SKENE

Journal of Theatre and Drama Studies

8:2 2022

Nutrix

Edited by Rosy Colombo



SKENE Journal of Theatre and Drama Studies

Founded by Guido Avezzu, Silvia Bigliazzi, and Alessandro Serpieri

Executive Editor
General Editors
Editorial Board

Managing Editors
Assistant Managing Editor
Book Review Editors

Staff

Typesetters
Advisory Board

Guido Avezzu.

Guido Avezzu, Silvia Bigliazzi.

Simona Brunetti, Nicola Pasqualicchio, Susan Payne, Cristiano Ragni,
Emanuel Stelzer, Gherardo Ugolini.

Valentina Adami, Emanuel Stelzer.

Roberta Zanoni, Marco Duranti.

Chiara Battisti, Sidia Fiorato.

Petra Bjelica, Francesco Dall’Olio, Bianca Del Villano,

Serena Demichelis, Marco Duranti, Carina Louise Fernandes,
Leonardo Mancini, Antonietta Provenza, Savina Stevanato,
Carla Suthren.

Martina Passanante, Cristiano Ragni.

Anna Maria Belardinelli, Anton Bierl, Enoch Brater,

Richard Allen Cave, Jean-Christophe Cavallin, Rosy Colombo,
Claudia Corti, Marco De Marinis, Tobias Déring, Pavel Drabek,
Paul Edmondson, Keir Douglas Elam, Ewan Fernie,

Patrick Finglass, Enrico Giaccherini, Mark Griffith,

Daniela Guardamagna, Stephen Halliwell, Robert Henke,

Pierre Judet de la Combe, Eric Nicholson, Guido Paduano,
Franco Perrelli, Didier Plassard, Donna Shalev, Susanne Wofford.

Copyright © 2022 SKENE
Published in December 2022
All rights reserved.
ISSN 2421-4353

The Journal is a CC-BY 4.0 publication

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

SKENE Theatre and Drama Studies
https://skenejournal.skeneproject.it

info@skeneproject.it

Dir. Resp. (aut. Trib. di Verona): Guido Avezzu

P.O. Box 149 c¢/o Mail Boxes Etc. (MBE150) — Viale Col. Galliano, 51, 37138, Verona (I)



Contents

Nutrix

Edited by Rosy Colombo

Rosy CoLomBo — Foreword

Nancy FELsoN — Eurycleia: The Odyssey’s Best Supporting Character

ANNA BELTRAMETTI — The Nurse from Narrative to Drama: Euripides and
the Tragic Deviations of an Ancient Anthropological Figure

RoNALD BLANKENBORG — Bridging the Gap with Epic: the Nurse in Euripides’
Medea

IvaN Spurio VENARUCCI — One, None and a Hundred-Thousand. The Nutrix
in Seneca’s Phaedra: a Blend of Roles and Literary Genres

ANNALISA PERROTTA — “Speak; I will listen”. The Body and the Words in the
Dialogue with the Nurse in Sixteenth-Century Italian Tragedy

MAtTEO Bosisio — When the Nurse Dies

KaTARZYNA BURZYNSKA — Wet Nurses’ (In)visible Presences. Ethics of Care
and Dependency Critique in Selected Early Modern English Dramas

TERRI BOURUS — “Speak’st thou from thy heart?”: Performing the Mother-Nurse
and Clown-Servant in Romeo and Juliet

DEL1A GAMBELLI — The Nurse in Racine’s Phedre. Between Imagination and
Innovation

FraNcEesco Puccio - In the Shadow of Phaedra. The Nurse on Stage between
Euripides, Seneca and Marina Cvetaeva

MADELEINE SCHERER — Memories of Antiquity in Derek Walcott’s Odyssey: A
Stage Version. A Case Study of Eurycleia

Special Section

KEIr ELAM — Maria Del Sapio Garbero, Shakespeare’s Ruins and Myth of Rome.
Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2021. ISBN 9780367559106, pp. 404

SERENA GUARRACINO — Michael Billington, Affair of the Heart. British Theatre
1992 to 20z0. London - New York - Oxford - New Delhi - Sydney: Bloomsbury,
2022. ISBN 9781350214774, pp. 344

DioNa EspiNOsA — Acting the Private, Intimate, and Public Body of Cuba. Review
of Bretton White’s Staging Discomfort: Performance and Queerness in
Contemporary Cuba. Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 2020. ISBN
9781683401544, pp. 258

GHERARDO UGOLINI - The Ghost of Iphigenia and Oedipus on the Stairs: Ancient
Theatre Festival - Syracuse 2022

MARK BROWN — From Auteur Directors to Mask Masters: Festival de Almada 2022

33

57

79

97

121
147

169

197

225

247

273

281

285

293

309






ANNA BELTRAMETTI®

The Nurse from Narrative to Drama:
Euripides and the Tragic Deviations of an
Ancient Anthropological Figure

Abstract

The essay investigates some figures of nurses in Greek tragedy, highlighting their
difference in order to elicit the transformations required by the dramatic reshaping
of the ancient folkloric and epic figure of the character. Starting from Eurycleia, the
archetypical figure of the nurse in the Odyssey, the study first focuses on Cilissa,
the nurse of Orestes in Aeschylus’ Libation-Bearers, then analyzes the very differ-
ent Euripidean figures of Medea’s Nurse, of Phaedra’s Nurse in Hippolytus and of
Hermione’s Nurse in Andromache, highlighting their noble or high origin in contrast
with a conventional line of study that classifies them among the humble characters of
tragedy. Minor though not humble characters, the tragic nurses interpret from time
to time the strong distinctive features of the Homeric Eurycleia: a good substitute
mother is Cilissa, in conflict with the bad natural mother of Orestes in Aeschylus; the
critical intelligence, almost a dramatic split of the protagonist, is the dominant trait of
Medea’s nurse; the self-denial of unrequited maternal love connotes Phaedra’s nurse;
the ambivalence bordering on servile duplicity distinguishes Hermione’s nurse. In-
troducing into tragedy now the language of feelings and bodies, now the voice of the
shared and collective ethos in contrast with the passions of the main characters, the
Nurses incarnate in the great texts the feminine dimension and, better than the Peda-
gogues, recall the common feeling with its principles and its gnomai, often overcome
or transgressed for political reasons.

KeywoRrps: humble characters vs minor ones; body language; critical intelligence;
Homer; Aeschylus; Euripides

1. In the Beginning There Was Eurycleia, the Bride Manquée

We all know Eurycleia. She has been in our imagination and repertoire of ancient
female figures since school days. Then we met her again as an incipitary figure in
Erich Auerbach’s famous introductory essay in Mimesis devoted to the compari-
son between Odysseus’ recognition scene in Book 19 of the Odyssey — the arche-
typical scene of Western realism, according to Auerbach — and the biblical scene
of the sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22.1-18 - the latter a paradigm of the symbolic
tale for Auerbach, not built on realistic details and not aimed at reality, but at

* University of Pavia - annabelt@unipv.it
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34 ANNA BELTRAMETTI

truth (1956, 3-29). For us, Eurycleia is still the emblematic figure of that recogni-
tion scene, originating in a mark on the body, in the scar that her hero received
as a teenager during a boar hunt and marked the beginning of his heroic path. A
connection based on a deep and long-standing physical intimacy, on a shared be-
longing rooted in the senses and in the immediate perception of the resemblance
of the bodies and the voice, on skin contact, on the memory of nourishment given
and received. It is a newly rediscovered bond which blocks Eurycleia’s speech, an
emotion which only emerges through body language and which the old nurse
shares only with the old dog Argos. Eurycleia becomes paralysed — she lets Od-
ysseus’ foot fall into the basin — and Argos lets himself go — wagging his tail and
lowering his ears, reassured and happy that he has found his master again.

