Classics exam paper: June 2015

Option A:

01) Creon has given Eotocles full military honors and forbidden anyone to bury Polinices because he fought against Thebes.  Antigone has decided to betray Creon and bury her brother; she has tried to get Ismene on her side but to no avail.  Antigone has been caught by the Sentry after going back to the gravesite and delivered to Creon to answer for her crimes.

2) Antigone opens this passage with references to Zeus and justice [dike], her arrogant tone towards Creon claiming “it wasn’t Zeus who made this proclamation” is typical of her tension and dislike of Creon throughout the entire play.  Again, her appeals to justice and Zeus illustrate her ego and reassurance that she is morally right, despite betraying the law, she feels that she is morally correct for doing so, highlighted by her return to the grave sight just before she is captured.  The scene from which this passage comes is when Antigone has been brought before Creon after getting captured by the Sentry, she later accuses Creon of tyranny and states that his “moralizing repels her”.  Her use of the phrase “a mere mortal” to describe Creon highlights her opinion of him in relation to the Gods, followed up with her siding with “the great, unwritten, unshakable traditions” illustrates her tendency to ally herself with Physis in relation to Creon’s Nomos.  By claiming that she must die –“Die I must…I’ve known all my life”, she reveals to the audience her expectation of death, an image that is shared in the opening scene of the play where she wishes for the “glory of death”.  

3) Sophocles’ ‘Antigone’ is a play very much concerned with political turmoil and tension, highlighted explicitly through the relationship of Antigone and Creon.  It is evidently clear that Sophocles used the play as a means to convey political messages to his audience, and many scholars attribute Sophocles’ elected position in the democratic council to the success of ‘Antigone’.  Many of the contemporary issues explored throughout the play are those such as: the state vs the family [Oikos vs Polis], gender roles of women, the threat of tyranny and a variety of political issues.

The state vs the family is evidently a pivotal theme in ‘Antigone’. It is explicitly clear that Sophocles used Antigone to represent the natural law (the oikos) and used Creon to represent Nomos (the state), and the tension he creates between them reflects the tension with the council in contemporary Athens. To avoid bias, the Athenian council were elected at random by a lot –so that no one could fix the decision to benefit their own family, this evidently created a great deal of tension in contemporary Athens, one that was made explicit through the conflict of Antigone and Creon.  Antigone wishes to bury her brother Polinices, this would evidently have been a family duty or responsibility, so to have it forbidden by the state would have been a significant issue to both the audience and characters of Sophocles’ play. In many ways, the audience may have seen Creon as in the wrong since he was interfering in the domestic sphere when he should be in the public one.  The conflict between duty to the state and duty to the family was evidently another significant issue in Athenian society, in times of war –such as the seven against Thebes in Antigone, the good Athenian citizen was supposed to put the state first, which Antigone evidently does not do.

The role of women was evidently another significant issue in Sophoclean society.  While women may have been allowed to attend the theatre, they were evidently seen as second class to men, and were inherently inferior.  Sophocles uses this to his advantage in the opening scene where Antigone and Ismene are outside of the palace at night –a good contemporary woman would be indoors at night, so their position heightens the tension in the play. Creon is another character who weighs on the topic of women heavily, in his argument with Haemon he states that it would be even more of an insult to let Antigone “win” because it would mean that he was inferior to a woman –which according to him would go against the natural order even more than Antigone’s defiance.  Ismene is also seen as the ideal Greek women, in the opening scene she is explicitly cautious of masculine power –“we are women, we are not built to contend with men”, her attempted restraint of Antigone is illustrative of the good Classical woman.  It could be further argued that Antigone usurps the role of males in her society, her philitomea and love of kleos is an inherently masculine trait that a woman should not possess; perhaps Sophocles is drawing attention to the dangers of giving women too much power in his society.

Finally, the issue of tyranny was also an extremely significant issue in Athenian society.  After the tyrant Hipparchus in 528BC, Athens was extremely cautious about giving one man too much power, hence why they created a democratic system.  Creon’s attitude towards ruling and his attitude to his subjects arguably borders on tyranny, which would have reminded the audience of their fears of a tyrannical ruler.  Antigone actually fulfills the role of a good Athenian citizen, questioning authority when challenged with tyranny, arguably making the audience more sympathetic towards her; however, many readers argue that Creon is in a tougher position given the events of the Seven Against Thebes story arc.  Creon cannot appear weak to his people and therefore must stick by his decree; this event hearkens back to an issue at the time of writing of Antigone where Themistocles –a hero of the Persian war, was accused of conspiring with the Persians and was denied burial on Athenian soil for his treachery, the event became a significant issue in Athenian culture, that was arguably the inspiration for Sophocles’ ‘Antigone’.  Creon’s selfishness and attitude towards ruling –“am I to rule this kingdom for them or myself?” explores the issue of giving one man too much power, and reminds the audience of the importance of democracy.

In conclusion, it is evidently clear that Sophocles uses the tension between Antigone and Creon to explore a range of significant contemporary issues in his society.  Issues such as gender roles, tyranny and Nomos VS Physis are all apparent and exemplified through the conflict of the two main characters, it is worth noting that neither character –or rather “side” of the coin, wins in the end as they both suffer to great extents, arguably the role of their arguments is to draw attention to the Greek concept of Sophrosyne and show the audience that a constant balance must be maintained in order to survive.

