aggressive act which ultimately proved disastrous by the
winter of 413. Over the course of this crucial period, in which
Athenian imperial hopes veered from wildly optimistic to crush-
ingly pessimistic, Euripides’ continual, pronounced interest in the

20 At Thesm. 1060–1 Echo, a character in Euripides’ Andromeda, appears and declares that
last year in the very same place (presumably the Theatre of Dionysus) she joined with
Euripides and aided him in the dramatic contest; cf. Σ ad. Thesm. 850, which confirms
that Thesmophoriazusae was produced when Helen was still a very recent play. We
know that Andromeda and Helen were produced together in the previous year in the
same trilogy from Σ ad. Thesm. 1012, while Σ ad. Ran. 53 confirms that Andromedawas
produced in the eighth year before Frogs, a play we know was performed at the Lenaia
in 405. This gives a date (with inclusive counting) of 413/12 for Helen and Andromeda
and 412/11 for Thesmophoriazusae: further evidence from Aristophanes’ play supports
a date of 411 (see Austin and Olson (2004) xxxiii–vi for full discussion).

21 In his edition, Diggle (1981a) 242, 306 suggests a date of c. 414 for ITand c. 413 for Ion.
See Kyriakou (2006) 39–41 on the IT’s possible date range; cf. Parker (2016) lxxvi–lxxx
on the metrical basis for dating IT to c. 414. For a more speculative approach to the
metrical dating of ITwhich argues that the play is a pre-415 work, see Marshall (2009)
141–56 and (2014) 11–12. For summaries of the more complicated issues surrounding
the precise dating of the Ion, see Martin (2018) 24–32 and Gibert (2019) 2–4.

22 Wright (2005) 44–55 argues at length for a Euripidean ‘escape-trilogy’ in 412 BCE
consisting ofHelen, Andromeda and IT; this position is also supported by Jordan (2006)
20. See also Wright (2006) 23–48 for the suggestion that Helen, Andromeda, IT and
Cyclops were performed as a tetralogy in 412 BCE. Wright (2005) 50 supports his
argument for an ‘escape-trilogy’ in 412 with the suggestion that the final scenes of
Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae subtly parody aspects of Euripides’ play, just as
early scenes had contained more obvious parodic references to Helen and Andromeda.
For similar suggestions about potential references to the IT at the end of
Thesmophoriazusae, see Hall (1989) 52 n. 71, Bobrick (1991) 67–76, Sommerstein
(1994) 237, Cropp (2000) 62 and Kosak (2017) 215. For an alternate possibility,
a trilogy consisting ofHelen, Andromeda and Ion in 412 BCE, see Zacharia (2003) 3–7.
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relationship of the Hellenic centre of the world to its more distant
and potentially astonishing peripheries reflects, in no simple man-
ner, contemporary concerns about the relationship of Athens to
other places and societies which at one moment appear very
different, and at another similar.
The complicated relationship between centre and periphery is

one of the concerns which lies at the heart of Euripides’ IT. It is no
coincidence that this play also thrusts questions concerning the
nature of wonder and its effects to the forefront of the audience’s
attention. Language connected to thauma appears more frequently
in the IT than in any other surviving Euripidean work.23

Throughout the play Euripides consistently emphasises the inher-
ent wonder of distant and exotic geographical locations through
the repeated appearance of thauma and its effects. By the end of
the prologue, the unusual and potentially wondrous nature of the
play’s geographical setting, and its treatment of conventional
mythical tradition, has already become self-evident to the audi-
ence. Usually the immediate geographical frame of a Euripidean
play is made clear in the first few opening lines, but it is not until
Iphigenia reveals in line thirty of her opening speech that she is
currently in ‘the land of the Taurians’ (Ταύρων χθόνα) that the IT’s
setting is revealed – unprecedentedly late for a Euripidean
prologue.24 Before we reach this point, however, Iphigenia begins
her speech by focusing first on Aulis, the location most intimately
connected to her past fate (1–9):

Πέλοψ ὁ Ταντάλειος ἐς Πῖσαν μολὼν
θοαῖσιν ἵπποις Οἰνομάου γαμεῖ κόρην,
ἐξ ἧς Ἀτρεὺς ἔβλαστεν· Ἀτρέως δὲ παῖς
Μενέλαος Ἀγαμέμνων τε· τοῦ δ’ ἔφυν ἐγώ,
τῆς Τυνδαρείας θυγατρὸς Ἰφιγένεια παῖς,
ἣν ἀμφὶ δίνας ἃς θάμ’ Εὔριπος πυκναῖς
αὔραις ἑλίσσων κυανέαν ἅλα στρέφει
ἔσφαξεν Ἑλένης οὕνεχ’, ὡς δοκεῖ, πατὴρ
Ἀρτέμιδι κλειναῖς ἐν πτυχαῖσιν Αὐλίδος.

With swift horses, Pelops the son of Tantalus, after going into Pisa, wedded the
daughter of Oenomaus who gave birth to Atreus. AndMenelaus and Agamemnon

23 See Budelmann (2019) 289–304 on the prevalence of thauma in IT.
24 Wright (2005) 129.
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were Atreus’ children. From Agamemnon I was born, Iphigenia, the child of the
daughter of Tyndareus. Near the eddies which the Euripus with numerous breezes
often turns about, making the dark-blue sea roll, my father – so it’s claimed – for
the sake of Helen sacrificed me to Artemis, in the famous mountain clefts of
Aulis.