G ol pev TolodTo TPOG AAAIAOVG GLyOpeLOV-

av 8¢ KOV KePaATV Te kal obarta keipevog Eoxev,
Apyoc, Odvooijog talacippovog, Ov pd ot adTdg
BpéPe pév, 008’ amdvnro, tdpog & eig Thov iprv
GxeTo. TOV 3¢ mhpoBev dyiveskov véol vdpeg
atyag 41 dypotépag B¢ mpokag §8E Aorywoig:
O TOTe KEIT AdPeoTOG ATTOLYOHEVOLO AVOKTOG,
€V TOAAT] KOTIPW, 1] ol mpomtdpotBe Bupdwv
NHLOVEV Te BodVv Te GALg KEXLT, OQp’ Gv Qyolev
Sdpideg ‘OdvooM0G TEREVOG PEYX KOTIPTCOVTES:
gvha KOwV KeIT Apyog, EVITAELOG KLVOPALOTEWV.
&1 tote ¥, g évonoev Odvooéa £yydg é6vTa,
o0pN pév P’ O Y Eonve xal obata k&fPalev Gupw,
docov & o0kéT Emetta Suvcato olo &vakTog
ENDépEV-

(17.290-304)

[Thus they spoke to one another. And a dog that lay there raised his head
and pricked up his ears, Argus, steadfast Odysseus’ dog, whom of old he had
himself bred, but had no joy of him, for before that he went to sacred Ilium.
In days past the young men were accustomed to take the dog to hunt the
wild goats, and deers, and hares; but now he lay neglected, his master gone,
in the deep dung of mules and cattle, which lay in heaps before the doors, till
the slaves of Odysseus should take it away to manure his wide lands. There
lay the dog Argus, full of dog ticks. But now, when he became aware that
Odysseus was near, he wagged his tail and dropped both ears, but nearer to
his master he had no longer strength to move.]*

AN G&ye vOv avotaoa, mepippwv EvpOieia,
viyov ooio Gvaktog opfAka: kol ov Odvooede
N to166d’ ¢aTi TOdag ToLdGde TE YEIPAG:

' All quotations from The Odyssey refer to Homer 1995.
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ol yorp £v kokdTNTL BPoTol KatoynpiokouotLy.
QG &p’ €@, YpNUG 8¢ KaTéoXETO XEPTL TPOOoWTQ,
daxpua & éxPale Oeppd, €mog & dAOQLOVOV EeLmev-

&) o€ mOdag viYw dpa T avtig Invelomeing
Kol 0é0ev elver’, émel pot Opwpetat Evdobi Bupog
kfdeowv. AN Gye vOv Evviel €mog, OTTL Kev elnw:
stoAAol 81 Eetvol takauteiplot EvB&d’ Tkovro,

> E) o ’ ’ > ’ k4 > ’

QAN 0D 7o TIvd et éowkota wde 18écBo

&g ob dépag ewvhy te modag T Odvoft éotkac.

QG &p’ Epn, YpN UG 8¢ AéPNO” EAe mappavowvTa
00 odag eEamévilev, BOwp & EvexebaTo TOLAD
Yuxpov, Emerta 8¢ Beppov énrpuoev

vile 8 &p’ docov iodoo dvoy® £6v- adTike & Fyve

O0OAV, TV TTOTé piv oG fiAace Aevk 636VTL

opvnoovd EA06vTo pet” ADTOAVKOV Te Kol Liag,

UNTPOG €NG atep’ 60OV

(19.357-95)

[“Come now, wise Eurycleia, arise and wash the feet of your master’s age-
mate. Just such as his are now no doubt the feet of Odysseus, and such his
hands, for quickly do men grow old in evil fortune” So she spoke, and the
old woman hid her face in her hands, and let fall hot tears, uttering words
of lamentation . . . “Therefore I will wash your feet both for Penelope’s own
sake and for yours, for the heart within me is stirred with sorrow. But come
now, hear the word that I shall speak. Many sore-tried strangers have come
here, but I declare that never yet have I seen any man so like another as you
in form, and in voice, and in feet are like Odysseus.” . . . So he spoke, and the
old woman took the shining cauldron from which she was about to wash his
feet, and poured in cold water in plenty, and then added the hot . . . So she
drew near and began to wash her lord; at once she recognized the scar of the
wound which long ago a boar had dealt him with his white tusk, when Od-
ysseus had gone to Parnassus to visit Autolycus, his mother’s noble father.]

TNV YPNUG Xeipeoot katampnvécot Aafodoa

YV® P’ émpacoopévn, toda 8¢ mpoénke pépecbot:

év 8¢ AP méoe kv, kavdynoe 8¢ YoAkog,

ay & etépwo’ ExAON: TO & &l x0ovog eEExVO” BOWP.
v & dpor xappa kol GAyog Ele ppéva, Td 8¢ ol booe
Sokpuogt mAfoBev, Bakepr) 8¢ ol Eoxeto pwv.
ayiapévn 8¢ yeveiov Odvoota tpocéeLmev:

1] pél 'O8vcoeig éoaL, pilov Tékog: 008E o yw ye
TPLY EYVLV, TPLV TAVTH GvakT POV appapaacal.
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7 xod [Inveddmeiav écédpakev dpHadpoiot,
neppadéev é0éAovoa pilov oLy Evdov €dvta.
N & ot abpfoat dbvat avtin obte vofjoat:

i yap Abnvain voov étpoutev- adtap Odvooedg
XELP Empacodypievog papuyog AaPe de€iteprio,
) & étépr €0ev docov épiooato phvnoéy Te:
podo, tin W £0éAelg 0Aéoon; oL 8¢ P ETpepeg adTr
Q) 0@ €l polQ-

(19.443-67)

[This scar the old woman, when she had taken his leg in the flat of her hands,
remembered when she felt it, and she let his leg fall. Into the basin his lower
leg fell, and the bronze rang. It tipped over, and the water was spilled on
the ground. Then upon her heart came joy and grief at the same moment,
and her eyes were filled with tears and her voice caught in her throat. She
touched the chin of Odysseus, and said: “Surely you are Odysseus, dear child,
and I did not know you, until I had handled all the body of my master”. She
spoke, and with her eyes looked toward Penelope, wanting to show her that
her dear husband was at home. But Penelope could not meet her glance nor
understand, for Athene had turned her thoughts aside. But Odysseus, feeling
for the woman’s throat, seized it with his right hand, and with the other drew
her closer to him, and said: “Mother, why will you destroy me? You yourself
nursed me at this your own breast.]

But Eurycleia does not inhabit that famous recognition scene only. Her char-
acter appears throughout the whole poem - she shows up in Book 1, 2, 4,
17, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23 — and, when she acts, she is crucial for determining the
events in the palace as well as the plot. Eurycleia, rather than Penelope, is
the confidant and accomplice of young Telemachus: she keeps the secret of
his journey to find his father and helps him get started, she warns him that
the suitors will steal his wealth in his absence, she prepares the gifts of wine
and cheese for the hosts who will receive him (Od. 2.337-412); she is the first
to welcome him on his return (Od. 17.31-5). She provides the young prince of
Ithaca with the same care and affection she had devoted to her first prince,
the new-born baby whom she had welcomed in her arms when she was
young (Od. 19.354-5) and whom she had placed on the knees of Autolycus,
who had come to Ithaca just after his birth to give him a name and mark his
identity (Od. 19.399-412).” Since before Odysseus’ birth up until his return,

> Euryclea’s act of placing the child on the knees of his maternal grandfather for the
imposition of the name - in the name of his nephew, O8vcetc, the grandfather asks for
the perpetuation of the hatred, 6dvccapévog, he feels for many men and women - has
no parallel in Greek literature. The nurse’s act, however, recalls the ritual of Amphidro-
mia, attested at Athens (cf. Plato, Theaetetus 160 E), in which the father, preceded by
two nurses, quickly leads the newborn around the domestic fireplace, hestia, and inte-
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after ten years at war and ten years of endless travels, she has remained an
integral part of the house that she knows and supervises, the house she had
entered with the honour due to a young bride, bought by Laertes for the
price of twenty oxen, according to the traditional rule of bridal gifts (hedna)’
given by the bridegroom to the bride’s father or tutor.

