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ABSTRACT

The surviving scholia on the first third of Euripides’ Orestes contain an unusually dense
accumulation of observations reflecting a habit of close reading shaped by the interests
and habits of rhetorical training, which encouraged the analysis of purposefulness in the
selection of arguments, phrasing, or individual words. This approach assumes that the
speaking characters in the literary classics possess expert control of their language and that
they often engage in a contest of wits or deploy hidden meanings or innuendos to establish
the superiority of their position. In particular, the dialogues between Electra and Helen and
between Orestes and Menelaus inspire many comments on the rhetorical strategies attributed
to the speakers, and these comments employ a set of terms hardly attested in other scholia
on tragedy.
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RIASSUNTO

Gli scolii superstiti sul primo terzo dell’Oreste di Euripide presentano un’insolita e densa
concentrazione di osservazioni che riflettono un’abitudine alla lettura attenta, plasmata
dagli interessi e dalle consuetudini della formazione retorica, la quale incoraggiava 'analisi
della finalita nella scelta degli argomenti, della formulazione o delle singole parole. Questo
approccio presuppone che i personaggi parlanti nei classici della letteratura possiedano
una padronanza esperta del linguaggio e che spesso si impegnino in una gara di arguzia o
utilizzino significati nascosti o allusioni per affermare la superiorita della propria posizione.
In particolare, i dialoghi tra Elettra ed Elena e tra Oreste e Menelao ispirano numerosi
commenti sulle strategie retoriche attribuite ai personaggi, e questi commenti impiegano una
serie di termini difficilmente riscontrabili in altri scolii sulla tragedia.

PAROLE CHIAVE
Euripide, Oreste; Scolii; Analisi retorica

NOTA BIOGRAFICA

Donald Mastronarde ¢ professore emerito di Lingue e Letterature Classiche presso
I'Universita della California, Berkeley. Le sue pubblicazioni sulla tragedia greca includono
commentari su Fenicie e Medea e 'edizione Teubner delle Fenicie. Il suo progetto attuale &
un’edizione online ad accesso libero degli scolii sulla triade euripidea.

= PEER REVIEW
Inviato 27.12.2025 Accettato 23.01.2026  Pubblicato 21.09.2026
o2 ACCESSO APERTO
EDIZIONI © Donald Mastronarde 2026 (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0)

DELLA
NORMALE DOI: 10.2422/3035-3769.202601_07




Rhetorical Analysis and Close Reading in the Scholia on
Euripides’ Orestes’

Donald Mastronarde

It is now well established that in studying Homer ancient commentators and
Eustathius started from the assumption that the poet was supremely skilled and
capable of wielding effectively the principles of rhetoric elaborated by sophists,
philosophers, and rhetoricians in the classical, Hellenistic, and Roman periods.!
In two recent publications I explore some aspects of how a similar rhetorical
approach to reading may be detected in the tradition of commentary on tragedy,
and particularly on Euripides.” In this article I want to highlight an unusually
dense accumulation of observations on the first third of Euripides’ Orestes that
reflect a habit of close reading shaped (or at times, one might say, distorted)
by the interests and habits of rhetorical training, which encouraged the analysis
of purposefulness in the selection of arguments, phrasing, or individual words.
When applied to drama, just as in the case of Homer, this approach assumes that
the speaking characters in the literary classics either possess or ought to possess
expert control of their language and that they are often engaged in a contest of
wits with the interlocutor or are deploying hidden meanings or innuendos to es-
tablish the superiority of their position. What Richard Hunter has written about
a feature of how Homer was read can also be applied to some scholia on trag-
edy, including some on Orestes to be discussed here: “One of the things which
is most striking about these exercises is the psychological depth and the level of

" This article expands on lectures I have presented at several universities over the past decade,
most recently at the Scuola Normale. I am grateful for the comments of my audiences, and for
helpful suggestions during the final revision I thank Mark Griffith, Luigi Battezzato, and the two
anonymous reviewers of this journal.

! E.g., LEHNERT 1896, LINDBERG 1977, NUNLIST 2012, VALIAVITCHARSKA 2013, HUNTER 2015,
HUNTER 2018, VAN DEN BERG 2022.

2 MASTRONARDE 2025b, pp. 167-73, discusses some instances of criticism of a speaker or the poet
for perceived offences against what is persuasive or what is proper; MASTRONARDE forthcoming
discusses evidence for rhetorical analysis in some older scholia on Hippolytus, Medea, Alcestis,
Troades, and Phoenissae, and also presents evidence in the more recent scholia (in manuscripts of
the 13th and 14th centuries) for the labeling of arguments and tropes, often with the terms used in

Hermogenes and commentators on Hermogenes.
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calculation ascribed to Homeric characters” (just replace “Homeric” with “Euri-
pidean”). The same close scrutiny of language, however, may also be applied for
other purposes dear to the commentators, such as softening and ameliorating
statements that appear to challenge theological or moral principles that teachers
and society at large want to inculcate in the young.

Most of the scholia that will be discussed here are not cited in the important
studies of literary criticism in Greek scholia by Meijering and Niinlist.* These two
scholars concentrate on the influence of Aristotelian analysis of plot and char-
acter and on issues related to oikonomia. In that tradition, the main rhetorical
concern seen in the scholia is the suitability of a rhetorical performance to the
status and gender of the speaker. Here, instead, I want to study the close-reading
approach to specific word-choice or phrasing and the interpretations and pur-
poses revealed by the proposed explanations. Such close reading is, to be sure, a
legitimate technique of literary criticism, but involves two potential traps when
applied to a dramatic text. First, slow reading of a text written on a bookroll or
on the page of a codex is quite different from the rapid aural reception of a text in
performance, where there is much less time (or motivation) to ponder over every
phrase and no opportunity to pause. Second, readers often come to the text with
varying degrees of foreknowledge of the forthcoming content, while a theatrical
spectator (at a first performance) absorbs information in temporal sequence and
should be open to gradually developing — and revising — an idea of what manner
of characterization, motivation, and causation the playwright is offering in this
particular variation on a mythic theme. Moreover, I suggest that the tendency
to carry close reading to a minute verbal level and to assume that every word is
potentially weighted with an intentional strategy on the part of the speaker was
encouraged by education in rhetoric and composition.

In a way typical of the compilation of comments from different contributors
in our scholiastic corpora, the commentators applying such close reading to this
portion of Orestes come to various conclusions about the characters and the poet.
They may detect, and approve of, a subtle use of rhetoric to trip up or implicitly
find fault with an interlocutor. Or they may see the poet as skilfully supplying a
character with language that subtly or inadvertently reveals their character (often
something bad about it). Or they may judge that the speech of a character shows
poor control of rhetoric, usually implying criticism of Euripides, since the pre-
ferred assumption was that heroic characters should be effective rhetoricians. In
some cases, I hope to show, this type of analysis produces a myopic reading that
ignores the wider context or disregards the temporal experience of viewing and

3 MEIERING 1987; NUNLIST 2009. As will be noted below, a few scholia studied here are
mentioned by them for a different purpose and not scrutinized further.
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hearing a drama and gradually arriving at a tentative and revisable understand-
ing of a dramatic figure. Sometimes one may even suspect that the commentator
has abstracted the argumentative situation from the specifics of the drama and
thought instead in terms of how one might frame an effective rhetorical demon-
stration.*

As a first example, consider the phrase “as they say” in Orestes s5:

Eur. Or. 5
A10g megukwg, WG Aéyovat, Tavtalog.
Tantalus, born of Zeus, as they say.