The delay before the revelation that Iphigenia is in fact no
longer in Greece at all allows the audience’s geographical
expectations to be manipulated. Iphigenia focuses at the very
beginning of the prologue on the idea of swift movement and
travel from one location to another, not only with respect to her
own swift dislocation from the famous clefts of Aulis, which
she describes at length before revealing her current location,
but also by picking out the episode in her own ancestral history
which is most strongly related to the idea of travel: Pelops’
journey to Pisa for his famous chariot race (1–2). The connec-
tion between geographical dislocation and mythical innovation,
and the surprising effects which ensue from the combination of
these two factors, is in this way made immediately apparent
from the play’s opening lines.
Euripides certainly did not invent the story of Iphigenia’s

presence in the Taurian land wholesale, as Herodotus’ descrip-
tion of Scythia and other northern lands in book four of the
Histories demonstrates. In Herodotus’ account, however,
Iphigenia herself is not said to have carried out sacrifices of
Greeks washed up on the shore while she was among the
Taurians: instead, ‘the Taurians themselves say that Iphigenia
the daughter of Agamemnon is the deity to whom they make
sacrifices’ (τὴν δὲ δαίμονα ταύτην τῇ θύουσι λέγουσι αὐτοὶ
Ταῦροι Ἰφιγένειαν τὴν Ἀγαμέμνονος εἶναι, 4.103). There is also
one other play we know about which may have focused on
Iphigenia’s presence among the Taurians. This is Sophocles’
Chryses (frs. 726–9 TrGF Radt). The play possibly depicted
the events which occurred after Orestes and Iphigenia fled
from the north with a statue of Artemis in tow and the
Taurian king Thoas in pursuit. But even if we accept that
Sophocles’ play focused on this later stage of the escape –
and the fragmentary remains do not make the events of the
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plot at all clear – the action of Chryses is certainly not set in
the far-off land of the Taurians.25

The precise location of the distant Taurian territory which
Iphigenia and Orestes find themselves inhabiting in Euripides’
play was itself a matter of dispute in the fifth century, though it
seems to be located somewhere towards the north-eastern edges of
the known world, with the Taurians themselves conceived of as
a sort of ‘semi-mythical’ race.26 This setting is certainly unusual,
if not unique, for a tragedy, as is the placement of both Iphigenia
and Orestes in the Taurian land. In fact, it is highly probable that
Orestes’ rescue of his sister and the Taurian statue of Artemis is
a mythical innovation on the part of Euripides, who seems to
combine accounts of Iphigenia’s escape from Aulis and removal
to the far north-eastern edges of the world with Orestes’ famous
wanderings in order to depict a novel and unexpected familial
recognition in an unfamiliar setting.27

Over the course of the play various questions about the novelty
of myth and the general reliability of the mythical tradition – in
both its previous incarnations in the poetry of the past, and in its
present Euripidean form – become some of the IT’s most pressing
and self-conscious concerns. Euripides lays the groundwork of
this incessant questioning from the play’s first word: Pelops.
Putting the name of Iphigenia’s somewhat dubious ancestor into

25 The Roman Republican tragedian Pacuvius produced a play entitledChryseswhich may
be based on the plot of Sophocles’ Chryses (see Warmington 1936: 192–209). Its
remaining fragments suggest that the plot follows the version of the story concerning
the aftermath of Iphigenia and Orestes’ escape which is related by Hyginus (Fabulae
120–1). He tells us that after fleeing from the Taurian land with the Artemis statue, the
siblings arrive at Sminthe (location unknown, but probably in the Troad), where
Chryses, the child of Agamemnon and Chryseis, helps his newly-discovered half-
brother Orestes to kill the pursuing Taurians. Iphigenia, Orestes and Chryses then go
to Mycenae together with the statue of Artemis. On this version of the myth and its
possible relation to Sophocles’ Chryses, as well as other possible versions of the story
involving Chryses, Orestes and Iphigenia, see e.g. Wilamowitz (1883) 257–8, Lloyd-
Jones (1996) 340–3 and Slater (2000) 315–16. A probable allusion to Sophocles’
Chryses in Aristophanes’ Birds (see Σ ad. Av. 1240) suggests a terminus ante quem of
414 BCE for Sophocles’ play, meaning that his Chryses may predate Euripides’ IT,
though this is by no means certain: on these issues, see Marshall (2009) 141–56.

26 See Hall (1987) 427–33 on Euripides’ conception of the location of the Taurians in the
IT. On ancient confusion over the identity and location of the Taurians, see Cropp (2000)
48 and Hall (2012) 66.