TnAépoyog &, 601 ol BdAapog mepikaAléog abATG
OYNAOG SESUNTO TTEPLOKETTW EVI XDOPW,

EvO’ €Pn eig eOVIV TOAAQ @peot peppnpilwv.

¢ & &p’ &’ aiBopévag Saidog pépe kedvix iSvia
Evptrder, ‘Qrog Buydnp Hewonvopidao,

TV ote AaépTng TPLarto KTEATEGTLY £0IGLY
TpwbNPnv €T’ éoboav, éetkootfola & Edwkev,
ioo 8¢ v kedvij dhdxw Tiev &v peydpolowy,

eovij & ob ot éptkto, xOAov & dAéelve YOVOULKOG:
1] ot &’ aiBopévog daidag pépe, kol & péhioTo
SHawV PLAéeoke, kol ETpepe TLTOOV EOVTOL
ALEev 8¢ Bvpag Boddyrov toka oinToio,

£Ceto & &v MKTpw, podakov & Exduve yLTdvVor
Kol TOV pev ypaing mokiundéog épPode yepoiv.

1 HEV TOV TTOEXG X KOtk AOKT| OO0 YLTOVA,
TOUGOAAR AYKPEPACACA TAPA TPNTOIOL AEYECTL
B p’ ipev éx Bakapolo, B0pnv & énépvoce kopwvny
ApyLpEn, €l 8¢ KANIS éTdvuooev tpHAVTL.

EvO’ 0 ye Tavvi)L0G, KEKAAVHPEVOG OLOG AWTE,
BovAeve ppeciv fowv 680V TV Té@pad ABrvn.
(1.425-44)

[But Telemachus, where his chamber was built in the beautiful court, high, in
a place with a surrounding view, there he went to his bed, pondering many
things in his mind; and with him, bearing blazing torches, went true-hearted
Eurycleia, daughter of Ops, son of Peisenor. Her long ago Laertes had bought

grates him into the household, giving him a name and a social identity. Eurycleia’s as-
sumption of Odysseus’ social recognition, a role historically entrusted to the father,
confirms the nurse’s privileged relationship with the father of the child, who choos-
es her and immediately gives her the new-born, as specified also by Cilissa, Orestes’
nurse, in Libation-Bearers, 762. On the Amphidromia ceremony, see Burkert 2003, 464-
5.

3 The Chorus of the Oceanids refers to the é¢5va offered by the bridegroom in order
to win the bride in Aeschylus’ Prometheus 559. The word recurs several times in Euripi-
des’ Andromache and always means an exchange of marriage gifts (2, 153, 873), though
here in the sense of a female dowry given by fathers to the bridegrooms’ families on
the occasion of Andromache’s wedding with Hector and Hermione’s wedding with
Neoptolemus.
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with his wealth, when she was in her first youth, and gave for her the price of
twenty oxen; and he honored her even as he honored his faithful wife in his
halls, but he never lay with her in love, for he avoided the wrath of his wife.
She it was who bore for Telemachus the blazing torches; for she of all the hand-
maids loved him most, and had nursed him when he was a child. He opened
the doors of the well-built chamber, sat down on the bed, and took off his soft
tunic and laid it in the wise old woman’s hands. And she folded and smoothed
the tunic and hung it on a peg beside the corded bedstead, and then went forth
from the chamber, drawing the door to by its silver handle, and driving the bolt
home with the thong. So there, the night through, wrapped in a fleece of wool,
he pondered in his mind the journey that Athene had shown him.]

In the poem which survives, in a scene of the first book no less accurate
and no less rich in realistic details than the more famous recognition scene,
Eurycleia is already there to set the story in motion with her noble name
suggesting ‘wide fame’, as a strong and distinctive presence in Ithaca’s pal-
ace. The bard specifies her origins and social status, mentioning the name of
her father and that of the father of her father. Although she plays a servile
role in the palace, Eurycleia is introduced by the narrator not as a slave
but as a chosen bride and a bride manquée: Laertes does not share his bed
with her, but he entrusts her with the task of feeding and caring for the
new-born, choosing her as a surrogate, symbolic mother to the future lord
of Tthaca.* Moreover, in her constant role as a mother, a crucial figure for
the transmission of power from father to son in theogonic myths® and for
legitimacy in aristocratic societies, Eurycleia participates in the decisions,
conflicts and preparations for Odysseus’ revenge, taking care, when the deed
has been done, to inform Penelope, who is excluded from the knowledge of
the plot. It is she who comforts Penelope about her son’s secret voyage in
search of his father; it is she who urges Penelope to spare old Laertes the
news of Telemachus’ absence and thus an additional grief (Od. 4.742-57); it
is she who announces to Penelope the return of her husband (Od. 23.1-84),
though only after sharing and supporting Odysseus’ plan to exterminate the
suitors and kill the unfaithful maids (Od. 19.485-502) after closing, according
to Telemachus’ order, the doors leading to the halls chosen for the contest of
the bow and the massacre (Od. 20, 21 and 22). Finally, she is the one who acts
as an intermediary between the men’s hall and the women’s apartments,
between lords and servants.

+ In Eurycleia’s dialogues with Telemachus and Odysseus there are many appella-
tions for son, tékvov, pilov tékog, and nurse, poio.

5 According to Hesiod’s Theogony, Kronos, with the aid of his mother Gaia, castrates
his father Ouranos and usurps his throne (137-82). Then Zeus, thanks to his mother
Rhea, is saved from his father Kronos, who had swallowed his other children; he kills
him and assumes kingship (453-506).
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Wisdom, cleverness, elective belonging to the household she serves, phys-
ical intimacy rooted in the nourishment and care of the children who have
grown into men, in the direct contact with their bodies, ability to admonish,
trust and complicit loyalty: throughout the narrative Eurycleia epitomises and
interprets the distinguishing features that make the nurse a relevant figure in
Homeric society® and the archetype of the tragic nurses of Attic drama. The
latter are all better than Eurycleia, different one from another, each construct-
ed on the dominance of one feature over others; one in particular, Hermione’s
nurse in Euripides’ Andromache, is characterised by conflicting and strongly
innovative features, namely disapproval of and ill-concealed detachment from
the princess, violence against Andromache and her coward father Menelaus.