Sch. Or. 5.19° kaA@G TO WG Aéyovat- ob yap meiBopal TOV Aia TodG idiovg maidag ovtwg
aikiCeoBau.

Well-put the phrase “as they say”: for (Electra is thinking) I do not believe that Zeus
mistreats his own children in this way.

Sch. Or. 5.20 10 @ Aéyovot ovk évSotalovod oty ei mais v Tod Aog 6 Tavtahog, GAN
ovedifovoa @ Saipovt 6Tt Tovg idiovg Ekyovoug TocodTov £v Taig Suadaupovialg Tapopd.
She does not say “as they say” because she is in doubt whether Tantalus was the son
of Zeus, but rather reproaching the god because he neglects to such a degree his own
descendants in their misfortunes.

The first of two scholia on this lemma (which does not mean it is temporally
prior) begins with kaA@c.® Scholia that begin with this adverb usually relate to
an implied question, “why did the poet choose this word or expression and is
it a good choice (and so worthy of emulation)?” Some scholia more obviously
from the teaching tradition actually start with a question of the form “why did he
say X?” and then give an explanation. Here the issue is why the poet has Electra
include “as they say” in her narrative at this point. The commentator/teacher
wants his readers/students to understand that Electra disbelieves what men say
because she holds a higher view of how gods treat their kin. There are, of course,
contexts in Euripides where a character rejects a traditional story because of a
desire to maintain a purified concept of divinity, but such a view does not fit
Electra here, since she has just stated that humans suffer all manner of “god-driv-

4 On this sort of abstraction see further below at n. 41.

> All scholia on Orestes are quoted from MASTRONARDE 2025a; sigla occasionally referred to in
this paper are those of that edition. Scholia on Phoenissae and Hecuba are sometimes quoted from
personal collations.

¢ On ka\@q in scholia see RUTHERFORD 1905, pp. 404-6; ZUNTZ 1938, p. 646-51.
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en misfortune” (2 upgopd Benhatog) and a little later will speak of the “injustice
of Apollo” (28 ®oifov adikiav) in ordering her brother’s action. In considering
the rhetorical effect of this short phrase, this commentator is adopting what I
term an ameliorating interpretation, perhaps under the influence of traditional
philosophical critiques of the mythological gods, perhaps under the influence
of Christianity, but most likely because he needs to make the classic text a safe
model for education of the young. The second scholion quoted above offers a
more subtle view of Electra’s position, but may still be deemed an overinterpre-
tation in accepting that she is reproaching the divinity. In both these readings the
commentator prefers to assume an unstated motivation in a rhetorically subtle
speaker rather than consider how the phrase works at the level of external com-
munication to the theater audience. The conception and birth of her ancestor
Atreus is obviously not something within the personal experience of this pro-
logue-speaker, so it adds to the authority of her narrative for the audience to have
her state that she knows this from traditional report.”

Two other instances of this kind of close reading applied to the prologue de-
serve mention here.

Eur. Or. 15
&dauoe § o0V Viv TEKV AmokTeivag ATpevs.
So then, Atreus killed Thyestes’ children and gave them to him to eat.®

Sch. Or. 15.27 éne1d) kakig Tpaews vmepvobn, S TodTo 0VK elmev O MATTOG 6 oG,
AN’ 0 Atpelc.

Since Electra has called to mind an evil action, for this reason she did not say “my
grandfather,” but “Atreus.”

Eur. Or. 18
Mevéhaog te Kprjoong untpog Agpomnng dmo
And Menelaus from a Cretan mother Aerope

7 See WILLINK 1986 ad loc. Luigi Battezzato reminds me that such a cautious statement by
Electra is also appropriate because it concerns the action of a god, and humans cannot be certain
about what the gods want or do.

8 Tt is not relevant to our discussion that line 15 is usually marked as spurious in modern
editions. The ancient critics whose comments survive in the scholia tended to explain (or explain
away) textual difficulties rather than see corruption or interpolation (for some examples see
MASTRONARDE 2025b, pp. 173-82).
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Sch. Or. 18.01 00 yap &vEMnvig yuvi toladta énpake. To0T0 00V Tpo0ébnkev EhevBepdv
puev tag EANnvidag, kwpoddv® 8¢ tag Kpriooag.

For a Greek woman would not have done such deeds. So he (the poet) added this (the
epithet “Cretan”), freeing Greek women from blame, but mocking Cretan women.

The scholion on 15 again considers a precise choice of wording, answering the
question why the speaker uses as subject the name Atreus and not “my grandfa-
ther.” The question is arbitrary from the point of view of literary analysis, since,
apart from the fact that the specific word mdnmog is not a tragic or high-style
word," Electra has not yet reached her own generation or introduced herself or
her own name in the sequence of the genealogy, and it would be abnormal for her
to use even a paraphrase meaning “my grandfather” here. I suggest that the re-
mark of the commentator (or teacher) is ad hoc: he is examining the sentence in
abstraction from its context and suggesting how it might in certain circumstanc-
es be rhetorically effective to use a neutral reference rather than draw attention
to the close relationship to the speaker. In the remark on line 18, we may note
that the masculine participles indicate that the underlying motivation is ascribed
to the author rather than the character, but that does not make a difference in
the style of analysis. In many scholia of this kind, in fact, one cannot be sure
whether the subject of “he said” or “he added” is the poet or the character, and it
has often been observed that in ancient literary analysis the distinction between
author and character is at times ignored. As for the claim made here, perhaps an
audience would take the passing epithet in “Cretan mother” as an invitation to
think of bad Cretan women (Pasiphae, Phaedra, and Aerope herself), although
such a pregnant use would be more characteristic of Senecan poetry, or of Euri-

? In tragic scholia the verb kwpwdéw commonly refers to mockery in comedy of tragic diction
or lines, but for the tragedian as mocking a character or some other figure see Sch. Or. 371.01
(mocking Spartans, discussed below, along with Sch. Or. 356.07, where Homer is the one treating
Menelaus mockingly), Sch. Andr. 150a1 CAVARZERAN (again mocking Spartans); Sch. Aesch. Sept.
477-9 SMITH; Sch. Aesch. Pers. 309 DAHNHARDT. The term is also used in this way of Homer about
a dozen times in the Iliad scholia. Characteristically for the scholia on Sophocles, the verb appears
there only when the critic denies that Sophocles is doing it: Sch. Soph. Aj. 74 CHRISTODOULOU
napauteitan 6 Odvooeds 00X WG kwuwdodvtog Tod TownTod dehiav Tod fipwog (obTw yap <iv>
dpoupebein 1O TG Tpaywdiag dfiwpa), dAAG 1O edAafic évdeikvutar kTA. (“Odysseus begs off
[seeing mad Ajax] not because the poet is mocking any cowardice of the hero - for in that case the
dignity of tragedy would be removed - but he is displaying his prudent caution”).