27 On Euripides’ probable mythical innovations in the IT, see e.g. Wright (2005) 113–15,
O’Brien (1988) 98, Zeitlin (2011) 451 and Burnett (1971) 48, 73–5.
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her mouth as her very first word is not a thoughtless detail on
Euripides’ part. Throughout the play Pelops’ grisly fate at the
hands of his father Tantalus, as well as his own sometimes morally
questionable actions, are repeatedly called to mind with special
reference to Iphigenia’s own position as a Tantalid who now has
a very special connection to human sacrifice, since Pelops’ past
parallels Iphigenia’s own situation in one fundamental way: both
were involved in a form of failed sacrifice at the hands of their own
fathers.28 The importance of Pelops for Iphigenia’s own thinking
about her unexpected position in the Taurian land is made clear not
long after the prologue. Here Iphigenia ponders the supposed fate
of her ancestor by questioning the received accounts of the myth-
ical tradition concerning Tantalus’ supposed gory banquet for the
gods (380–91):

τὰ τῆς θεοῦ δὲ μέμφομαι σοφίσματα,
ἥτις βροτῶν μὲν ἤν τις ἅψηται φόνου
ἢ καὶ λοχείας ἢ νεκροῦ θίγηι χεροῖν
βωμῶν ἀπείργει, μυσαρὸν ὡς ἡγουμένη,
αὐτὴ δὲ θυσίαις ἥδεται βροτοκτόνοις.
οὐκ ἔσθ’ ὅπως ἔτεκεν ἂν ἡ Διὸς δάμαρ
Λητὼ τοσαύτην ἀμαθίαν. ἐγὼ μὲν οὖν
τὰ Ταντάλου θεοῖσιν ἑστιάματα
ἄπιστα κρίνω, παιδὸς ἡσθῆναι βορᾷ,
τοὺς δ’ ἐνθάδ’, αὐτοὺς ὄντας ἀνθρωποκτόνους,
ἐς τὴν θεὸν τὸ φαῦλον ἀναφέρειν δοκῶ·
οὐδένα γὰρ οἶμαι δαιμόνων εἶναι κακόν.

But I censure the clever contrivances of the goddess. For any mortal who has
come into contact with slaughter or who touches childbirth or a corpse with his
hand, she [i.e. Artemis] keeps away from her altars, thinking that he is polluted.
But she herself delights in man-slaying sacrifices! It is not possible that Leto, the
consort of Zeus, gave birth to such great stupidity. But no: Tantalus’ banquet for
the gods, that they enjoyed eating a child – that I judge to be unbelievable. Instead
I think that the people who live here, who are themselves man-slaughterers,
attribute their own low deed to the goddess. For I believe that no god is wicked.

28 The significance of Pelops in the IT is generally acknowledged, but the degree to which
he can be seen as a model for any single character in particular is debated. Unlike
Sansone (1975) and O’Brien (1988), Kyriakou (2006) denies that there is an overall
similarity between the escape plot of the IT and the escape of Pelops and Hippodameia
from Oenomaus, but agrees that there is an affinity between Iphigenia and Pelops in
particular throughout the play, since his connection to (potentially failed) sacrifices is
strong (see esp. 12–13, 276); cf. also Hartigan (1991) 90.
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This moment is a crucial one in the action of the IT, since
Iphigenia has been informed of the arrival of Greek strangers
on the shore and is beginning to steel herself for her part in the
sacrifice, unaware that her brother is among those newly-
arrived men. In this passage Iphigenia refuses to ascribe a lust
for human sacrifice to the goddess Artemis herself, blaming
instead the bloodthirsty Taurians for the supposed necessity of
the planned slaughter. A key part of Iphigenia’s argument about
the nature of Artemis is that the story that her ancestor Tantalus
sacrificed and served his son Pelops to the gods is completely
‘unbelievable’ (ἄπιστα). The thrust of Iphigenia’s argument
seems to be that Artemis cannot be desirous of human sacrifices
from the Taurians because the human sacrifice element of the
Tantalus episode itself cannot possibly have happened. These
lines, however, have long raised questions over what precisely
it is in the Tantalus episode that Iphigenia is judging to be
incredible. Is she denying that Tantalus’ feast ever took place?
Or that even if the feast did take place, the gods certainly did not
eat Pelops? Or that even if the feast took place, and the gods ate
Pelops, they did not enjoy it?29

As it turns out, Iphigenia’s declaration at this point in the IT
has a very specific antecedent which is also concerned with this
supposed failed sacrifice: Pindar’s first Olympian.30 The use of
the word ‘incredible’ (ἄπιστα) at IT 388 with reference to the
feast of Tantalus specifically recalls lines 25–40 of Pindar’s
poem, where the well-known account of Tantalus’ crime is
completely rejected, first with the seeming denial of Pelops’
dismemberment and subsequent acquisition of an ivory shoul-
der as something untrue (28–9):

ἦ θαύματα πολλά, καί πού τι καὶ βροτῶν
φάτις ὑπὲρ τὸν ἀλαθῆ λόγον

29 Burnett (1971) 63–4 sees this as a simple case of Iphigenia clearing Tantalus’ name
‘with her explicit repudiation of his banquet’, but there is more ambiguity involved than
this. For the various possible interpretations of these lines, see Sansone (1975) 288–9
and Kyriakou (2006) 143–5.

30 Platnauer (1938) 93 notes thatOl. 1.35 ff. is a relevant comparison here, while Whitman
(1974) 10 goes further and suggests that IT 380–91 contains an ‘echo of Pindar’s First
OlympianOde’. Wolff (1992) 310 n. 5 and Parker (2016) 142–3 suggest that Iphigenia’s
version here explicitly recalls Pindar’s Ol. 1.36–53.