2. “She put on a sorrowful face-concealing the laughter that is under-
neath”:” the Good and the Evil Mother

Thus Cilissa, Orestes’ nurse, exposes her protégé’s mother while addressing
the women of the Chorus: Clytemnestra, who, with the aid of her lover Ae-
gisthus, killed her bridegroom Agamemnon after his victory at Troy, lives in
dread of her son’s revenge and rejoices in relief at the news of his death. It
is the climax of The Libation-Bearers, the central play of Aeschylus’ Oresteia.
It is also the emotional peak of the trilogy, when tension is overwhelming
at the peak of the tension. Orestes and Pylades arrive at the palace in Ar-
gos, Orestes pays homage to his father’s tomb, the Electra-Orestes recogni-
tion takes place, with Electra informing him during the kommos about her
unfortunate fate as an outcast and about the triumph of the two usurping
assassins, Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Pretending to be strangers who had
come to bring the news of Orestes’ death, Orestes and Pylades had entered
the palace through deception to commit matricide and avenge Agamemnon,;
while Clytemnestra feigns despair, Cilissa, Orestes’ good substitute mother,
exposes her duplicity by revealing to the women of the Chorus the ill-con-
cealed joy that shone in the queen’s eyes behind her grief-stricken facade:

KiAzzA

Alyiwobov 1) kpatodoa toig Eévolg kohelv
OTWG TAXLOT AVWYEV, OC COPETTEPOV
avnp AT’ avdpog TNV vedyyeATov QaTLY

¢ Although stratified and poetically composite (Snodgrass 1974), Homeric society
maintains some constants in the palatial environments and in the recurring figures, by
definition long-lasting components.

7 Nurse: IIpog pév oikétog / 0éto okvBpwmov dppa, Tov yevtog yélwv / kebBovs® (Liba-
tion-Bearers 737-9).
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(734-65)

[The mistress has ordered me to summon Aegisthus as quickly as possible
to see the visitors, so that he can come and learn about this newly-reported
information more clearly, man from man. In front of the servants she put
on a sorrowful face-concealing the laughter that is underneath on account
of the event that has come to pass, which is good thing for her, but for this
house things are thoroughly bad, as a result of the news that the visitors have
reported very plainly . . . O wretched me! For I found the old griefs that have
happened in this house of Atreus hard enough to bear, all mixed together as
they were, and they pained my heart within my breast; but I have never yet
had to endure a sorrow like this. Under the other troubles I patiently bore up.
But dear Orestes, who wore away my life with toil, whom I reared after re-
ceiving him straight from his mother’s womb! (Over and over again I heard)
his shrill, imperative cries, which forced me to wander around at night (and
perform) many disagreeable tasks which I had to endure and which did me
no good. A child without intelligence must needs be reared like an animal —
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how could it be otherwise? — by the intelligence of his nurse; when he’s still
an infant in swaddling clothes he can’t speak all if he’s in the grip of hunger
or thirst, say, or of an urge to make water — and the immature bowel pf small
children is its own master. I had to divine these things in advance, and often,
I fancy, I was mistaken, and as a cleaner of the baby’s wrappings — well, a
launderer and a caterer were holding the same post. Practising both these
two crafts, I reared up Orestes for his father; and now, to my misery, I lean
that he is dead! And I am going for the man who has abused and wrecked this

house — and this is news he’ll be pleased to learn.]?

The first tragic figure of trophos known to us does not contradict the epic
model of Eurycleia at all. However, unlike Eurycleia, who has a name that
suggests high lineage and stands beside the lords of Ithaca with the autho-
rity of a bride manquée and an elective mother more influential than any
legitimate wife, Cilissa, who bears a name indicating a stranger or maybe a
prisoner of war, is only an extraneous witness to the crimes committed at the
palace. She has suffered the horror of these crimes, even though she never
played any direct part in them. Unlike Eurycleia, the lady of affections and
intrigues, Cilissa has no ties with Agamemnon’s house except with Orestes,
whom she nurtured and cared for.

From the complex character of Eurycleia, the paradigmatic Nurse, Cilissa
only inherits the maternal protective function, thanks to breast-feeding, which
in the ancients’ imagination is much more binding than actual pregnancy.” And
it is through breast-feeding and nourishment that the alien Cilissa is endowed
by Aeschylus with strong tragic hues and placed at the core of the conflicts
contaminating the basic structures of kinship and birth ties. Her opposition
to Clytemnestra dramatises, perhaps for the first time in Western drama and
literature, the ambivalence of motherhood. The two women living under
the same roof embody the first, conflicting images of the good and the evil
mother. Clytemnestra and Cilissa are both related to milk, which in the nurse is
associated with life and nurture, although in the mother it takes the colour of
blood and death. Cilissa, to whom Agamemnon entrusted his son at the moment
of birth, remembers the child she nourished, cleaned and nurtured with genuine

& All quotations from this play refer to Aeschylus 2009.

° Vilatte (1991, 10-13) believes, even against lexical evidence, that in Ancient Greece
breast-feeding was an exclusive task of mothers, claiming that the young virginal age
or old age of the Greek nurses known to us was incompatible to breast-feeding. Pe-
drucci (2015, 36 and 37-43), on the basis of literary and medical texts, both Greek and
Roman, takes a more cautious view, embracing the hypothesis of the co-existence of
maternal nursing and wet-nursing also in Greece where wet-nursing was less common,
but where kinship based on breast milk, regarded by Hippocratic doctors and Aristot-
le as equivalent to blood and male sperm, was acknowledged. On the strong symbolic
meaning of the breasts compared with that of the womb, see Castellaneta 2013.
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fondness in spite of not being his biological mother. Instead, Clytemnestra, sent
offerings to Agamemnon’s tomb in the throes of a scary nightmare in which she
gives birth to a snake which sucks clots of blood together with her milk (523-
33). Then, when she is about to be killed, she reiterates the maternal gesture
par excellence:"° she bares her breast and begs Orestes for mercy, but he cannot
remember the sweet act of suckling: he only remembers the shame of being sent
away and left to wretchedness when he was a child (900-13).

In her brief speech, Cilissa presents herself as a figure of compensation:
by looking after the child ousted from Clytemnestra’s womb, she replaces the
mother who killed the father of her children in order to conquer the throne
and the royal bed, who justified uxoricide as a revenge for the sacrifice of her
daughter Iphigenia and yet did not hesitate to push her surviving children
away — this is what Electra screams in the kommos (444-5), before Orestes
holds it against her while stabbing her to death — one who disowned her chil-
dren and obliged them to play second fiddle to her own well-being, one who
killed them at least in a symbolic way.

The second and central play of the Oresteia, constructed on the disintegration
of the deepest blood and family bonds, culminates in the extreme crime of
matricide while exposing the process of corruption of motherhood in the
queen, who combines and confuses maternity and power, political lie and
crime. At the same time it deconstructs the mother; as in a mirror structure it
provides the character of the Nurse with the features of tenderness, reliability
and authenticity of emotions. Cilissa, the nurse who outclasses the mother-
stepmother, suggests that elective relations are surpassing family relations as
a new order in society and affections is about to emerge, at the dawn of the
‘modern’ world ushered and founded by Athena on the social and political
pact at the end of Eumenides."

3. “Everyone had voice, the woman and the slave and the master. ..
Mine was a democratic theatre”**

Thus, according to Aristophanes, Euripides defends his drama in the deba-

© This topos can be traced back to Homer (II. 22.82-3), to the image of Hecuba expos-
ing her breast to Hector, as she implores him to have respect for and perhaps also awe,
aideo, of it, and desist from fighting Achilles. As Lanza observes (1995, 35), the reference
to the Homeric passage in the The Libation-Bearers (896-7) is made clear precisely through
Clytemnestra’s use of the same untranslatable verb, while, with the same gesture, she
tries to prevent her son from stabbing her to death, tovde aidecat, téxvov, paotov. On the
repetition of this motif see also Euripides, Electra 1206-7, and Orestes 526-7 and 839-43.

" On the new order established by Athena. see Nikolai (2009-2010).