Option D:

08) The openings of ‘Oedipus Rex’, “Antigone”, “Hippolytus” and “Medea” are arguably some of the most important segments in the entire plays, as they not only introduce characters and plot details, but they also are the audience’s first encounter within each play and therefore must serve the purpose of drawing them into the rest of the play.  In general, I believe that both Sophocles and Euripides were mostly successful since they do ‘hook’ the audience’s attention in a number of ways. 

In Sophocles’ ‘Oedipus Rex’, the play is opened with Oedipus’ famous line “Oh my children!” This immediately draws attention to Oedipus’ role as a father figure and highlights the importance of family in the play.  Oedipus is a father to his people, but has killed his own father and is both father and brother to his blood children, but it also illustrates a degree of pathos in the audience, as he is evidently a good king who cares deeply about his subjects, which will make his peripetea worse for the audience.  The setting of the opening scene is also important, Oedipus Rex is set in the midst of a Miasma or plague, which reflects the real plague that was ravishing Athens at the time of the play’s performance, this setting not only heightens the tension of the scene but it also hooks the audience in extremely well since they would feel all the more connected to the suffering of the citizens.  The use of the character of the priest is also interesting as Sophocles uses his monologue to effectively portray the tension and horrific destruction that the plague is bringing to the city, by using a priest of Zeus Sophocles also shows the audience that the characters are powerless to stop the miasma –even by being devoted to the Gods they cannot stop the suffering, this idea is exemplified through the parados later on, who appeal to multiple Olympians to assist them, to no avail.  In this sense, Sophocles is extremely successful in engaging the audience’s attention in his opening scene, since he not only prays on contemporary fear of the plague –the audience would want to know how the plague plays out, so they would continue to watch, but he also sets up his various characters in interesting ways that the audience would have evidently liked and become attached to.

Once again, in Sophocles’ ‘Antigone’ his use of setting is highly successful in grabbing the audience’s attention.  ‘Antigone’ opens with Antigone and Ismene outside the royal palace at night, due to the contemporary role of women in Athenian society, they were supposed to be confined to Oikos at night, therefore, by breaking the custom, the audience are immediately interested to know why.  Antigone opens the scene with the line “my flesh and blood, dear sister Ismene”, similar to Oedipus, the opening line illustrates a key theme throughout the entire play –“flesh and blood” highlights the theme of family, the contemporary audience may have potentially recognized this and would have wanted to see how Sophocles tackled the well known myth.  The stage direction for Antigone is also significant, it tells us that she is to “motion cautiously” to her sister, this cautious atmosphere would evidently have aroused suspicion in the audience, suspicion that would have peaked their interest and engaged them well.

Euripides arguably engages his audiences in the backstory of his plays much better than Sophocles.  While Euripides often makes use of secondary characters to introduce his plays, this does not take away any dramatic effect or attention grabbing atmosphere.  In “Medea” he makes use of the Nurse to tell the backstory of the quest for the Golden Fleece and the lamentation of Medea’s suffering, all while the audience can hear an offstage wailing Medea.  The use of an introductory backstory is an interesting move by Euripides as it gives the audience a solid understanding of the history and events that led to the play’s events, while giving the audience an understanding of various character traits and personalities at the same time.  The use of audio such as Medea’s offstage wailing drastically heightens tension and causes a dilemma for the audience –is she wailing out of sorrow or anger? This further engages the audience by hooking their interest in Medea, the myth would have been well known by Euripides’ audience and they would want to see how Euripides handled Medea’s suffering.  The use of the Tutor is also interesting –again, note the use of a secondary character to introduce parts of the plot, the Tutor tells us that he overheard Creon talking about banishment for Medea’s children, the dialogue between the Nurse and the Tutor heightens tension and adds to the dramatic effect of the play by implying a sense of secrecy, like the opening of ‘Antigone’ the Tutor tells us that Creon “whispered ideas of banishment for the children”, the use of a whisper implies that it is hidden and not meant for public eye, thus heightening dramatic tension and hooking the audience’s attention.



Finally, Euripides makes use of Aphrodite in his opening prologue of ‘Hippolytus’, the introduction of a divine character drastically increases the audience’ excitement –as they would evidently be naturally interested in their religion and how it was depicted.  Like other Euripides plays, a somewhat secondary character introduces the plot of the play and highlights key character traits that would be important for the audience to know.  Aphrodite foreshadows key events in the plot –such as the death of Phaedra and the punishment of Hippolytus, heightening tension at first, but then giving the audience a sense of dramatic searching, in the opening scene they would know what happens but would still be interested how Cypris’ threats came to fruition, so they would be effectively more engaged in the action.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, the openings of the four tragedies I have studied are evidently some of the most important parts of the plays, as they introduce the various characters and backstory that is essential for the audience to understand the play and go through a catharsis at the end.  From my readings I believe that Euripides’ ‘Hippolytus’ has the best opening in terms of grabbing the audience’ attention since it makes use of a divine figure as well as encompassing the same effects and details as the other openings –and the audience’ engagement is heightened by the use of Aphrodite, since they would have been more interested in a divine character than a human one, since they do not appear in many other plays as physical characters.  

 