5.2 Marvels at the Margins

125

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009003551.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009003551.005


δεδαιδαλμένοι ψεύδεσι ποικίλοις
ἐξαπατῶντι μῦθοι.

Yes, truly, marvels are many, and even, I suppose, what mortals say too (that is,
stories elaborated above the true account with variegated lies) deceives us.

Pindar goes on to claim that Charis (Grace), is the specific cause
that makes the unbelievable believable in such cases (30–5):

Χάρις δ’, ἅπερ ἅπαντα τεύχει τὰ μείλιχα θνατοῖς,
ἐπιφέροισα τιμὰν καὶ ἄπιστον ἐμήσατο πιστόν
ἔμμεναι τὸ πολλάκις·
ἁμέραι δ᾿ ἐπίλοιποι μάρτυρες σοφώτατοι.
ἔστι δ᾿ ἀνδρὶ φάμεν ἐοικὸς ἀμφὶ δαι-

μόνων καλά· μείων γὰρ αἰτία.

But Grace, who fashions all gentle things formortalmen, through bestowing honour,
contrives to make even the unbelievable believable most of the time. But future days
are wisest witnesses. It is right for a man to speak well of the gods: the blame is less.

After this, Pindar purports to present the true version of the myth –
one which does not attribute the evil of eating human flesh to the
gods (36–40):

υἱὲ Ταντάλου, σὲ δ’ ἀντία προτέρων φθέγξομαι,
ὁπότ’ ἐκάλεσε πατὴρ τὸν εὐνομώτατον
ἐς ἔρανον φίλαν τε Σίπυλον,
ἀμοιβαῖα θεοῖσι δεῖπνα παρέχων,
τότ’ Ἀγλαοτρίαιναν ἁρπάσαι . . .

Son of Tantalus, contrary to tradition I will say of you that when your father
invited the gods to that most well-ordered feast and to his dear Sipylus, providing
to the gods a feast in return for previous hospitality, then the god with the shining
trident seized you . . .

In the IT, Iphigenia’s rejection of the report of Tantalus’ feast
similarly echoes Pindar’s reluctance to attribute deeds to the
gods which may force him to speak ill of them. Furthermore,
Pindar’s rejection of the well-known version of Pelops’ fate antici-
pates Euripides’ own practice in this play: previous versions of
myth are rejected because of their potential to cause wonder and
thereby provoke questions of belief and disbelief, while innova-
tive new versions of mythic stories which seem in some sense to
correct the previously dominant versions are presented as
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authoritative and truthful. Although it seems that wonder is an
obvious response to the more unbelievable aspects of a given
mythical story, there is also a suggestion – both in Olympian 1

and in the IT – that even the seemingly believable version of any
given account only succeeds in substituting wonders of its own for
the discredited wonders of the previous, rejected variant of the
tale.31 It is this potentially problematic aspect of mythic discourse
which Euripides thrusts into the spotlight in the recognition scene
of the IT in a starker form than in any other scene in his surviving
plays.

5.3 Wonders beyond Mythoi: Recognition and Thauma in
Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians

The IT’s prolonged and surprising recognition scene (636–901)
goes on to reinforce the sense that the supposed ‘real world’ of the
action presented in the theatre is just as wondrous and unbeliev-
able as the version of Pelops’ story which Iphigenia objected to so
vehemently earlier in the play. In antiquity the fact that the action
of the play is completely dominated by Euripides’ complicated
handling of the recognition theme is noticed by Aristotle, who
holds up the IT in the Poetics as one of the two tragedies which
deserve to be admired most for their treatment and handling of
tragic anagnorisis (the other being Sophocles’ Oedipus
Tyrannus).32 Aristotle’s admiration for Euripides’ treatment of
anagnorisis in this play is related to the sheer length of the
emotionally heightened recognition scene between Iphigenia and
Orestes in which two separate recognitions are portrayed in two
separate ways. Orestes first realises that the Greek-speaking priest-
ess on the Taurian shore is actually his sister after a letter is read

31 On the way in which the version of Pelops’ story favoured by Pindar can itself be viewed
only as a different type of thauma as opposed to a complete banishment of the thaumatic,
see Howie (1983) 190 and Bundy (1986) 9.

32 See Poet. 1455a16–21; cf. 1452a32–b7 and 1454a3–7. In line with general critical
responses to both plays modern critics and scholars have tended to lavish their attention
on Aristotle’s admiration for Sophocles’ OT while almost completely neglecting his
praise for Euripides’ IT: see Belfiore (1992) 359–77 and White (1992) 221–40 on
reasons for Aristotle’s intense interest in the IT, despite the play’s relative lack of appeal
to modern critics and audiences.
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out loud, a device which Aristotle thought especially skilful and
wonder-inducing because of the fact that Euripides manages to
insert this recognition token naturally into the plot.33 Iphigenia
then comes, by alternate means, to realise that one of the ship-
wrecked Greek travellers is in fact her own brother when she
questions Orestes about items relating to their youth in Argos
about which only her brother could know (798–826), culminating
with a final piece of information relating to the siblings’ grand-
father Pelops which forces Iphigenia to believe what initially
seemed to be unbelievable.
Orestes’ recognition of his sister begins to take shape from line