2 Euripides: &\ #\eyev 1) yov Te pot o Sobhog 008tV fttov / x» Seomomg . . .
Snpokparticov yop odTESpwv (Aristophanes, Frogs 949-52).
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te with Aeschylus in the Frogs (948-52), the sensational comedy of 406 BC
which employs the play within the play device and weaves together poetry
and politics. The line is surprising and has been interpreted in several ways.
A number of commentators and interpreters still anachronistically project
the features of inclusion and openness which, at least theoretically, belong
to modern democracies, onto Athenian democracy and in so doing they miss
Euripides’ contradiction. This interpretation is confirmed by the long-stan-
ding lectio facilior which ascribes to Euripides a theatre of the humble, which
includes nurses and pedagogues, in line with an enlarged political system."
However, as Edith Hall rightly argues in her seminal 1997 study on the so-
ciology of tragedy, Athenian democracy was not inclusive at all, not even in
the radical forms of the post-Periclean demagogues. Women, slaves — preci-
sely the categories mentioned by Euripides — and foreigners, including rich
metics, were not granted full political rights. So how should we interpret the
line attributed to Euripides by Aristophanes? Can we agree with Hall (1997,
125) in recognising the comic poet’s insight that tragic theatre, and especial-
ly Euripidean drama, tended to anticipate historical democracy by deploying
and representing those voices as yet excluded from public debate?

In the light of historiography and of what remains of the Euripidean pro-
duction, the line is not only contradictory but also heavily antiphrastic and
provocative. Euripides does not stage the humble, but rather the disgraced
and the marginalised of Athenian democracy." The nurses we know from
Homer are neither humble nor socially low. In the archaic Homeric Hymn to
Demeter, the titular goddess was a magic and terrible nurse when, disguised
as an old woman who had recently lost her own child, she entered the palace
of the king of Eleusis as a nurse for his son Demophoon, whom she had tried
to make immortal by nightly immersing him into the fire.”” Both Eurycleia’s
name and patronymic prove her noble origins. But also her opposite, the evil
nurse who had sold young prince Eumaeus into slavery, condemning him
to become a servant working in a pigsty in Ithaca, was a princess. Eumaeus
tells Odysseus her story, which is in part his own story, before recognising
him: some Phoenician merchants had come to the house of his rich father,
the king of the prosperous island of Syria, and one of them had seduced his
nurse, the beautiful woman from Sidon who when a girl had been kidnapped
by Taphian pirates and sold to Syrian lords. She had been promised by the
merchants that they would take her back to her home town and, in turn, she

3 On the ‘humility’ of minor characters and their elemental wisdom, see Grillone
1979 and Castagna 2007.

4 On the so-called realism of Euripides, see Sonnino 2021.

5 On the ambivalence of the nurse often endowed with magical thinking, see Men-
cacci 1995.
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had secretly vowed to give them all the gold and the most precious treasure
she could steal from the palace, the young Eumaeus, who had been entrusted
to her care by the king and who in turn would be sold to Laertes (Od. 15.403-
53). Even Hypsipyle from the homonymous Euripidean tragedy, the nurse
to the little Opheltes in the palace of Lycurgus at Nemea, had been queen of
Lemnos. Neither are the pedagogues who take care of many generations of
the same family, moving from fathers to sons and from the role of tutors to
that of faithful advisors of their pupils, of humble origins.*

Euripides’ nurses and pedagogues, just like the peasant farmer, dvtovpyog,
the husband of Electra in the eponymous tragedy and the one who addresses
the assembly in Orestes (917-22), one who seldom “visits the city and the cir-
cle of the agora”, cannot be mistaken as voices of democracy."” Rather, they
are the voices of dissent or of the lack of moderation due to unscrupulous
political experiments that frequently escalate into infighting.

Those voices repeatedly classified by the critical tradition as the voices
of the ‘humble’ in the Euripidean drama recirculate an ancient knowledge,
a conservative and in many ways regressive — though still widely shared -
ethos. A subdued common and current wisdom which coincides neither with
the aristocratic maximalism of the heroic code nor with political democratic
extremism. It rather agrees with the arguments of Aristophanes’ farmers,
nostalgic for peace, celebrations and the marketplace, less bound to the city
than to traditions and the soil, extraneous and averse to the passions of he-
roes and demagogues, mainly concerned with the material wealth wrecked
by war. These are the voices which Euripides intercepts together with his
contemporary Aristophanes, who represents them in a comic and parodic
way, both anticipating the Oeconomicus of the pro-Spartan Xenophon, with
its praise of rural lords, very good at managing their own property, the ka-
lokagathoi to whom it would be appropriate to entrust also the management
of public goods. Whether family property or inheritance, figures of memory
or of critical consciousness within families, in the mode of mentors or al-

% Such is the pedagogue who, through different dramatic strategies, allows for the
Electra-Orestes recognition in both Euripides’ and Sophocles’ Electra, such is the ped-
agogue of Creusa in Ion and the one in Iphigenia in Aulis, who accompanies Clytemn-
estra to Agamemnon’s house at the request of her father. On the continuity and conti-
guity between the figure of the nurse and that of the pedagogue that converge in the
novel, see Alaux and Létoublon 2001.

7 Electra 1-53: the farmer tells the backstory in the Prologue and welcomes the
two strangers, 341-431. Electra says that he is poor, mévng, but noble and respectful,
yevvaiog kol eboePrig. The dialogue with him gives Orestes the opportunity, just be-
fore the recognition scene between brother and sister, to make a long speech, 367-400,
about the main features of these free men excluded from politics, endowed with auton-
omy of thought and an underrated ability to moderate. On the potentialities — also po-
litical - of small farmers in opposition to demagogues, see Di Benedetto 1971, 205-11.
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lies of princes and princesses, whom they almost always support with un-
conditioned dedication in the attempt to protect them against dangers and
mitigate their excesses and hybris, nurses and pedagogues frequently recur
in Euripidean drama. However, despite the stability of their function, they
enter the drama carrying with them different dramatic values and meanings,
speaking different languages with diverse emotional tones, characterised in
gender terms as male or female. What changes in the nurses whose function
and meaning we can better understand and who come from the same period
of Euripides’ career, the years between 431 and 425-424 BC, during the first
stage of the Peloponnesian War? How do Medea’s nurse, Phaedra’s nurse in
Hippolytus and Hermione’s nurse in Andromache relate to each other?

4. “I know her and fear her”:* Intelligence and Doubling

This is line 39 in Medea’s Prologue, a melodramatic overture, highly crafted
both metrically and lexically, on which anapaests for alternating voices are
seamlessly grafted, taking the place of the parodos, the traditional recitati-
ve or chorus’s entry. The Nurse is the dominant and connective figure of
this score: the slow movement opens with the Nurse’s soliloquy in iambic
trimetres, the metre most akin to everyday language (1-48). This turns into
a dialogue when the old Pedagogue arrives on stage with Medea’s children
(49-95); then it becomes more agitated with the anapaestic exchange ini-
tiated by Medea’s lyrical lamentations (96-7 and 111-14) heard from within
the palace, to which the Nurse replies by trying to restrain her queen with
a slower and more gnomic recitative (98-110 and 115-30). When the Chorus
of Corinthian women enters the scene, it explodes into a desperate chant
with the alternating voices of the Chorus, the Nurse and Medea, who casts
curses and invokes death from off-stage (131-210). The Nurse moves from
scene to scene through spoken lines to recitative (see Cerbo 1997, 116n33),
a technically difficult role that Euripides may have attributed to the leading
actor. Starting with the first episode and after the Nurse’s final exit, he would
probably take on the role of Medea, the tragedy’s absolute protagonist."

B Eyoda thvde, Seypaive Té viv (Medea 39).