10 ménmog does occur in Soph. fr. 868 Radst, but in the botanical sense of “down” (on a seed). In
the sense “grandfather” mémmnog occurs only in prose and in comedy until the Hellenistic era, when
there are a few instances in Lycophron and Callimachus.
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pides himself in a more combative context involving characters in hot dispute.
In any case, what is also interesting is that this is another kind of ameliorating
reading, artificially separating Cretan women from other Greek women in the
interest of maintaining as respectable and superior the Greek identity instilled
by traditional education.

Most of the readings that credit great subtlety of word choice to the characters
or the poet can be seen in the notes that survive on the dialogue of Helen and
Electra in the second part of the prologue (Or. 71-139) or in the dialogue of Me-
nelaus and Orestes in the first part of the second episode (Or. 356-455). In the
earlier scene, small details are explained to fit an interpretation of Electra as al-
ternating between being openly harsh toward and subtly critical of her aunt, and
of Helen as subtly insulting and condemning her niece. Sometimes the claims are
a better illustration of possible rhetorical strategies than of how an audience is
likely, in my opinion, to read the two characters in performance.

Eur. Or. 86-7

ob & 1) pakapla pokdplog 8’ 6 00g mootg

fikeTov €@’ Nudg aBAiwg mempayoTag.

But you, the woman blessed with good fortune, and your husband, in his blessed fortune,
have come to us in our wretched distress.

Sch. Or. 87.01 fiketov é¢  Nudc: fAOete mpoOG NudG. tfj mpoobrkn O Tod €@’ Nudg
TpaxbTepov abTo émoinoev- apmacopevol yap fi\Oete fiudg, enoiv. £owke 6¢ 1@ Emta émt
Onpas.

“You two have come to (¢¢’) us”: You have come to (pog) us. By adding the phrase ¢¢’
fudg she made the expression harsher (i.e., the phrase is taken as “against us” rather than
“to/toward us”). For she means “you have come to plunder us.” It is like (the use of the
preposition émi in) Seven against Thebes.

The couplet 86-7 is framed to emphasize a motif of the first part of the play,
the contrast between the prospering fortunes of Menelaus and Helen and the
dire sufferings of Electra and Orestes. The reading of Electra’s phrasing in this
scholion retrojects into this scene the claim made much later in the performance,
at 1108, that Helen is indoors putting a seal on all the property that she expects
to take over when Electra and Orestes are dead. In the temporal sequence of the
reception of the play, an audience does not have enough information about how
Helen and Menelaus will be depicted or will act to infer so much from the prep-
ositional phrase. On the other hand, a reader steeped in rhetorical theories of
innuendo and aware of the content of the whole play may be inclined to consider
the words in this fashion.
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The idea that Helen and Electra are rhetorical antagonists also lies behind the
first comment on the scene.

Eur. Or. 71-2

@ 1ot Kh\vtapviiotpag te KAyapéuvovog

napBéve paxpov 8 pfikog HAéktpa xpodvov,

O child of Clytemnestra and Agamemnon, maiden for a great length of time, Electra,

Sch. Or. 71.01" @ mai KAvtaupviotpag: Tod mipoorjkovtog fifoug é&éneaev 6 Edpumidng.
VOV yap mp@tov dANRAag PAémovot kai anbwg!? mévy obte domdlovtar dAANAag olte
npoc@wvodat. kai 1) pév ENévn €eloy €xovoa xodg kai TOV POOTPUXOV ATOTETUNHEVOV,
dpa 68 Suowmnel TV HAEkTpay kal AvTtel Umopupvijokovoa Tod 6vopatog KAvtatuviotpag
kol Tpotdooovaoa.

“O child of Clytemnestra”: Euripides has failed to express the fitting éthos."” For they
(Electra and Helen) now see each other for the first time, and in a manner entirely lacking

' On the textual problems of this note see the apparatus and comment in MASTRONARDE
2025a. Once again, it is not relevant here that line 71 is marked as spurious by many editors.
NUNLIST 2009, p. 349, refers to this scholion in the context of remarks about entrances and exits,
only to make the point that such a note may be used “to kill several birds with one stone,” not to
comment on the nature of the claim made here.

2 Note that V, one of the major sources of the older scholia on Euripides, reads £0n0wg
navv, “very foolishly,” using a term that occurs in a number of scholia conveying criticisms of
a character’s action or speech. Because of the similarity of alpha and the epsilon-upsilon ligature
in many medieval hands, corruption in either direction is easy and common; but the presence of
fj@ovg just before, the criticism of its inadequacy, and the connection with yap indicate that e010wg
is the corruption in this place.

3 The use of ¢€éneoev implies lack of artistic control on the part of Euripides, since éknintw
refers to an involuntary action. Among parallels obtained from a TLG proximity search for
KTIinT® near Tod MPoofikovTog one may quote here: Sch. Aesch. Sept. 65b SMITH ToLTEOTL )
dgrong Tov mpoonkovTa Kapdv mapeAelv pndé tod mpoorkovTog Ekméong xpovov; Sch. Andr.
365a1 CAVARZERAN Kol TG QPEVOG GOV TO 0WPPOV EEEMETE TOD TIPOOTIKOVTOG, TOUTECTLY- TIAPA
TOv S¢ovta Aoylopov ¢pbéyEw Aodopnoapévn dyav Opacéws 1@ Meveldw; Dio Chrysost. Or.
32.46, 5-6 avtol 8¢ ékmintovteg ¢k TOD KOOpoL TOD TpooTikovTog Kai Tig afiag Tfg EavT@v oV
@povtilete; Scholia ad Hermogenis Status, Rhet. Gr. (Walz) 4:112,9-10 Texvik@tatov 8¢ 10 1@V
Kalp@v otoxalopevov pn ékmintety 100 mpoorkovtog. Note also the comparable language in
Sch. Or. 1369.05 évtedBev ¢E¢ot ToD idiov fjBovg 6 Evpumidng dvoiketa éoavtd Aéywv, with the
comment in MASTRONARDE 2025a.
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éthos' they neither embrace each other nor greet each other with affection. And Helen
comes out with libations and her cut-off lock of hair (that is, to be sent to the tomb),
and at the same time she annoys Electra and causes her pain by recalling the name of
Clytemnestra and by placing it first in her speech.

