“Geography Militant” in the plays of Euripides

In “Geography and Some Explorers” (1924), Joseph Conrad divides the study of geography into three periods: Geography Fabulous, Geography Militant, and Geography Triumphant. Geography Fabulous was constituted of “circumstantially extravagant speculation” (239) while Geography Militant was characterized as an age of exploration and was, as Conrad lamented, almost always related to conquest, to the business of empire (Godlewska and Smith, 1994). It is within the frame of Conrad’s musings on geography that I will situate Euripides’ own geographic references.  While geographies such as those found in the Odyssey and Catalog of Women are clearly Fabulous, we can understand better Euripides’ geography is we consider it within the discourse of Geography Militant.


Of the three major tragedians, Euripides has the most plays set outside of Attica and Greece, and yet there are very few “descriptive geographies” within them. Unlike the geographical material in Aeschylus, set at the edges of the world, and despite the many Euripides plays set in non-Greek lands, Euripides’ geographies tend to focus on Athens, Attica and lands within the Athenian sphere of influence that have political or strategic importance to the archê. I will argue here that this focus, along with the focus in a number of Euripides plays from the same decades on Athenian ‘national’ myths (such as the patriotic plays Ion, Erechtheus, Heraclidae, and Suppliants) suggest that Euripides was far more invested in the politics of the polis than is often granted and was, perhaps, far less the iconoclast he has frequently been made out to be. I will argue further that the shift in Euripides’ geographic focus reflects a larger cultural shift in geographic awareness and focus that accompanied the increased imperialism and targeted colonialism of the Athenians and other Greeks during the fifth-century BCE. 


First, I examine Cyclops (dated typically to the last half of the Peloponnesian War), set in Sicily. The story of the Cyclops itself functions within the realm of the Geography Fabulous through its traditional association with Odysseus—Sicily was a land of myth and monsters on the edges of the world. Euripides moves both myth and monster into the discourse of Geography Militant through a number of topographical and geographical references, which are linked explicitly to Athenian naval power and reflect the move of Sicily from periphery of Greek military and political life to a major theater of war. Examination of this play will establish parameters for understanding the how Euripides moves his mythical stories from the Fabulous to Militant. 


Next, Troiadae, performed in 415 BCE, contains a series of geographic references to Greek lands in which the soon-to-be slaves give their preferences for their enslavement (cf Hecuba, which lacks the value judgments).  The valuing of these various Greek poleis/regions may reflect contemporary Athenian political interests, investments or antagonisms.  I will link these references to similar references to geography and topography of strategically important Athenian territorial holdings such as Euboea. There are myriad references to Euboea in plays from the 410s. References to Euboea appear in Iphigenia at Aulis, Orestes, Troiadae, Electra, and Heracles (87-94; 181-189). The revolt of Euboea from the Athenian archê in 411 BCE was a serious blow to the Athenian efforts to control the seas and keep food supplies flowing.  


Finally, I will argue (with additional reference to Heraclidae (184-96), Hippolytus (passim), as well as the praise of Athens in Troiadae) that Euripidean geographies served to rouse Athenian patriotism since most of the references are spoken by foreigners wishing to go to Athens or by Athenians longing to return. This is in keeping with the attitudes expressed in the patriotic plays and situates Euripides within the imperial and democratic discourses reflected in other Athenian public arts in this period. 
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