636 onwards. After learning from a conversation between Orestes
and Pylades that her brother is actually alive, Iphigenia, not realis-
ing that Orestes is one of the two strangers in front of her, decides
to send a writing tablet home to Argos, where she thinks he is now
located. Orestes and Pylades realise who Iphigenia is after she
returns with the writing tablet and decides to recite its contents
aloud for the two strangers to hear and remember as a precaution in
case of the physical loss of the tablet and its message on the long
sea journey home (759–87). Orestes’ initial recognition of his
sister emphasises the wonder and disbelief which this realisation
causes (793–7):

δέχομαι· παρεὶς δὲ γραμμάτων διαπτυχὰς
τὴν ἡδονὴν πρῶτ’ οὐ λόγοις αἱρήσομαι.
ὦ φιλτάτη μοι σύγγον’, ἐκπεπληγμένος
ὅμως σ’ ἀπίστωι περιβαλὼν βραχίονι
ἐς τέρψιν εἶμι, πυθόμενος θαυμάστ’ ἐμοί.

33 Poet. 1455a16–19: πασῶν δὲ βελτίστη ἀναγνώρισις ἡ ἐξ αὐτῶν τῶν πραγμάτων, τῆς
ἐκπλήξεως γιγνομένης δι᾿ εἰκότων, οἷον ἐν τῷ Σοφοκλέους Οἰδίποδι καὶ τῇ Ἰφιγενείᾳ· εἰκὸς
γὰρ βούλεσθαι ἐπιθεῖναι γράμματα (The best recognition of all is the one which comes
out of the events themselves, since astonishment arises through the probable series of
events, just as in Sophocles’ Oedipus and the Iphigenia [i.e. Euripides’ IT]; for desiring
to despatch a letter is probable). Aristotle has also alluded to the belief that only events
or actions which seem probable and convincingly believable are able to cause the
greatest thauma in audiences earlier in the Poetics (1452a5-11), when he notes that
even when it comes to unexpected events, ‘the most wondrous of those things that
happen by chance seem to have happened by design’ (τῶν ἀπὸ τύχης ταῦτα
θαυμασιώτατα δοκεῖ ὅσα ὥσπερ ἐπίτηδες φαίνεται γεγονέναι, 1452a6–7), such as when
a statue of Mitys falls purely by chance but nevertheless kills Mitys’ murderer as if this
were an intended outcome.
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I accept it. But leaving aside the folding leaves of the letter, I shall choose first
pleasure without words. O sister dearest to me, though I am astonished, never-
theless, embracing you with disbelieving arm, I shall come to delight, having
learnt things which are wondrous to me.

The utter astonishment which Orestes feels on the recognition of
a familiar relative in an unfamiliar location is soon paralleled by
Iphigenia’s own response once she overcomes her disbelief and
accepts that the Greek stranger who has washed up on the Taurian
shore is actually her brother. But before Iphigenia can come to
recognise that this is the case, an elaborately-structured sticho-
mythia takes place in which Pelops, the relative whose situation
most closely echoes Iphigenia’s own circumstances, plays
a crucial part (806–9):

Ιφ. ἀλλ’ ἡ Λάκαινα Τυνδαρίς σ’ ἐγείνατο;
Ορ. Πέλοπός γε παιδὶ παιδός, οὗ ’κπέφυκ’ ἐγώ.
Ιφ. τί φήις; ἔχεις τι τῶνδέ μοι τεκμήριον;
Ορ. ἔχω· πατρῴων ἐκ δόμων τι πυνθάνου.

Iphigenia: But did the Spartan woman, the daughter of
Tyndareus, bear you?

Orestes: Indeed, she did: to the child of Pelops’ child,
whose son I am.

Iphigenia: What are you saying? Do you have some proof of
this for me?

Orestes: I have it. Inquire about something from our
father’s house.

The first two proofs – the story of the golden ram of Atreus and
Thyestes told through Iphigenia’s weaving, and the report of
Iphigenia’s Aulis bath and the removal of a lock of hair – are
known to Orestes through ‘hearsay’ (ἀκοῇ, 811) alone, from his
other sister, Electra. The third piece of evidence – the one which
actually clinches the successful recognition – is the only one which is
thoroughly autoptic, and thereby presumably more reliable, than the
rest (822–6):

ἃ δ᾿ εἶδον αὐτός, τάδε φράσω τεκμήρια·
Πέλοπος παλαιὰν ἐν δόμοις λόγχην πατρός,
ἣν χερσὶ πάλλων παρθένον Πισάτιδα
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ἐκτήσαθ᾿ Ἱπποδάμειαν, Οἰνόμαον κτανών,
ἐν παρθενῶσι τοῖσι σοῖς κεκρυμμένην.

But the things which I myself have seen, these proofs I will tell to you: [I have
seen] hidden in your maiden bedroom the ancient spear of Pelops in the house of
our father, the one which he brandished in his hands when he obtained the maiden
from Pisa, Hippodameia, killing Oenomaus.