In this note, I suggest that a commentator interested in rhetorical training has
approached the scene with the question how the two women would best speak to
each other when on one side Helen hopes to obtain Electra’s help in taking her
funeral offerings to the grave and on the other side the main hope for Electra and
Orestes now rests in Menelaus. So the proper rhetorical technique would be one
that carefully wins favor from the dialogue-partner by polite and friendly speech
and by strategies designed to win good will.”® This is “the fitting éthos” that is felt

" T use the neutral translation “lacking éthos,” but in the context this amounts to “lacking the
éthos considered appropriate by the critic.” The most common meaning of the adverb dnfwg is
“unusually, in a manner outside the norm, in an unfamiliar way.” But here, after fjfovg in the first
sentence, I believe the uses in Aristotle’s Poetics are more relevant: 1450a23-7 €1t dvev pév npa&ewg

>

ok v yévorto Tpaywdia, dvev 8¢ OOV yévorr’ &v- ai yap T@v véwv T@v mheiotwv dndeig Tpaywdiot
elotv, kai GAwg ot tad ToAAoL ToLoDTOL, OloV Kol TOV Ypagéwy Zedig mpog IToAvyvwTtov mémoviev
(“Furthermore, without action there could not be a tragedy, but without éthé there could be. For
the works of the majority of the recent playwrights are tragedies lacking (expression of) éthos, and
in general many poets are of this sort, in the same way that among painters Zeuxis has suffered in
comparison with Polygnotos.”); 1460a5-11"Ounpog 8¢ &Aa te toA& &rog émaveiobat kai 81 kai
GTLHOVOG TOV TONTAV 0VK dyVOEel O 8¢l TOLETY avTOV. avTOV yap Sel TOV MotV ENdytoTa AéyeLv-
00 yap £0TL KaTd TadTa [N TAG. of uév odv dAlot adtol pev 8 Ghov dywvilovtal, upodvrat 6¢
OAiya kal OAryakic: O 8¢ ONiya @poacépevog evBig eiodyet dvdpa fj yovaika §j &Ao T fbog,
Kol 008ev” anbn AN’ €xovta nbog (“Homer deserves to be praised in many other respects and in
particular because alone among the poets he is not unaware of what he should do himself. For the
poet himself should speak very little, because he is not in these parts a producer of representations.
Now the others engage themselves actively throughout but represent in short stretches and rarely.
He (Homer), on the other hand, after making a short proem immediately brings on a man or
woman or some other character, and not one of them lacking in éthos but having éthos.”). Also
relevant is the term dvnfomointog, “not giving delineation of character,” used by Dionysius of
Halicarnassus and others authors and also in Sch. Ariston. Hom. Il. 15.147-8a ERBSE d0stodvtat
apgotepot, 6t avnbomointoi eiorktA (“Both lines are athetized because they lack delineation
of character”); Sch. exeg. Il. 5.278b ERBSE 0 1} dvTl 10D &, kai 10 0ioTOG DooTixOroeTaL- €l yap
TepLOTATOpEY TOV 1), dvnBoTointov éotal (“f) is used for &i, and there will be punctuation at dioTog;
for if we put a circumflex on eta (f}), it will lack delineation of character”).

> Compare the criticism of Andromache for speaking too boldly to Menelaus in Sch.
Andr. 36521 CAVARZERAN (quoted in note 13 above), and other scholia on Andr. discussed in

MASTRONARDE 2025b, p. 169.
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to be lacking, not the éthos that suits the character portrayal that Euripides has
chosen for dramatic purposes, with Electra resentful and depressed but fiercely
loyal to her brother and Helen self-centered and morally clueless. For the cited
critics, the mention of Clytemnestra’s name and its position near the head of the
sentence are bad moves rhetorically.

A second comment on the opening couplet of Helen’s speech is on similar
lines, but takes Helen to be acting more deliberately:

Sch. Or. 72.01 8AAwG- mapBéve pakpov O uikog: 8 €0Tt TOAD xpovw mapBevevouévn.
To0T0 88 DPpifovoa ad TV Pnotv we aitiay éxovong kai St TOVTO ) YaHOVHEVNG. Kot Sti
TOVTOV Ttapep@aivel 6Tt edpoLpiag vopilet TEAOG TOV ydpov.

Another way: maiden for a long time: Which means “still living as a maiden after much
time.” She (Helen) says this by way of insulting her (Electra), as if she is to blame and
for this reason unmarried. And through this phrase she/he'® subtly suggests that she/he
considers marriage to be the ultimate end of a good portion in life.

What exactly did this critic understand by Electra’s “being to blame”? If it re-
fers to being blamed for the matricide, then that is too recent an event to be an
explanation for long maidenhood. Did this commentator instead have in mind
the notion that Electra had somehow had sex before marriage, an idea that is
actually exploited in a scholion on 108, as we will see?"”

1 As noted above, it may be unclear whether such a statement applies to the character Helen
or the poet Euripides. The run of the note may seem to favor Helen, but I am inclinced to favor the
poet. Helen is not a character one would expect to be cited as an authority on marriage, although
one must concede that the commentator may have ignored that aspect of Helen in the interest
of offering a confirmation of a societal norm. Also, there is clear case of Euripides being said to
endorse a norm for females in Sch. Phoen. 88 ScHWARTZ 818doket 8¢ tpoodov mapBévov yiveobat
KAt EmTpomy Hev untpog, madaywyiav 8¢ Tpo@éws, xpeiag uf TG TuXOVONG £MEtyovong TNV
€Eodov (“And he (the poet) teaches (us) that the coming forward (into public) of a maiden takes
place by the permission of a mother and under the guidance of a tutor, with no ordinary need
urging the coming out”).

17 For the prurient cast of this assumption, compare the alternative suggestion in Sch. Phoen.
946 [1.351,2-4 ScCHWARTZ] about why Menoeceus is the only possible sacrificial victim, Haemon
being excluded “either because he was betrothed, or because, as they say, he secretly had intercourse
with Antigone, and Teiresias, as a prophet knowing this, referred to it indirectly for the sake of
decency” (] ka0 éuvnotevoarto, fj émel, Mg Aéyoval, AdBpa adti cuviiABe. TodTOV 88 MG pdvTLY
eldoTa eDQNUWG eimeiv).

Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore, Classe di Lettere e Filosofia, serie 5, 2026, 18/1



141 Donald Mastronarde
Rhetorical Analysis and Close Reading in the Scholia on Euripides’ Orestes

Several other details are interpreted as conveying open or veiled reproach
of Electra by Helen, and there are terms pointing to skillful use of rhetoric for
abuse.

Eur. Or. 73-5

TG, © TAAatva, oV Te Kaotyvntog Te 060G

ANy Opéotng untpog 6de povedg Epu;'

TpooPOEypacty yap o paivopat o¢dev.

How, unhappy woman, did you and your brother

wretched Orestes here become the murderer of your mother?
For I am not polluted by speaking with you.

Sch. Or. 73.01 d1 TobTOL WVEiSIoEY AVTAY WG UNTPOPOVOL AdeA@T|V. ol 8¢ TOig Evayéat
npoopBeyyouevot kal avtoi Sokodot waivesbat, wg kai évHpakhel [Eur. Her. 1219] kal
‘I&lovi [Eur. fr. 427] 8&édeikTal.

Through this speech she reproached her as the sister of a matricide. And those who
speak to persons polluted with bloodshed seem even themselves to be defiled, as has
been shown in Heracles and Ixion.

Eur. Or. 76 £i¢ ®oiBov dvagépovoa Thv duaptioy
assigning the wrongdoing to Phoebus

Sch. Or. 76.01 kai T00T0 TMAVOLPYWS. AvapdptnTov ydp TO Belov. Eugaiver odv g
Katayevdopevwy avt®v Tod ATOAWVOG.

This too is said maliciously. For the divine is infallible. She intimates therefore that they
are falsely accusing Apollo.

Eur. Or. 81 EAévn, ti cot Aéyoyl’ &v & ye mapodo’ 6pag;
Helen, why should I tell you what you see before you?

Sch. Or. 81.02 mpdg méoag Tag VPpelg dvtédnke 10 EXévn, 60ev kol yialetar 6 otixog:
oeonpeiwtat yap 10 dvopa tig EAévng. aivittetat 6¢ 61t moVNpdG KepTOpEL TTept TOVTWY
movBavopévn Gv mapodoa 6pd.