¥ Di Benedetto-Medda (1997, 223) recommend the role of Medea for the first ac-
tor and that of the Nurse for the second actor, relying on the co-presence of Medea, as
a voice from backstage which interacts on stage with the Nurse starting from the pro-
logue and the parodos. However, taking into account the scarceness of Medea’s inter-
ventions (2 and 4 lines in the prologue, 4+8 lines in the parodos) and the different chang-
es that the voice could assume while reaching the audience from the interior of the
palace, it is highly probable that the character of the protagonist was played at the be-
ginning by the second actor and then, starting from the first episode, by the first actor
who had been busy with the very dynamic role of the Nurse.
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But who was Medea’s Nurse? Where did this character, whom Euripides
employs to start such an accurate and vivid drama, even shocking to his
contemporaries and all future spectators, come from? There is something
contradictory and surprising in Medea’s Nurse, the only character who calls
her by the appellation of “daughter” or “my child” while she addresses Me-
dea’s children as “children” with a blend of tenderness and anguish (89, 98,
118). There is something that tells her apart from other Euripidean nurses,
inextricably bound to the women they raised and therefore totally empathe-
tic towards the events concerning their ladies, their desires, fears, passions,
even when they did not approve them.

In the opening monologue, the Nurse confirms a deep knowledge of Me-
dea, her “lady” (6). In the first 15 lines, with a counterfactual invocation
(Mastronarde 2002, 161) meant to nullify the queen’s choices and subvert
the story of her union with Jason and her journey to Greece, she summarises
the backstory of the ongoing conflict, analyses its causes and even goes as
far as to predict its dreadful consequences in light of what she knows about
the protagonist, her temperament and her past. When he comes onto stage,
the old Pedagogue, her “fellow slave” (c0vdovAog, 65), addresses her as “old
household slave of my mistress” (maAoov oikwv kTiipo decmoivng Eprg, 49),
while conversely, almost to highlight their different conditions, he is addres-
sed as “old servant of Jason’s children, tékvwv onade ntpésfu tdv Taecovog”
(53) and thus separated from the childhood and youth of his master. The
Pedagogue also asks why Medea wants to be left alone, without her Nurse
(52, tdg 00D povn Mndeta AeimesBon OédeL;).

No doubt, Euripides hints at a long-standing habit existing between the
Nurse and Medea. He allows us to imagine that the Nurse too comes from
Colchis and that she followed Medea in her long journey riddled with dan-
gers and transgressions (31-5), but he makes her speak in Greek. Not only
because he endows her, according to the general tragic code, with an excel-
lent and poetic Attic dialect with interwoven figures of speech and sound,
but above all because he attributes to her an ethos totally in line with the
Greek common sense, which emerges especially in the frequent gnomai used
as comments on the events.

The Nurse shares Medea’s grief and cries it out to Heaven and Earth (56-
7); she condemns Jason’s betrayal and reveals it to the children (82-4), al-
though she provides a negative image of Medea. Harrowed by the tragedy
she senses about to explode and to crush the whole family, including her-
self, the Nurse describes Medea as being prostrated, weak, &oitog (24) and
yet dreadful, Sewvnj (44), in the throes of a pain which transforms her: into
a stone or a sea wave, into a beast with the eyes of a bull or a lioness just
unburdened (91-2 and 187-9). Then, from the moment she hears the feral
cries of the lady inside the palace, with a sequence of imperatives she tries to
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protect the children, to keep them away from her (100-5) and her wild tem-
perament, from the hideous nature of a mind which knows no limit (&yptov
10og otuyepdy te PHoV Ppevog avbadoig, 103-4), from an implacable visce-
rality (peyoddomhayyvog dvokatdmavotog Yuyn dnxbelca kakoicty, 109-
10) which, if offended, might explode in unpredictable ways. Finally, after
Medea curses her children and their father (100-14), the Nurse concludes the
anapeastic contrast with a condemnation of the ‘tyrannical’ desires which
do not metabolise anger and with an appeal to moderation scattered with
echoes of the most traditional Delphian and Socratic principles, the best an-
tidotes to the most serious disasters caused by excess.

TPO®Os

o pot pot, id TARpwV.

Tt 8¢ ool Taideg TATPOC APITAOKIOG
petéyovot; ti Tovod ExOelg; olpot,
Tékva, Ui L tddnd wg epodyd.
deva TUPAVVOV AfpaTa Kol Twg
OALY” apxOpeVOL, TTOAAX KPOTODVTEG
XOAETTOG OpYOG peTafOAAovoLy.

70 yop €ibicOot (v € lootoy
KPEloGOoV- €ol YoV €l pr) peydAolg
OXLPOG T €l KATAYNPACKELY.

TOV YOp HETPLwV TPOTA PEV ELTTELV
Tobvopa vikg, xpnodal te pokpdd
AdoTo Ppotoioiv: T & vrepPdAlovt
o0déva karpov dvvartat Ovnroig,
peilovg & drag, dtav dpylobi
daipwv olkolg, amédwkev.

(115-30)

[Oh, woe is me! Why do you make the children sharers in their father’s sin?
Why do you hate them? O children, how terrified I am that you may come
to harm. The minds of royalty are dangerous: since they often command and
seldom obey, they lay aside their angry moods with difficulty. It is better to
be accustomed to live on terms of equality. At any rate, may I be able to grow
old in modest state and with security. For moderate fortune has a name that
is fairest on the tongue, and in practice it is by far the most beneficial thing
for mortals. But excessive riches mean no advantage for mortals, and when a

god is angry at a house, they make the ruin greater.]*

With excellent dramatic vision, Euripides creates a version of the Nurse who
avoids assuming maternal tones towards her lady in order to adopt them
only towards her children, who never resorts to the motif of nourishment

2 All quotations from this play refer to Euripides 1994.
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and milk kinship; the semantic field of tpépeilv never recurs in her lines. This
Nurse is never an expansion of the queen and her will, she is never her ac-
complice and never her antagonist. Between the two characters there seems
to be a subtler and more refined game, a relationship which Euripides might
have perfected also by employing the first actor for the two consecutive
roles of Nurse and Medea, the protagonist who dominates the scene until
the exodus. United by the same tone of voice, the most important channel of
ancient acting — the habit of using heavy masks and costumes hindered the
use of facial mimicry and limited the actors’ gestures — the two women can
be imagined by the spectators as two faces of the same split character an-
ticipating the conflict between passion and reason, Oupog &¢ kpeioowv TGOV
ELOV PovAevpdtav (1079), with which Medea’s famous monologue ends and
which over the centuries would become the hallmark of her indelible style
(1019-80).

Probably arrived from the same elsewhere, both the Nurse and Medea
tried to adapt themselves to the Greek common feeling and Medea, while
helping Jason, also tried to appease the Corinthian people who had wel-
comed her (&vdévovoa v &eiketo xO6va . . . mévta Evpgépovs ” Taoov,
11-13). Then the two characters diverge, the Nurse becomes the spokesper-
son of Greek reason and the principle of moderation while Medea, in con-
fronting Jason, proudly claims her complete and irreducible diversity (H
oA TOALOIG eipil Stpopog Ppotdv, 579). Two women who interact with
the children with the same heart-wrenching affection, but with a different
capacity to rule their passions? Only one broken woman? A conflict between
two viewpoints, one that, at moments of extreme difficulty clings to a sort of
delirium of omnipotence, and another reflecting common sense? Two tem-
peraments or one single flow of consciousness, torn to shreds by moments
of doubt, disapproval and paranoiac assertiveness sustained by the same un-
mistakable voice?

