The Agency of Hector’s Sword in Ajax’s Deception Speech (Ajax 646-692)

For well over a century now, critics have debated Ajax’s intentions in the so-called Deception Speech (Ajax 646-692). As Jebb wrote in his 1896 commentary (xxxviii): “It has been supposed that everywhere he is practicing dissimulation; or else that everywhere he is saying what he really means, darkly, indeed, yet without the intention of deceiving.” Many scholars today regard the ambiguity of Ajax’s words as central to the speech’s dramatic purpose and rhetorical power (e.g., Ferguson 1970, Goldhill 1986:189-92, Seaford 1994:392-405). But while much critical energy has been expended on refining our understanding of Ajax’s spoken lines, far less has been written about the theatrical impact of his weapon (See, however, Taplin 1978:85-86, Seale 1982:157-70, and Segal 1980). What difference does it make that Ajax is holding Hector’s fateful gift in his hands the whole time he speaks? As readers, we first become aware of this prop at 658, when Ajax says that he will hide “this sword/ spear of mine”: κρύψω τόδ᾿ ἔγχος τοὐμόν. The deictic tode verbally registers the object’s physical presence and its proximity to the speaker. But a live audience would of course have seen the sword from the very beginning of the speech. How would this have shaped their understanding of Ajax’s words? 

In this paper I argue that the sword is cast as an active agent in Ajax’s deliberation process and that its cognitive interference helps to explain Ajax’s puzzling retreat from what his philoi take to be a clearly stated rejection of suicide. Verbal markers throughout the play underline the sword’s person-like agency. Odysseus recounts a scout’s report, for example, that he saw Ajax during the night “bounding over the plain together with his freshly stained sword (πηδῶντα πεδία σὺν νεορράντῳ ξίφει, 30).” The use of σύν here encourages us to imagine the sword as an active partner, or co-conspirator, in Ajax’s midnight madness. Likewise, in casting it in the role of his own “slayer” (σφαγεύς, 815), Ajax presents himself as the passive victim of Hector’s plot to execute him; the sword qua slayer is a proxy for Hector. Anthropologist Alfred Gell’s (1998) concept of “distributed personhood” frames material objects as extensions of human agency and personhood. Adapting this idea to the context of Ajax’s suicide enables us to view the sword, in its channeling Hector’s agency, as an active partner in Ajax’s “decision” to commit suicide. 

The sword’s presence as a visible prop in Sophocles’ drama recalls a key episode in Iliad 7, where Ajax and Hector exchange weapons and postpone their duel (287-312). As a material intertext, the sword brings the Iliadic history of Ajax’s conflict with Hector to the forefront of the theater spectator’s mind. Ajax himself draws pointed attention to the “giftlessness” of enemy gifts (ἐχθρῶν ἄδωρα δῶρα κοὐκ ὀνήσιμα, 665). Rather than view Ajax as suffering from indecisiveness or unmotivated changes of mind, I conclude that the very fact of his reappearance at 646 marks his resistance to the sword’s controlling influence. In the end, however, Ajax finds himself powerless to break free of the past. The object’s agency reasserts itself, thus complicating the fulfillment of Ajax’s otherwise clearly stated intention to be rid of this weapon (and the suicidal impulse it has provoked in him). In brief, the sword’s silent presence transforms Ajax’s monologue (646-692) into a dialogue; it frames his suicide not as the consequence of verbal deception, but rather as a defeat at the hands of his epic enemy. We miss the full dramatic import of Ajax’s rhetoric if we ignore his silent sparring partner.
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