In response to all the insults Electra has opposed the word “Helen,” for which reason
the chi is affixed to the line. For the name of Helen has been marked as significant. And
Electra implies indirectly that Helen is maliciously criticizing when she inquires about
things that she sees before her.

18 Again, it did not occur to the commentator in antiquity to doubt the authenticity of line 74,
which is considered spurious by many editors (others keep the line, emending &8¢ to 6 or £€gu to €xel).
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Sch. 73.01 is motivated by the presence of the interpolated line 74. This note
is absent from the oldest manuscripts, but still may go back to late antiquity, if
the following sentence originally belonged with it, for there we find a reference
to Euripides’ Heracles (an “alphabetic” play known to very few in the middle
ages) and Ixion (a play of which almost nothing has survived) or, rather, to com-
mentaries on those plays (note the use of ¢ ... dédewktau rather than something
like wg Evpimidng gnot/didaoket). Sch. 76.01 is first reference among several in
the scholia on Orestes to the rhetorical trait of mavovpyia, the deployment of
language in a shamelessly deceptive and unscrupulously clever manner."” Since
this note begins kai TodTo Mavovpyws, “this too is said maliciously (with unscru-
pulous cunning),” it apparently comes from a commentary in which the term (or
a synonym) was used in a preceding note now lost. The explanation here again
betrays the ameliorating viewpoint toward theology that must reflect a commit-
ted philosophical or religious or pedagogical position about divinity. A similar
veiled strategy based on the perfection of divinity is assigned to Menelaus in a
later passage (Or. 417, discussed below).

The view that Helen is repeatedly reproaching and insulting Electra is shared
in the note on Electra’s first reply to her, Sch. 81.02. The note explains why
there is a mark at line 81. When we are told in scholia of symbols present in
the margin, there is a possibility that the mark itself goes back to early Alexan-
drian scholarship, since this practice was in use in editions by Aristarchus and
presumably also in those by Aristophanes.” But the report of a sign does not
mean that the explanation of the symbol in our scholia is also derived reliably
by faithful transmission from the earliest scholars. We should always ponder
whether it is an inference or guess, and whether the explanation has been badly
distorted in transmission. In any case, this scholion assumes there are many
insults in Helen’s short speech since Electra is said to counter “all the insults”

¥ For mavovpyia and rhetoric, cf. Dion. Hal. de Lysia 15 (on rhetorical strategies not used by

Lysias), de imitatione fr. 31.5.6 Radermacher-Usener (on Hyperides), and ps.-Dion. Hal. Ars rhet.
8.6 (on Demosthenes). Similarly, &ndvovpyog, amavodpyevtog, and dmavodpyntog are frequently
used in reference to speech that is straightforward and without sophistry or stylistic artifice. For
Helen’s mavovypia, see also Sch. Or. 88.02 mavovpyws ¢pwtd tadta 1) ‘EAévn (“Helen asks this
question with malicious intent”); Sch. Or. 98.13 mavodpyws TOv @oPov aid® ékdaheoe (“With
unscrupulous cunning she has called her fear shame”). Note that Schwartz reassigned the scholion
on 98 aioyvvopal to 101 aidwg, in which case the panourgia would be Electra’s; but she is not
elsewhere in these notes seen as panourgos, and one would expect rather that she would be found
to be speaking év fjfet or ¢v elpwveiq.

* For discussion of the chi-sign and of the debated issue of whether Aristophanes wrote

commentaries to accompany his editions see PONTANI 2018.
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(OBpeig recalls vPpiCovoa in Sch. 72.01, quoted above); it suggests that Electra
sees that Helen has spoken “maliciously” (movnp®dg)* and that she retaliates by
uttering the single word “Helen.” Again this is a matter of indirect suggestion,
for the critic used the term aivittetat.”” The idea that the name itself is here a
reproach, presumably on the grounds that it evokes Helen’s notorious treachery
and her responsibility for the death of so many heroes and for the destruction of
Troy, seems to me to be an overinterpretation, similar to that of Clytemnestra’s
name in 71.%

The question of how to refer to Clytemnestra, by name or otherwise, occurred
to the critic or critics at other points in the dialogue.

Eur. Or. 94 Pov\el TAQOV HOL TIPOG KAGLYVATNG HOAETY;
Are you willing to go to my sister’s tomb for me?

Sch. Or. 94.01 amhovotepov adTh Stadéyetat, 6Tt péAAet SeloBat adTAG, v TavTd 8¢ Kal
napaguAattetan {kai} untpog eimelv, iva ) 80&n dvedilery adty). Oel yap elvat KOAaKIKOV
1oV dedpevov.

She (Helen) speaks with her (Electra) in a more straigthforward manner, because she is
about to make a request of her, and at the same time she is also careful not to say (go to
the tomb) of (your) mother, so that she may not seem to reproach her. For one making a
request has to behave like a flatterer.

21 movnp®g appears to be used synonymously with tavovpywg in the scholia on Orestes, but the

word is not so used in other scholia on drama or in other scholia. For the equivalence of the two
terms, cf. Sch. in Batrachomyomachiam 93 Lupwich, where doAiwg has the series of glosses peta
S6Mov, Tavovpywg, TOVNP®G, ATATNADG.

2 For this term see NUNLIST 2009, pp. 231-4; on 233 he cites this note as an example without
discussing the interpretation offered.

» One cannot, however, entirely exclude the possibility that the critic thought the retaliation was
conveyed by using the bare name “Helen” rather than a periphrasis like “daughter of Tyndareus”
or “child of Zeus.” Comparanda, however, are against this view: the bare name is used to address
her by the chorus in Helen 306, by Theonoe in Helen 873, and by Theoclymenus in Helen 1392
without any implication of disrespect. For another interpretation (or overinterpretation) of an
address using a bare proper name, see Sch. Tro. 895 on Helen’s vocative ‘Menelaus’.

2 There is a corrupt fragment of a further sentence after this. It may have been a conclusive
summary in a kind of ring-composition (which is found in some notes that seem to have a
particularly didactic tone and may reflect the style of classroom teaching): perhaps as Schwartz
suggested, “and because of this she used the term of kinship (rather than the proper name?)” or else
“she used a different term of kinship (and not mother).”
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Eur. Or. 95 untpog kehevelg g €UiG; Tivog XapLv;
You bid (me to go to the tomb) of my mother? Why?

Sch. Or. 95.01 vOv untépa avthv ékdheoe Setkvbovoa dtt 008 v mpw v Aoidopiav
TPOOTKATO.

Now Electra called her “mother,” demonstrating that she did not accept even the first
offensive statement.

Sch. Or. 95.02 fj 61t S1a Tod dvopatog TiG ExOpdg PNTPOG Mapatteital Ty aitnoty.
Or because by using the name of her hated mother she declines the request.

Sch. Or. 95.03

MG 1) HEV KOAAKEDOVOA OCLYYEVIKD OVOUATL éXprioato, 1| 0& MapatTovpévn TV
KoAakeiov glme unTpog.