The link between Iphigenia and Pelops is thus strengthened yet
again by the mention of this important ancestral object, which
simultaneously becomes a catalyst for the realisation that the two
siblings are intimately connected, despite the previous distance
which existed between them. Moreover, this final moment
of recognition involving Pelops’ spear leads to a recapitulation of
the themes surrounding Iphigenia’s discussion of the possibility of
Tantalus’ banquet for the gods, with the link between the unbeliev-
able ‘myth’ and thauma once again highlighted. The idea that the
wonder created by the recognition transgresses the very boundaries
of what can be said in words is picked up again by Iphigenia’s
response at the moment she recognises her brother (838–40):

ὦ κρεῖσσον ἢ λόγοισιν εὐτυχοῦσά μου
ψυχά, τί φῶ; θαυμάτων
πέρα καὶ λόγου πρόσω τάδ’ ἀπέβα.

O my soul, more good-fortuned than words can tell! What shall I say? Beyond
wonders and beyond words these events have turned out!

These words echo Orestes’ recognition (793–7), quoted in full
above. The importance of the meeting’s unexpected geographical
location helps to create an additional sense of wonder at this
moment of anagnorisis. Throughout the IT, Euripides plays with
familiar tropes of recognition in unfamiliar geographical locations
to probe the nature and boundaries of thauma and its relation to
belief and disbelief.34 The traditional antitheses between familiar,
unremarkable objects or events, and unfamiliar, wonder-inducing
objects or events are continually inverted. The importance of the
language of thauma to the impact of the recognition scene is
further reinforced by the very end of the siblings’ reunion, where

34 See further Budelmann (2019) 296–9 on the language of (dis)belief in relation to thauma
in the IT.

The Experience of Thauma

130

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009003551.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009003551.005


we find the chorus offering a brief comment which picks up on the
thaumatic language used by Orestes and Iphigenia throughout the
recognition-scene (900–1):

ἐν τοῖσι θαυμαστοῖσι καὶ μύθων πέρα
τάδ’ εἶδον αὐτὴ κοὐ κλύουσ’ ἀπ’ ἀγγέλων.

These events are wonders and beyond myths! And I myself have seen them,
rather than hearing them from messengers!

The emphasis on the fact that these sights have really been seen by
the chorus and not only heard by report has a further resonance
here, as it reflects the audience’s own experience of having wit-
nessed the recognition scene immediately beforehand. The audi-
ence’s response is also reflected at the end of the play in the
reaction of Thoas, the hostile barbarian king of the Taurians, to
the escape of Iphigenia and Orestes (1317–24):

Θο. πῶς φήις; τί πνεῦμα συμφορᾶς κεκτημένη;
Αγ. σώιζουσ’ Ὀρέστην· τοῦτο γὰρ σὺ θαυμάσηι.
Θο. τὸν ποῖον; ἆρ’ ὃν Τυνδαρὶς τίκτει κόρη;
Αγ. ὃν τοῖσδε βωμοῖς θεὰ καθωσιώσατο.
Θο. ὦ θαῦμα· πῶς σε μεῖζον ὀνομάσας τύχω;
Αγ. μὴ ’νταῦθα τρέψηις σὴν φρέν’, ἀλλ’ ἄκουέ μου·

σαφῶς δ’ ἀθρήσας καὶ κλύων ἐκφρόντισον
διωγμὸν ὅστις τοὺς ξένους θηράσεται.

Thoas: What are you saying? What favourable gust of good
luck did she obtain?

Messenger: She was rescuing Orestes. You will wonder at that!
Thoas: What Orestes? The one the daughter of Tyndareus

bore?
Messenger: The one whom the goddess consecrated for herself

at these altars.
Thoas: Owonder! How can I call you by a greater name and

hit the mark?35

35 Line 1321 has long troubled commentators uncomfortable with the idea of a vocative
address to thauma. See Diggle (1981b) 89–91 for possible emendations, and Kyriakou
(2006) 418–19 for a good summary of the various interpretations of this line.Markland’s
suggestion that μείζον should read μείον is defended by Diggle but rightly rejected by
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Messenger: Don’t turn your mind in that direction: listen to me
instead! After observing clearly and hearing, think
out a means of pursuit to hunt down the strangers.

The chorus’ final judgement that the recognitions which they have
just witnessed are ‘beyondwonders’, and Thoas’ astonished response
to the improbable events which have just taken place before his eyes,
both raise questions about what the appropriate response to the
mimetic power of drama – and to mythical stories in general – should
be. Throughout the IT Euripides thus plays with familiar tropes of
recognition in unfamiliar geographical locations to probe the power
of tragic thauma on the audience of the theatre itself.

