Divine Agency and Human Agency: Rereading the Chorusin Sophocles’ Antigone

The Greek tragic chorus has only recently begun to receive due scholarly attention (Thiel 1993;
Bacon 1995; Foley 2003; Dhuga 2005). However, studies of choral identity in particular have
tended to pay insufficient attention to rigorous philological scrutiny on the terms of the plays
themselves due to forays, often speculative, into the so-called “socia function” of Greek tragedy
(Goldhill 1990, 1996; Gould 1996; Pelling 1997; Griffin 1998). As Said (1998, 283) has noted,
“nowadays...scholars are mostly interested in the role of tragedy as questioning democratic
ideology.” Notwithstanding, the “teleological notion of ‘function’” (Neander 1991) persists
among readers of Greek tragedy. Although some of the scholarship concerning the intersections
of tragic ritualism and the ancient audience’ s religiosity has proven fruitful (Henrichs 1995;
Budelmann 2000; Wilson 2000), students of Greek tragedy now often begin with the assumption
that the chorusis dramatically (because socially) “margina” (Gould 1996, 220)—paradoxically
and precisely because of scholarly attempts to reconstruct classical Athenian concepts of civic
ideology and social marginality.

Our understanding of Sophocles Antigone has especially suffered because of the critical
primacy given to civic values and proto-democratic discourse over the play’sinternal ethical
calculus. | focus on Antigone because it has become a commonplace, based on new-historicist
notions of “social marginality,” that both the chorus of Theban Elders and Teiresias are marginal
to the dramatic events because they are elderly—whereas “the idea that old age brought with it
practical wisdom is...acommon feature of ancient literature” as early as Homer (Parkin 2003,
105-106). Far from being marginal, the chorusin Antigone not only is, | argue, central to the

dramatic action but also, from atheological perspective, demonstrates that it has the experiential



egui pment to solve the central conflict(s) of the play—here my claim is radical—already at
verses 278-79. This paper furthermore proposes that we might more clearly understand Antigone
as awhole through an examination of the musical design of the play’s lyric dialogues and the
theologically competing claims made therein.

By drawing the aged dramatis personae of both Teiresias and the Chorus of Theban
Elders closer to the centre of the dramatic action of the play, | shall steer away from critical over-
emphasis upon civic ideology, and particularly away from the flawed and strangely persisting
Schlegelian (1846) generalization that tragic choruses are “only witnesses’ (Gredley 1996, 210).
In the process, | hope that we shall arrive at a more philologically sound appreciation of the
emotions, the politics, and the theology of Sophocles Antigone upon the play’s own terms.
More broadly, after our reassessment of the chorusin Antigone, | shall conclude with the
following suggestion not only to scholars but also to teachers of Greek tragedy: Because of the
ongoing if not increasing role of the chorus throughout the short historical trajectory of Greek
tragedy (Taplin 1988), we ought to engage closely the language of any given tragic chorus, and
ought to resist the impulse to read the tragic chorus as a dramatically marginal entity based on

rough excavations of social functions and social margins.
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