(Explained) in another way: Helen, trying to wheedle a favor, used a term of kinship
(sister), but Electra, rejecting the wheedling appeal, said “of (my) mother.”

These notes explain the use of “my sister” rather than “your mother” in 94 as
a way to avoid further offense at the moment Helen is asking for a favor. This
idea that references to Clytemnestra by name or as a mother might be aggres-
sive ploys by Helen returns one final time in comments on Electra’s first reply
to Helen’s request (95). Having committed to viewing the proper name and the
term “mother” as loaded with hostile innuendo, the critic or critics then have to
explain why Electra used the term “mother” in 95. The fronting of “mother” in
untpog kelevelg and indeed of the question itself ahead of the “why?” suggest
that this question is uttered with disbelief or even indignation. The scholia of-
fer more than one possible explanation. In the first, Electra is said to have “not
accepted” the hostile implication of Helen’s opening words (that is, pretended
that there was no bad intention present). The second explanation® is that Elec-
tra’s reference to her mother serves to justify refusal of the request. This view
does recognize the emotional charge in untpog in this context, and it does not
necessarily assume that Helen was deliberately aggressive, only insensitive and
self-centered. The third explanation postulates that both speakers recognize the
rhetorical strategy of Helen as “wheedling,” and that Electra parries that strategy
by speaking bluntly.

The use of koAakikov, kohakevovoa, and kolakeiav in Sch. 94.01 and 95.03
above suggest the intersection of rhetorical theory and modern politeness the-

» Possibly by a different critic, but it is not unknown for commentators ancient and modern to

offer more than one possible interpretation.
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ory.?* Whereas the later is concerned with threats to an interlocutor’s ‘face’and
strategies designed to minimize such threats, ancient rhetoric approaches the
relationship in terms of gaining and maintaining the good will of the audience
of one’s speech in order to maximize the possibility of successful persuasion. In
terms of ‘negative politeness’ a speaker can reduce their imposition on the auton-
omy and psychological comfort of the interlocutor by such strategies as flattery,
indirectness, or apology in advance. Without further digressing about this inter-
section, it can be stated here that in the scholia on tragedy and Homer, the terms
Avmeiv, Svowmelv, Bepanedw, tpobepanedw, and their cognates point to a similar
understanding of the interpersonal dynamics of making a request.” Indeed, the
tragedians even present characters acknowledging such dynamics, hesitating to
cause distress to an interlocutor. This is conventional when a messenger brings
bad news (e.g., Phoen. 1208-15), but is also found in passages such as Phoen. 383-
4 6mwe & Epwpa, pr Loy Sdkw @péva, / §douy’, & xpniw- St mobov & EANAvOa
(“T am fearful about how I am to ask you what I wish (to ask), lest I in some way
sting your feelings, but I long (to ask)”).?

Small details of Helen’s language provide further material for inferring her
character and describing her rhetorical strategy in the passage where she tells
Hermione what to say in prayer at Clytemnestra’s tomb (117-23).

Eur. Or. 119-21
Tpevpevi] § dvwyé viv
éuol Te Kol ool Kal TOoEL YVWUNV ExeLV
Tolv T dBAiowv Toivd’, oV¢ dntwleoey Bedc.
And bid her to have a gracious spirit toward me and you and (my) husband, and toward
these two wretched ones whom a god destroyed.

Sch. Or. 120.02 é¢vtadfa 1| Pektiotn o0de Ty Buyatépa éavtig mpotkpLve: TOD yap
&vdpog pikpod Seiv kai émehdbeto.

* For a thorough introduction to threats to ‘face’ and politeness strategies, see CATRAMBONE
forthcoming, Chapter 2; more briefly, CATRAMBONE 2021, pp. 143-6; for Euripides see also
RODRIGUEZ PIEDRABUENA 2022, as well as, e.g., LLOYD 2009 and vAN EMDE BoAs 2022.

¥ Some relevant passages are assembled in the Appendix.

% Seealso Hec. 234-6 €1 §” €071 101G SovAoLaL TovG ENevBEpovg / ufy Avmpd pnde kapdiag Snktrpla
/ ¢glotopfioau (“if it is permittedt slaves to pose to free men questions that are not painful nor sting
the heart”); Or. 544-5 @ yépov, £y Tot Tpdg o Setpaivw Aéyety / 6mtov oe uéAw ofv Te Ao oety
@péva (“Old man, I am afraid to speak to you on a subject where I am likely to cause pain to you
and your feelings”).
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Here the wonderful woman did not even give precedence to her daughter over herself. As
for her husband, she almost even forgot about him.

Sch. Or. 121.01 toiv T &BAiowv: kai avT@V pépvntar, iva i 86&n mavteddg Aibokdpdiog
elvat, Opwg petd dpdg. TO yap olg dnwAeoev Bedg Gokel pév ovvayBopévn Aéyerv,
navobpyws Ot éupaiver dti Beoig dmnxBnuévor eiolv. od yap dmol\vet eimev, AN
dnwleoev, O Eyvwopévng 10n tiig mapd Bedv Suopeveiag.

“And the two wretched ones”: She mentions them (Orestes and Electra) as well, in order
not to seem completely stone-hearted, but even so she does it with a curse. For in uttering
the phrase “whom god has destroyed” she seems to be sharing their distress, but with
malicious cunning she indirectly suggests that they are hated by the gods. For she did
not say “is destroying” but “has destroyed,” as if the hostility on the part of the gods is
already decided.

In the prayer for a kindly spirit toward “myself and you and my husband” (120
éuoi te kal oot kai mooet), the word order is interpreted as self-centered, as if
there were something marked about the word order. This is another overinter-
pretation, since the order “to me and to you” is attested in Aeschylus, Euripides,
and Plato in several passages where no self-centeredness is evident, even apart
from the fact that a different order would be metrically difficult or impossible
and that the order Helen uses reflects the descending levels of kinship (a sister,
a niece, and a brother-in-law). In the note on the next line in Helen’s prayer, a
similar verbal pedantry is applied to the tense of the verb in order to maintain the
interpretation that she is subtly expressing hostility. Noteworthy in this scholion
is the recurrence of mavobvpywg.

Readings of the kind we have been observing assume an intention on the part
of the speaker (as opposed to the poet) to convey a concealed meaning, They
can be variously analyzed under the heading of irony (eipwveia), or with the
concept of aivitteoBat (to speak in a riddling or coded way), or with the term
goxnuatiopévov when a double meaning is intended, one deceiving the address-
ee and the other, true one that is obvious to the speaker, the chorus, and the
audience (for example, some of Hecuba’s statements to Polymestor as she lures
him to his punishment in Hecuba 990-1022). The instances discussed above,
however, often involve instead one of the rhetorical meanings of &€u¢aotig, com-
monly expressed through the verb éugaiverv,” which in places can be considered
a synonym of aivitteoBal A similar connotation is conveyed by mapovel§i{w*

¥ Seee.g. Ps.-Hermog. de Inv. 4.13, Tiberius de fig. Demosthenicis14, Quintilian 8.3.83-6, 9.2.64.
30 This verb is rare, but for its use in scholia cf. Sch. vet. Arist. Eq. 51b MERVYN JONES 0 yap
oikétng ¢oti ... mapoveldifwv 81t Tooadta dnootéMetal odk émi Setnvov, AAN dxpatiopov (“the
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in the scholion on 32, where the reproach is not openly stated, but a secondary
implication.