5.4 Marvels at the Centre: Delphi, Athens
and Thauma in Euripides’ Ion

In the action of Euripides’ Ion, thauma is similarly presented as
a natural reaction to the inversion of the familiar and the unfamiliar.
In stark contrast to the IT, Ion is set at the very centre of the Hellenic
world: the omphalos at Delphi. Throughout the action there is
a constant interplay between Delphi and Athens, the location which
would have seemed closest of all to the original audience. As the play
draws on, each location appears to be sometimes near at hand,
sometimes distant.36 By the end of the play the manipulation of the
near and the far exposes the uncanny familiarity of unexpected events
right at the centre of the world. Thauma is again manipulated by
Euripides in ways which intertwine with this dynamic. The centrality
of this interplay between near and far is made most clear by Ion’s
response to his unexpected recognition of Xouthos, who claims
(falsely) to be his father (585–6):

Cropp (1997) 40–1 and (2000) 254, who notes that the rhetorical point of this question is
the suggestion that the very term and concept of wonder is insufficient to express the
enormity of the events just described and witnessed in the theatre. See also Parker
(2016) 322–3 for discussion of reasons why this vocative address to thauma should be
maintained.

36 On the constant interplay between the words ἐνθάδε (here) and ἐκεῖ (there) in the Ion (e.g.
at 24, 251, 384–5, 645, 1278), see Loraux (1990) 177. On the play’s near/far dynamic
and its connection to Athens and Delphi, see Zacharia (2003) 22 and Griffiths
(2017) 236.
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οὐ ταὐτὸν εἶδος φαίνεται τῶν πραγμάτων
πρόσωθεν ὄντων ἐγγύθεν θ’ ὁρωμένων.

The appearance of things at a distance is not the same as when they are seen
close up.

These words – which anticipate later Platonic conceptions of the
relationship between thauma and perspective – have been taken as
a programmatic statement about the action of the play as a whole.37

Certainly, this antithesis between the near and the far becomes one
of the central structuring principles of Euripides’ play. In some
respects, the unique position of Delphi at the centre of the world
suggests that the appearance of unfamiliar marvels in this location
is unlikely if the customary geographical expectation that the
further away from the Greek centre one travels, the more likely
one is to encounter thaumata is adhered to rigidly. But in another,
more paradoxical sense, the idea of Delphi as the rightful domain
of the marvellous is not as bizarre as it might at first seem: its very
status as the dead centre of the entire known world lends it
a remarkable power of its own, symbolised not least by the
wondrous nature of the omphalos itself – as Hesiod had already
made clear with his description of the placement of the Delphic
stone itself as ‘a wonder for mortal men’ (θαῦμα θνητοῖσι βροτοῖσι,
Theog. 500).
Ion’s two lengthy ekphrases reinforce the sense that in this play

wonders lurk at the very centre of the world as opposed to the
edges of the earth. The first ekphrasis (184–218) consists of the
chorus’ description of the images on the temple at Delphi. Despite
the familiarity of the images the chorus is viewing, the recognition
of these scenes is still able to provoke a marvelling response
(190–200):

ἰδού, τᾷδ᾿ ἄθρησον·
Λερναῖον ὕδραν ἐναίρει
χρυσέαις ἅρπαις ὁ Διὸς παῖς·
φίλα, πρόσιδ᾿ ὄσσοις.

37 See Lee (1997) 226 and Gibert (2019) 217 on the programmatic nature of this statement
in the Ion. See Chapter 7, Section 3, for discussion of Platonic configurations of this
sentiment and its connection with thauma and its effects.
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ὁρῶ. καὶ πέλας ἄλλος αὐ-
τοῦ πανὸν πυρίφλεκτον αἴ-
ρει τις· ἆρ᾿ ὃς ἐμαῖσι μυ-
θεύεται παρὰ πήναις,
ἀσπιστὰς Ἰόλαος, ὃς
κοινοὺς αἰρόμενος πόνους
Δίῳ παιδὶ συναντλεῖ;

Look, observe this! The son of Zeus slays the Lernaian hydra with a golden
sickle. Friend, look over here with your eyes.
I see. And near him another man raises a torch blazing with fire. Is it the

man whose story is told at my loom, the shield-fighter Iolaus, who takes up
common labours with the son of Zeus and endures them with him to the
bitter end?

There are striking similarities between the chorus’ viewing of the
temple at the beginning of the play, and the later ekphrasis of the
tent adorned with thaumata which Ion constructs, and within
which he almost meets his end at his own mother’s hands
(1141–5):

λαβὼν δ᾿ ὑφάσμαθ᾿ ἱερὰ θησαυρῶν πάρα
κατεσκίαζε, θαύματ’ ἀνθρώποις ὁρᾶν.
πρῶτον μὲν ὀρόφωι πτέρυγα περιβάλλει πέπλων,
ἀνάθημα Δίου παιδός, οὓς Ἡρακλέης
Ἀμαζόνων σκυλεύματ’ ἤνεγκεν θεῶι.

And after taking the sacred tapestries from the storeroom he began to spread them
as coverings, marvels for men to see. First, he threw over a covering of robes as
a roof, an offering from Zeus’ son, which Heracles offered to the god as spoils
from the Amazons.

The constant focus throughout the play on external, monstrous
dangers points out the irony of Ion’s real situation: that it is not
dangers from without which are a threat to him, but his own
family. In fact, it is the failure to recognise what is truly familiar
which motivates the central action of the play.38

On the other hand, although Ion and Creusa do not explicitly
recognise each other immediately, there are hints of an uncanny
feeling of kinship from their very first meeting. The opening
interaction between them reveals an implicit relationship between

38 See Lee (1997) 22; cf. Danek (2001) 55.
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the two in a way which is completely lacking in Ion’s meetings
with Xouthos. For Ion, his Athenian mother is immediately an
object of wonder who is able to catch his attention. This is apparent
at 247–8, when Ion is astonished by Creusa’s tears, which for her
shows his good upbringing:

ὦ ξένε, τὸ μὲν σὸν οὐκ ἀπαιδεύτως ἔχει
ἐς θαύματ’ ἐλθεῖν δακρύων ἐμῶν πέρι.

