Careful Where You Point Your Bow:
Birds and Pollution in Euripides’ Ion
Euripides introduces the eponymous protagonist of his Ion and the Delphic location of the tragedy with a lengthy lyric song (82-183) in which Ion describes his menial duties as latris of Apollo, from the purifying water which he uses to wash the floors to the laurel broom with which he sweeps them.  Scholars often characterize the whole monody as light and even humorous for its innocence, enthusiasm and realism (Lee 1996, Knox 1979).  My paper will demonstrate that this interpretation must be qualified at the point in Ion’s song (line 153) when he takes up his bow and arrow at the sight of a group of birds “lest the offerings and temples of Apollo should be harmed."  I argue that Ion’s encounter with the flock of birds at the beginning of the play does more than just introduce Ion’s character in a quasi comic way; it actually characterizes the type of potentially violent interaction between Ion and Kreousa which drives the play’s plot to its tragic climax.
  I first address the unusual character of the advent of the birds in Ion’s song.  The odd assortment of birds, their divine connection and Ion’s inability to follow through in shooting all suggest the significant role birds will play throughout (cf. Arnott 1996, Giraud 1987, Zeitlin 1989).  Their particular species and behaviors are significant in the Delphic context and in the play, as I will show.  The birds represent a communication from the unseen actor in the play, Apollo, which is violently rebuffed by Ion, the temple guardian, as pollution because the young man is understandably ignorant of the god’s designs in reuniting Ion with his mother and claim to the Athenian throne.

Ion’s reception of Kreousa as a new-comer to Delphi and Kreousa’s encounters with Ion as a prospective immigrant to Athens both mirror Ion’s troubling encounter with the flock of birds.  The plotline of the Ion turns upon the attempted murder by a son of his mother and by the mother of her son.  Leading up to this event are instances where either Kreousa or Ion deals with the other as an approaching foreigner and takes a defensive stance against the possibility that this foreigner will be a source of pollution.  In this way the figures of Kreousa and Ion mimic each other.  Both occupy a position of guardianship over a sacred domain which attracts foreigners but is vulnerable to pollution, and while Kreousa travels to Delphi, Ion prepares to enter Athens.  Ion’s concerns for pollution throughout the play regard the ritual purity of foreign visitors, shameful lines of questioning and in the end, bloodshed.  Kreousa’s concern has to do with Ion’s pollution of the Athenian and Erecthonian bloodline, not a sacred space, but pollution nonetheless according to Robert Parkers’ definition (Parker 1983): ritual and legal restrictions render Ion unfit to enter into Athenian society, his impurity is hereditary and thus contagious, and it involves his unfamiliar, foreign nature.  Ion’s song, I argue, conveys a serious and tragic theme in the play: the outcome of reasonable human ignorance of and consequential resistance against divine agency, a fate barely avoided through Apollo's final (indirect) intervention.  
Works Cited:

Arnott, W. Geoffrey.  “Realism in the Ion,” in Tragedy and the Tragic, ed. M Silk.  Oxford: 1996.  110-118.
Giraud, H. M.  “Les Oiseaux Dans l’ <<Ion>> d’Euripide,” in Revue de Philologie, 61.1 (1987): 83-94.

Knox, Bernard. "Euripidean Comedy," in Word and Action: Essays on the Ancient Theatre.  Johns Hopkins: 1979. 250-274.

Lee, Kevin. “Shifts of Mood and Concepts of Time in Euripides’ Ion,” in Tragedy and the Tragic, ed. M Silk.  Oxford: 1996. 85-109.

Parker, Robert.  Miasma: Pollution and Purification in early Greek Religion. Clarendon: Oxford, 1983.

Zeitlin, Froma I.  “Mysteries of identity and designs of the self in Euripides' Ion,” in The Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 35 (1989): pp. 144-197.