5. “I fed you and I love you”:** Abnegation and Life

With this statement of maternal affection which exists eternally and will not
be broken, not even by Phaedra’s reproaches and curses, the role of the old
Nurse in the drama comes to an end (695-701 and 704-5). Feeling betrayed
by her breaking the vow of silence and secrecy, Phaedra wishes her to die
and rudely sends her away (AN ékmod®dv dmeAbe kol cavtig mépL epovTILE,
708-9), just before announcing to the Chorus her death, which will mark
the triumph of Cypris but will also drag someone else — Hippolytus, whose

2"EQpeYd o’ebvoug Teipl (Hippolytus 698).
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name Phaedra never pronounces — into ruin at the end of the second episode
(724-31).

The two tragedies, Medea of 431 BC and Hippolytus of 428 BC, are chrono-
logically close and both revolve around the important theme of irreducible
diversity, which can never be entirely conformable to the order of the de-
mocratic city and its political dynamics. Medea, who according to her Nurse
had tried to adapt herself to the Greek world, in the course of the story
declares, through words and through gestures, her diversity, which is not
only ethnic but also individual. As she reveals in her long speech to the
women of the Chorus (373-430), Phaedra had tried in many ways to adapt
herself to the city of her husband Theseus and to the Athenian rule of de-
cency, discretion, aidwg,* as well as of feminine honesty, cw@ppocivn: she
had initially denied being lovesick, vocog, withholding and hiding it, she
had then tried to defeat madness, &vowx, through self-control. Eventually,
unable to dominate that shameful and insane passion, vocov dvckAed (405),
for her stepson Hippolytus, she had decided to die to avoid embarrassing
her husband and children, in order to preserve their freedom of thought and
speech in Athens. Phaedra understood something that she had already made
clear in the disjointed and reticent revelation that had shocked the Nurse: in
a jumble of words and ghosts that spoke the unspeakable, she had revealed
that her illicit and ruinous love had a distant origin, in Crete, where her
mother had fallen in love with the bull, the beast, and her sister Ariadne had
married the god Dionysus (337-41). Unlike Phaedra, Hippolytus, the Ama-
zon’s son, does not complain about his non-conformity, but instead shows
himself proud of it, through the rules of a life lived in woods and unspoiled
meadows, remembering his mother and worshipping the chaste Artemis, as
well as through words, such as when he responds to the Nurse’s revelation
that Phaedra loves him and to the accusations made by his father, who had
believed in the false accusation written by Phaedra on a tablet tied to her
wrist before her suicide by hanging . Speaking to the nurse, Hippolytus gives
vent to his hatred of women, the bane of mankind; he wishes that children
could be bought by bringing offerings to the temples rather than begetting
them with women (616-24); he confirms to his father that he has a pure soul
(topBévov Yuxnv éxwv, 1006) and that he is totally extraneous to sexual ple-
asure — he knows sexuality only by hearsay and images — as well as to the
rationale of power and of the polis (983-1045).%

2 On the plot and the juxtaposition of the semantic fields of aidwg and épwg, see
Beltrametti 2002.

3 His father, Theseus, had accused him of having dishonoured his bed and wife, de-
spite the fact that he had led people to believe that he was a superior man, in commun-
ion with the gods, honest, viceless, puritan; a vegetarian follower of Orpheus, exalted
by the cult of his books (943-56).
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However, unlike Medea’s Nurse, who had coped with diversity from both
the point of view of a stranger seeking shelter and the point of view of a wel-
coming and suspicious community, Phaedra’s Nurse does not engage with
the main theme, despite being a more present, complex and influential cha-
racter within the plot.?* She is rather captivated by the theme of forbidden
love, attracted to desire and its metamorphoses.

“Old woman, faithful nurse of the queen”, TOvou yepoud, Pacididog
moth) tpogé, the Coryphaeus calls her (267), when she appears on stage
besides Phaedra, carried out from the palace on the rotating trolley and in
full prostration. This is the image provided by the Nurse in the dialogue
with Phaedra just ended, a fast-paced and exhausting dialogue in anapaestic
dimetres (176-266) in which she concentrates all words and gestures on the
sick queen, in an attempt to satisfy all her needs and extort the secret of her
disease from her apparently contradictory and meaningless broken phrases,
from the constantly changing objects of her desire, from her slips. This
Nurse does not know anything and does not predict anything, her language
is not that of knowledge, let alone foresight, like that of Medea’s nurse, but
that of affections, care, nourishment, all-out defence of her queen. Taking
on the main distinctive features of Eurycleia and Cilissa, the Nurse speaks
the language of the good and confiding substitute mother. Her dialogues
with Phaedra, no matter the tone and register, are filled with vocatives
which appeal to the “daughter” (téxvov, 203, 340, 350, 353, 517, 705), to the
“beloved daughter” (mad, @iln mad, 212, 218, 223, 288, 297, 316, 346, 521).%
From the moment she arrives on stage and again when she is about to
leave it after being sent away with insults and curses by Phaedra, the Nurse
seems willing to bring the queen back to her childhood and innocence, to
the trust and total submissiveness to her nurse. Only on two highly marked
occasions the Nurse’s address is directed to the Lady, ¢omowvo: this occurs
at the beginning of her first and only long speech (433-81), her answer to
Phaedra’s unexpected confession to the women of Troezen, in which she
revealed her insane passion and her choice of death as the only solution to
her failure (373-430). It occurs again in her penultimate utterance (695-701),
delivered in the desperate attempt to restore trust with Phaedra by recalling
the nourishment, the giving of herself and of her body through milk, the love
of the ‘good mother’ which persists although it is no longer reciprocated.

On both occasions, the address to the Lady marks a shift in communi-

4 The Nurse has 223 lines in total, more than Phaedra and more than Theseus, in-
cluding also the lines in which off-stage she announces Phaedra’s death by hanging
(776-8, 780-1, 786-7) while the audience only hears her voice.

% The Nurse addresses Hippolytus by the same appellations and begs him not to re-
veal the secret she had just disclosed to him (rad, 603 and 611; tékvov, 611 and 615).
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cation. If in the final line there is the bitter awareness of an interrupted
connection and the attempt to restore it, in the speech of the remedia amoris
(433-81) the shift in tone and register marks the Nurse’s willingness to take
on a new role, an authority independent of familiarity. It is the transition
from a familiar communication in which words comment on gestures and
aching bodies to a rhetorical exercise of persuasion interwoven with con-
ventional gnomic knowledge about the invincibility of amorous passion,
Cypris or Eros, illustrated by “stories which are well known by those who
own the writings of the ancient and who themselves are interested in poe-
try”? It is the proud surrender of the role and language of mother and her
taking over the part of a rhetorician in order to discuss the magical solution
of charms, filters and evil spells, which — as Phaedra claims — are rejected by
common sense as shameful and hideous practices, aioypd.”

From the moment the Nurse understands that the love and abnegation
of those who take care of a sick person to the point of suffering even more
than that person, in fact suffering twice (186-7, 257-8) is not enough to save
Phaedra from her insane passion for Hippolytus, that not even the topic
of the protection of the children from the alleged demands of Hippolytus,
“the bastard, vo0og” (305-10), is enough, all ethical restraints are loosened
and rhetoric takes on sophistic and unscrupulous tones. Even the search for
perfection and strenuous resistance to passion, the Nurse explains, are forms
of hybris, of arrogance and illusory omnipotence; solemn words are useless
when Phaedra needs him, not to seek pleasure, but as an existential matter of
life and death (467-76, 490-7). The Nurse, who had suggested to ask the help
of physicians when Phaedra was in the grip of inertia, asthenia, aphasia and
apathy, a sort of anticipation of death she used to control desire, now advo-
cates in a modern way in favour of ancient knowledge and ancient practices
which in post-plague Athens seemed not only regressive and archaic but
also dangerous:*® “We will need to get some token from the man you love,
either a lock of hair or something from his garments, and join together one

” 29

delight from two”.