O stranger, your behaviour – this coming to wonder at my tears – shows that you
are not uneducated.

In contrast to Ion’s cold and non-committal response to the reve-
lation that Xouthos is his supposed father, mother and son seem to
share an immediate concern for one another, suggesting elements
of a wondrous subconscious anagnorisis.39 On closer inspection,
we find that throughout Ion the distant is much closer than it might
at first glance seem.
One other strand of imagery contributes powerfully to the

Ion’s representation of the multiple intersections between near
and far, familiar and unfamiliar. Birds, always potential signi-
fiers of the ability to travel to distant places, take on a particular
significance in relation to Ion himself.40 He mentions three
birds during his temple-cleaning monody: first an eagle,
which he terms ‘herald of Zeus’ (ὦ Ζηνὸς | κῆρυξ, 158–9), then
a swan (κύκνος, 162), and finally a more ambiguous ‘new bird’
(ὀρνίθων καινός, 171). Here then at the beginning of the play we
find a mixture of familiar and unfamiliar birds which cause the
first of a series of unexpected avian intrusions into the play’s
action – intrusions which will eventually culminate in the rec-
ognition of mother and son.41 The connection between bird
imagery and Ion is strengthened when Ion himself is described
as a ‘new son’ (ὁ καινός . . . γόνος) (1202) at the point towards the

39 Lee (1997) 187. See also lines 262–3, where Creusa’s Athenian lineage fills Ion with an
immediate sense of respect and awe: ὦ κλεινὸν οἰκοῦσ’ ἄστυ γενναίων τ’ ἄπο | τραφεῖσα
πατέρων, ὥς σε θαυμάζω, γύναι (O lady dwelling in a famous city and reared from noble
ancestors, how I wonder at you!).

40 Cf. Giraud (1987) 84 and Zeitlin (1989) 144 on the strong connections between Ion and
birds in this play; see also Hoffer (1996) 297–9, Griffiths (2017) 238 andMcPhee (2017)
475–89 on the significance of birds and bird imagery throughout the play.

41 See Lee (1997) 174 on the Ion’s multiple ‘surprising intrusions’.
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end of the play where we find bird imagery returning most
explicitly. The unwanted avian incursions into the temple pre-
cinct during Ion’s temple-cleaning monody prefigure the para-
doxically welcome intrusion of a dove, which saves Ion from
certain death by preventing him from drinking poison at the
play’s climax (1202–6):

ἣ δ’ ἕζετ’ ἔνθ’ ὁ καινὸς ἔσπεισεν γόνος
ποτοῦ τ’ ἐγεύσατ’ εὐθὺς εὔπτερον δέμας
ἔσεισε κἀβάκχευσεν, ἐκ δ’ ἔκλαγξ’ ὄπα
ἀξύνετον αἰάζουσ’· ἐθάμβησεν δὲ πᾶς
θοινατόρων ὅμιλος ὄρνιθος πόνους.

But the bird landed where the new son had made a libation and tasted the drink:
immediately it shook its fair-winged body and became frenzied like a Bacchant,
and wailing, it screeched out a voice hard to interpret. And the whole gathering of
feasters wondered at the sufferings of the bird.

The wonder of the assembled crowd at the monstrous images of
Ion’s tent is transmuted into astonishment (θάμβησεν δὲ πᾶς,
1205) at the monstrous fate which overcomes the bird,
a symbol of Ion himself – though the fact that the recognition
of mother and son succeeds without disaster soon after this
moment soon becomes the most wondrous aspect of the play
as a whole.
Just as in the IT, in the Ion too Euripides inverts the antithesis

between near and far to establish the wonder of the familiar as
a category of experience which forces his characters – and the
audience – to question their most basic and deeply held assump-
tions. The displacement of the familiar into unusual contexts
can also have new and unexpected effects. This idea, namely
that wonder can be something found near at hand, becomes
particularly important when the concept of recognition is con-
sidered. Whereas the astonishment provoked by the distant
often entails complete ignorance of the object provoking won-
der, the wonder of the familiar often involves a recovery of
knowledge, a recognition that in itself is able to provoke an often
disconcerting sense of thauma due to the uncanny closeness of the
object of wonder to its subject. Rather than associating thaumawith
the unusual or the unfamiliar, in this playwe see a radically different
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conception of what the wondrous might be: the ordinary as well as
the extraordinary, the familiar as well as the unfamiliar. This type of
thauma, based on the unexpected mutual entwining of near and far,
holds just as much potential to surprise, delight, or disturb, as the
next chapter will demonstrate.42

42 Cf. Daston and Park (1998) 311 and Kareem (2014) 55 on the importance of viewing
wonder not only as something associated with the unfamiliar, but as (in Kareem’s
words) ‘a category within the aesthetics of ordinary experiences’.
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