Eur. Or. 32 k&y® petéoxov oia O yuvij ¢ovov
And I shared in the killing in the way a woman can.

Sch. Or. 32.09 ola &7 yuvi: @¢ yuvi), cupfovievoaca, Tapabappivaca, Dopvioaca ToH
TATPOG. 0D Yap avTOXELp YEYOVE TAG UNTPOG, AANA AOYyoLG Tapwppnoe Kat avTig TOV
40eA@ov. Taya 8¢ S1a ToD ola 81y yuviy apoveldiCet Ti unTpl- €keivn yap adtoxelp yéyove
0D Ayapépvovog ov Katd yuvaika.

“In the way a woman can”: As a woman, having counseled him, emboldened him,
reminded him of his father. For she did not become the murderer of her mother by her
own hand, but used words to arouse her brother against her. Perhaps by saying “as a
woman” she is indirectly reproaching her mother, for she did become the murderer of
Agamemnon by her own hand, not (behaving) in the manner natural for a woman.

We have observed how Helen’s verbal approach to Electra was identified as reflecting
rhetorical mavovpyia. In addition to mavodpyws and movnpdg, kakovows, “with ill will,”
or kakonwg, “maliciously,” are applied to Helen in the scholion on 108, and they will
also be applied to Menelaus in the later scene. Here Helen explains why she is not sending
Hermione rather than Electra to carry the offerings to Clytemnestra’s tomb.

Eur. Or. 108 &G 6x\ov €pmety mapBévoloty o KaAov.
It is not proper for maidens to go into (public view of) a crowd.

Sch. Or. 108.04 Taig veavioty- oD yap TaiG dydpolg. dyapog yap kai i HAéktpa. mapBévog
O¢ EoTiv 1] Te Apuyn§ kol 1) dpTiPdoa. i ALY kakovowg [variant kakon0dg] ov mapBévov
BovAetau Sei&au v HAEkTpa, 6Tt 00K émeioBn avTy).

(By “parthenoisin” Helen here means) young girls. For she does not mean unmarried
girls. For Electra too is unmarried. And a “parthenos” is both the girl who is still a virgin
and the one who is just coming to sexual maturity. Alternatively, once again with ill
will she (Helen) wants to show that Electra is not a virgin, because she (Electra) did not
accede to her request.

servant is indirectly reproaching that so many things are being sent not for a dinner but for
breakfast”) and Sch. vet. Arist. Nub. 543a HOLWERDA o0k €01t Sfjdog évtadfa tivi mtapoveldiler-
AN fowg éaut@, émel memoinkev €v T@® TEAEL TOVTOL TOD SpApaTog Kaopevny TV StatpiPiy
ZwKpaTovg Kai Ttvag Tdv @hocoewv Aéyovtag “iod iov” (“itis not clear here whom he is indirectly
reproaching; but perhaps (he reproaches) himself, because at the end of this play he has scripted

I3

the school of Socrates being burned and some of the philosophers saying ‘iou iou™).
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Rather than consider Helen to be insensitive or obtuse in not being aware of
the irony of her reasoning, the critic again prefers to detect, at least as an alterna-
tive, a deliberate rhetorical cunning, an insult in retaliation for Electra’s refusal.”!

This style of close reading again becomes prominent in the scholia on the scene
between Orestes and Menelaus at the beginning of the second episode. Malice is
repeatedly attributed to Menelaus with the terms kakor0wg and movnp@®g, and
there is a high probability, in my view, that a cynical approach to Menelaus was
already to be found in Didymus. Didymus was presumably following an existing
tradition, since much earlier we have Aristotle’s terse remark about Menelaus
being unnecessarily base.” There is also the anonymous and undatable judgment
transmitted among the prefatory matter to the play that declares that all the char-
acters except Pylades are padAot (inferior, mean, ignoble).”* At any rate, the evi-
dence pointing to Didymus is in the scholion on 371:

Sch. Or. 371.01 OmovAa mévta T& Prjpata Meveldov, d¢’ 00 O o TG TO doTatov Tig
Aaxedapovinv yvopng kwuwdel,* a6 kod év AvSpopdxn [445-6]- “d ndotv avBpwmnototy
éxBotot Bpot@v, Imdptng Evotkol, SO PovAevtrpia.” mpd yap Aokhéovg, £’ ob
Tov Opéotnv €8idage, Aakedaipoviov mpeoPevoapévov mept eiprivig AmOoTHoOAVTES
ABnvdiot ov TpoofikavTo, &Ml dpxovrog @comdpumov, 8 ot (¥teowv B) Tpd Alokhéoug.
oUTw¢ iotopel Proyopog [FGrHist 328 F 139a].

All the words of Menelaus are deceitful, (a portrayal) by which the poet mocks the
unreliability of the Lacedaemonians’ attitude/mind, as also in Andromache: “O, most
hateful of mortals for all people, / dwellers in Sparta, deceitful counselors.” For before
Diocles, in whose archonship [409/408] he produced Orestes, when the Lacedaemonians
sent ambassadors about peace, the Athenians, distrusting them, did not accept it, during

' Line 108 also aroused the puzzlement (or indignation) of other critics or teachers interested
in the reinforcement of gender norms: Sch. Or. 108.01 Ti 00V; Taig Teheiaig TodTo KAAOV; (“What
then? Is this fine for adult women (to go out among a crowd)?”).

32 Arist. Poetics 15.1454a28-9: #oT1v 8¢ mapadetypa movnpiag pév fifovg pn dvaykaiag olov 6
Mevélaog 6 év @ Opéotn (“An example of unnecessary baseness of character is the sort presented
by Menelaus in Orestes”).

3 Arg. 2d: 10 Spdpa TV émi oknvig evdokipuodvTwy, Xeiptotov 8¢ Toig fifeot. MRV yap
ITuAd&dov mavteg gadhot foav [eiotv Nauck]. (“The drama is one of those that are (were) much
admired on the stage, but it is very bad in its characters. For apart from Pylades they were [‘are’
Nauck] all inferior (mean, ignoble).”) I have always wondered why Pylades gets a free pass in
this commentator’s blanket condemnation. Perhaps his general reputation as an exemplary loyal
friend outweighed for this critic his role in the killing of Clytemnestra (condemned by his father
Strophius) and in proposing and participating in the attempt upon Helen’s life.

** On kwpwdéw see note 9 above.
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the archonship of Theopompus, that is, two years before Diocles. Thus Philochorus
records it.

The interest in allusions to contemporary events, the appeal to chronology by
archon years, the citation of an authority like Philochorus the Atthidographer,
and the quotation of lines of another tragedy as evidence - these are all features
generally believed to have characterized Didymus’ commentaries.*® This note,
however, does not use mavovpywg or the other adverbs we have seen in the scho-
lia discussed above and to be cited below, and Didymus seems to be interested in
Menelaus’s bad character and an allusion to the historical moment rather than
rhetoric. Thus we are not compelled to conclude that all the briefer notes that
call attention to Menelaus speaking kaxor0wg should be connected to Didymus
as well. They may be connected with him only in the sense that later commen-
tators, using their own terminology and more interested in rhetorical analysis
and training, may have piled on more instances of the duplicity that Didymus
mentioned.