26 ool pEv 00V YPopag Te TGV mokaitépwy / Exovoty abtot Teioiv év podoalg del /
iooot . . . (Hippolytus 451-8)

7 The motif of shame, aioypé, aicyiotovg Adyouvg, insistently recurs in the lines
that follow the Nurse’s argument, four times in lines 498-506.

8 The themes of magical practices, their dangers and their legitimacy were espe-
cially important in the Athens of the post-plague years, after the failures of profession-
al physicians. These themes are also addressed by Deianira in Sophocles’ Trachiniae, a
tragedy which can probably be dated to 426 BC, therefore very close to Euripides’ Hip-
polytus: Deianira smears Hercules’ tunic with the blood of Nessus and is immediately
assailed by the fear she had dared too much (Trachiniae 663-4).

2 Ael §'¢€ éxelvou 1) T Tod wobovpévov / onpelov, fj mAdKOV TVT] TéTAWY &0, /
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The Nurse does not limit herself to recommend the use of magic to defeat
adversity, but also shows her knowledge of the main principles of magi-
cal thinking and practices, namely the sign-symbol standing for the subject,
the part standing for the whole, the contagion by continuity and contiguity,
making one out of two. Shifting from words to deeds, in a scene of extraor-
dinary delicacy (565-731) following the Chorus’s prayer to Eros, the Nurse,
perceiving herself as Phaedra’s shadow, approaches Hippolytus off-stage
(565-600). A very harsh confrontation ensues, which Phaedra, standing by
the door of the palace, hears and reports to the Chorus and the audience -
who can only hear a vague noise — and then enacts on stage (601-68), where
Hippolytus is replaced by Phaedra who, after a heart-wrenching lament over
her own downfall, banishes her in the course of their final dialogue (669-
731).

In the ultimate attempt to establish the fatal connection between Phaedra
and Hippolytus, the magical arts on which the Nurse had relied fail to work
(680-1) and lead to the downfall and expulsion of the character, who beco-
mes the target of the invectives of Hippolytus, who - as Phaedra reports,
calls her a procurer of obscenity and false wife (589-90) — and of Phaedra,
who feels sullied by her revelations and, in an emotional climax, curses and
banishes her.

Euripides appears to have deployed his full arsenal of dramatic strategies
in order to draw the figure of the Nurse. Whereas the other characters of the
tragedy — Hippolytus, the protagonist, Phaedra, the stepmother in love with
him, and Theseus, Hippolytus’ father and king of Athens — do not deviate from
their constitutive traits in spite of nuances depending on their interlocutors
and their actions’ status, the character of the Nurse is continuously reshaped
by situations and in her repeated attempts to change the state of things. In the
first two episodes, the Nurse assimilates events and in turns generates new
events, transforming herself, taking on different points of view, languages
and registers:* at first, she is worried about Phaedra’s health, then she
becomes suspicious and curious, then she turns into a bold advisor guided
by a strong sense of reality and imminent downfall and by the concern for
the queen’s children, then she is overwhelmed by the scandalous truth and
the approaching catastrophe (353-61). Finally, immediately after Phaedra’s
speech, she is ready to overcome shame and supports the illicit love of her
child and lady by any necessary means, including magical filters. Eventually,
she supplicates Hippolytus, begging him to keep his oath of silence, and begs
Phaedra, but to no avail.

Euripides counters the heroic steadiness of the aristoi, who never turn

AaPetv, cuvapar T ¢k dvolv piav yapwv (Hippolytus 513-15).
5° The lines 291, 298, 433-435 precisely mark the Nurse’s emotional and rational outbursts.
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back and never renounce their honour and reputation, with a female
figure of unknown origins who, by analogy with other nurse figures, can
be interpreted as a disgraced woman. An old woman who amid difficulties
learned the necessity of compromise and who sees rigour as a form of excess
and presumption, as hybris — “It is said that exacting conduct in life brings
about more falls than delight and is at war more with health. So I praise
excessiveness less than ‘nothing in excess’; and the wise will agree with
me”™ - an old woman willing to submit in order to protect the child she
had breastfed. This Nurse provides an ode to life and the right to happiness,
which costed her the exclusion from the sphere of those who matter and,
above all, Phaedra’s death.

6. “For him you are the daughter of an eminent man, a bride with a
rich dowry”:*? Flattery

In Attican tragedy there are no other examples of Nurse figures endowed
with the same intensity as Phaedra’s Nurse. In the fourth episode of Andro-
mache, the Nurse of Hermione, daughter of Helen and Menelaus and sterile
bride of Neoptolemus (Achilles’ son), comes out of the palace and speaks
about the princess, who is giving way to despair and threatens to kill herself,
barely prevented from doing so by her slaves (802-19). Hermione offended
and threatened to kill Andromache, her husband’s Trojan concubine, and
the child born of their union. Her father, Menelaus, came to visit her and is
verbally assaulted by old Peleus because of the unfairness of the power he
boasts about and because of his cowardly behaviour towards Helen and his
aggressiveness against Andromache and her child. He left Phthia without
granting any protection for his daughter and the princess is struck with ter-
ror. She fears her husband’s return and the punishment which he will inflict
on her for plotting the murder of the innocent.

The last nurse of Euripides’ theatre does not have the same ability to
analyse and understand conflict as Medea’s Nurse, or rather her double. She
does not show the same absolute loveliness in which Phaedra’s Nurse an-
nihilates herself to the point of justifying and supporting the queen’s illicit
passion. The main feature of this nurse is the helpful lie, or perhaps the
servile hypocrisy which induces her at first to realistically explain to the

% Brotov & atpekelg émtndedoelg / gpaci opdrdetv wAéov 1) Tépmev / Th) 0 Oyteiq
poALov moAepeiv: / obtw T Moawv flocov énouvd / tod undév &yoav- / kol Evpericovot
cogoi pou (Hippolytus 261-6). To the Nurse, Phaedra’s pretence of self-control seems
again to elude the rules of this world, 459-77.

32 Nurse: o0 yap Tl ¢ aiypdhrwtov ék Tpolag éxel, AN avdpog €6OAoD maida cdv
ToAOLG Aafdv Edvolat, TOAeDS T 00 péowg eddaipovog (Andromache 872-3).
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Chorus the condition of Hermione, guilty of unacceptable excesses against
the innocent and the defenceless, and then to deny herself in the attempt to
comfort the princess, who arrives on stage in a state of extreme agitation. In
a duet with Hermione, the nurse lies about her hybris with some ambiguity
and contradicts the information previously given to the Chorus: she says
that her father will not abandon her and that her husband will not believe
the cheap lies of his barbarous concubine because Hermione is not a war
booty, but a bride with a rich dowry.

The continuous reconfiguration of the character to pursue the good
through changes and twists which are the distinctive traits of Phaedra’s
Nurse, here becomes the compassionate and opportunistic dissimulation of
someone who wants to prevent the princess from collapsing in order to avoid
falling into the same abyss. The scene in which Hermione bares her breasts
and the Nurse tries to pull her gown together to cover them recalls the motif
of the veil incessantly requested and removed in the first scene between
Phaedra and her Nurse in Hippolytus. However, this Nurse shows neither
care nor tenderness. She only shows a resolute will to stop the princess
from making a spectacle of herself and prevent news of her insanity from
spreading outside the palace, thus exposing the family to public mockery.

Free from a predestined fate and from the prejudices that stem from names
and family ties, the minor (but not humble) characters of Euripides’ theatre
provide evidence that society was changing, capturing the playwrights’
attention. In these characters, poetry and politics blend and intertwine in
more obvious ways than in the major characters of the great myths. The
perspectives on mythological events and the historical themes that permeate
them multiply points of view and continue to surprise.
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