 Melos Philion, Melos Daion:  The Song and Dance of Death in Euripides’ Herakles

 Scholars have long noted the status of Herakles as a uniquely ambivalent character. M.S. Silk, in his treatment of Herakles’ rare appearances in tragedy, locates this distinct ambivalence in Herakles’ defiance of the traditional dichotomy between gods and humans, a defiance characterized by the inability to define him as belonging exclusively to either group. Silk directly relates the rarity of Herakles’ appearances in tragedy to this problem of categorization, which for him is connected to issues of genre, since gods cannot by definition appear as tragic heroes, but would instead appear as the protagonists of comedy (Silk 1985). Thalia Papadapoulou, looking exclusively at Euripidean tragedy, locates the ambivalence of Herakles in the dichotomy between arete and hubris, which she argues is brought into question by the ambivalence of ritual in Euripides’ Herakles, and the inability to distinguish between constructive and destructive types of violence which it causes (Papadapoulou 2005). This paper, part of a larger project examining divine character types and constructions of divine will and agency in Euripides’ plays, will examine how the prevalent issues raised by Silk and Papadapoulou relate to specific references to music, song and dance in Eurpidies’ Herakles.  These references, I argue, are crucial to understanding the question of Herakles’ ambivalence as it relates to issues of divinity and genre, raised initially by Silk, and issues of violence and death discussed by Papadapoulou. 

 As Herakles murders Lykos offstage, the chorus refers to the tyrant’s cries as a φίλιον μέλος, a “kind” or “friendly song” (751). Later, in Herakles’ move from an exalted savior to the tragic murderer of his family, the chorus once again refers to the sounds of death coming from within the house of Herakles as a type of song, this time a δάιον μέλος, a “devastating” or “destructive song” (895). This paper will explore how these two references to song interact: first, in the definition of the retributive killing of Lykos as entirely positive, and the subsequent problematization of that retributive impulse; and second, in the chorus’ self awareness of their own performance in their presentation of Herakles’ violence as a type of performance –  in both a ritual and an athletic sense. I will then explore the centrality of song and the artifice of performance in the play’s model of divine intervention, particularly in Lyssa’s descriptions of herself and her control over Herakles as a piper who plays a flute and causes one to dance (871).  Finally, I will examine how each of these references to performance, when taken together, enter into the dialectic between the melodramatic story arc of the first half of the play, and the tragic story arc of the play’s second half, and how Herakles can be seen, in the shift away from melodrama, as performing his own tragedy. 
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