
Merciless Savior: Deceptive Myths and the Battle of the Sexes in Euripides’ Hecuba
Euripides’ penchant for clever and subversive manipulations of traditional myths has been widely noted (e.g. Mastronarde, Michelini, Gantz). The implications of the brief and misleading allusion to the Danaids and Lemnian women made by the protagonist of the Hecuba, however, have not been fully explored. In this paper I argue that Hecuba’s deceptive use of mythical exempla demonstrates her deviance from these infamous women and signals the play’s complex disruption of gender stereotypes.

Though Hecuba only makes a single, two-line reference to the Danaids and Lemnian women (886-887), the problematic nature of her comment and the significant thematic parallels between these myths and Hecuba’s revenge indicate that the significance of this allusion extends beyond its immediate context. After deciding to take vengeance against Polymestor, a ruthless guest-friend who killed instead of protecting Hecuba’s youngest son, she employs these mythical exempla in order to reassure Agamemnon, who doubts her ability to exact violent retribution on her own and blames the female race for physical weakness (885). But her bold invocation of notorious horrors demonstrates a more significant cause for blame against women. Within the larger scope of the play, however, this reference carries another unsettling implication. Although these two myths are best known for their chilling representations of collective female violence against patriarchal stability (Segal), both stories also feature exceptional individuals within the group: Hypermnestra and Hypsipyle spare the lives of the men whom they had been assigned to kill and, consequently, serve as singular models of submissive virtue in tales of vicious women. The shocking revelation that Hecuba has mutilated, not killed, her victim complicates her earlier mythological reference. Like the majority of the Danaids and Lemnian women, Hecuba and her band prove themselves as capable butchers, murdering Polymestor’s children before blinding him; Hecuba’s ultimate desire, however, is not to mimic the Lemnian’s extermination (887) of their enemies but to preserve her enemy’s life in order to amplify his pain (1255-1256). At the same time, the survival of the enraged Polymestor and his savage pursuit of her following this vengeance highlight her vulnerability to male violence. This vulnerability extends throughout the play, and it distinguishes Hecuba from other triumphant female killers in myth, as well as in tragedy. 

This subtle manipulation of mythological paradigms is significant for our understanding of the play’s macabre finale and its complex protagonist. The second half of the play places a battle of the sexes at center stage, as Agamemnon and Polymestor continually voice their disbelief that women might commit and have committed such brutal carnage. After citing two well-known stories of collective female violence, Euripides disrupts the clear distinction between vicious killing and merciful submission by introducing a more chilling element of sadism while simultaneously acknowledging continued female vulnerability. Moreover, the tragedian’s treatment of these myths contributes to the ambiguous nature of Hecuba’s character. Scholars have long tried to categorize her as either corrupted villain (Reckford, Nussbaum) or desperate hero (Kovacs). Her deviation from mythological paradigms, however, confirms the recent interpretation of Mossman: despite the unsettling nature of her revenge, Euripides has deliberately avoided clear moral evaluation in constructing his protagonist. By eliciting from his audience both sympathy for her plight and revulsion at her revenge, the tragedian creates a fascinating deviation from typical female types and questions the stability of traditional gender-based distinctions. 
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