A similar approach to Menelaus is evident in the comment on his first speech
beginning at line 356:

Sch. Or. 356.02 &m0 TMPWTNG TaPdSov onpetodTaL To kakonbeg Tig yvwung Meveldov. kal
yap 008 gig Znaptnv dvixOn, A& poTepov el Apyog wg ¢Eehdowv ‘Opéotny, wg &v
101G &g OAOG 0Tt Kaitol Tapd T o T ebpiokeTal TOV TdAatL TTOAEIWY QELOOUEVOG:
év yap 1 Z paywdia [Hom. I1. 6.37-65] kwpwdeitat ovyxwpdv {ijv 1ov Adpactov dooty
XpPNudtwyv émayyeAopevov.

From his first entrance, the malice of Menelaus’s attitude is marked as noteworthy. For he
did not even land his vessel at Sparta, but first moored at Argos® in order to drive Orestes
out, as is clear about him in what follows. And yet in the poet (Homer) he is found to be
one who spares even his longtime enemies. For in Book 6 (of the Iliad) he is mocked for
granting life to Adrastus when the latter was promising a payment of money.”

% On Didymus’s use of historians see MONTANA 2020; some of his characteristic scholarly
interests and methods are discussed throughout the chapters of CowARD AND PRODI 2020.

% The commentator’s phrasing is telegraphic, eliding the need to land at Nauplion to reach
Argos or at some other port to go inland to Sparta.

7 NUNLIST 2009, p. 254, notes the fact that the critic here compares the Menelaus of Iliad
6, but does not analyze the critic’s thinking any further, assuming it belongs in the tradition of

>«

Menelaus’ “unnecessary baseness.” The reading of the Iliad passage in this scholion is somewhat
more detailed than what survives in the scholia vetera, where we find the connection of Menelaus’s
being persuaded to spare Adrastus to his repute as paABakog aixuntng (Sch. exeg. IL. 6.51a1-2

ErBsE) and acknowedgment that Menelaus’s 100¢ is pétpiov kot dopyntov because he leaves the
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The use of kwuwdelv for mocking portrayal, the similarity of the phrase “Me-
nelaus’ gnomé” to “the Lacedaemonians’ gnémé,” and the reference to the Ho-
meric episode may incline one to say this is by the same commentator as the
scholion on 371. On the other hand, some details of the interpretation do not do
much credit to the critic, although this is not a reason to exclude Didymus. First,
whereas I think an audience witnessing Iphigenia in Aulis may legitimately and
usefully be in doubt whether to take Menelaus’ shifting positions in his scene with
Agamemnon as a sign of actual inconstancy or as due to a subtle plan to seem
blameless to his brother when he knows the sacrifice will have to go forward, the
view that Menelaus rushed first to Argos to expel Orestes and seize his property
is a retrojection from what is said about Helen sealing off the possessions quite a
bit later in the play (at 1108), and has little to commend it in the temporal expe-
rience of the play in performance or on first reading. The commentator knows it
is a retrojection, since he cites later behavior as evidence, but he does not regard
that as an obstacle to his reasoning about the entrance. Furthermore, it seems to
me farfetched that Menelaus’ inclination to mercy in his treatment of the suppli-
ant in Iliad 6 (before this softness is squelched by Agamemnon) is an intertext
that underlines his harsh treatment of his nephew in this case.

One might more plausibly say that the Iliadic evidence of Menelaus’ softness
could be connected with his surprising statement (371-3) that, even knowing of the
murder of Agamemnon, he was intending to embrace Orestes and Clytemnestra
“as ones enjoying good fortune” (373 wg evtvyodvTag). Although some ancient
paraphrases and modern translations flatten the meaning of ebtvxodvtag,* some
ancient readers or critics saw it as problematic and in need of explanation.

killing to Agamemnon (Sch. Il. exeg. 6.62b1-2 ErBSE). Eustathius Comm. in Il. 6.51 [11.242,3-9
van der Valk] likewise refers to the poABaxog aixuntrg characterization, but also acknowledges
that Menelaus may be swayed by the prospect of valuable ransom (kapmntetou mpog €eov kai
¢0¢AeL mepumotoacBal TOV ikéTny, iowg pev kal St Ta rieoxnpéva dwpa, iowg 8¢ kal aideoBelg TOV
ikéolov, “he is bent toward pity and willing to let the suppliant live on, perhaps also because of the
promised gifts, but perhaps also out of respect for Zeus of suppliants”).

% E.g., WEST 1987 “assuming them to be well”; MEDDA 2001 “credendo che stessero bene”;
better is Kovacs 2002 “supposed they would be prospering.” WILLINK 1986 has no note on this
phrase. The softer meaning given by West and Medda is in the tradition of an explanation already
offered in antiquity: Sch. Or. 363.02 T& Katd TOV Ayapépvova NOTApUNY Kai TOV €keivov Bavatov
¢8dxpuoa, EAntilwv 8¢ epuntoooecbal ToV Opéotny kal THY untépa ¢ owlopévovs, map’ EAmidag
fikovoa T Khvtapviotpag tov Bdvatov. 10 yap edtvxodvtag avti tod owovg kai vytelg. (“I
knew of what happened to Agamemnon and I wept for his death, but expecting I would embrace
Orestes and his mother as safely surviving, contrary to my expectations I heard of the death of

> »

Clytemnestra. For (he uses) the word ‘having good fortune’ in the sense ‘safe and healthy’.”)
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Eur. Or. 371-3

Sok@v Opéotny naida TOV Ayapé(vovog

@ilaiot xepol meptPaleiv kal untépa,

G ELTLXODVTAG, ...

thinking I would embrace with loving arms Agamemnon’s son Orestes and his mother,
as ones enjoying good fortune ...

Sch. Or. 373.05 gdTvx0DVTAG: TO EVTLXODVTAG KakonOwG
“Enjoying good fortune”: (He uses) the word “enjoying good fortune” maliciously.

Sch. Or. 373.06 @wg evTvy0DVTAG: KakonBwe, ¢ YOG ExovTag
“Enjoying good fortune”: Maliciously (expressed), (meaning) as if in a healthy condition.

Sch. Or. 373.01 elwBaotv oi &vBpwrot tag T@V EXBpdV dtvxiag evTehei AoyileoBau
BovAopevor péxpt Bavdtov ThHv dtvxiav adT@V mpokomTELY. Kal 6 Mevéhaog Toivuv
€pedpog wv Tf) T00 OpéaTov dpxf Hovov TO {ijv avtdv evTuxiav Opiletar.

People are accustomed to reckon the misfortunes of their enemies as unimportant,
because they want their misfortune to proceed to the point of death. And Menelaus,
accordingly, being the successor looming over Orestes’ realm, defines his merely being
alive as good fortune.

The brief scholia 373.05 and 373.06 take Menelaus’ choice of the word to be
evidence of hostility, employing kakonfws. The more discursive note 373.01 as-
sumes the hostility without using that keyword and reasons from a generaliza-
tion about human behavior to explain the psychology behind Menelaus’s use of
the word. This analysis ignores the detail that Menelaus applies the adjective to
Clytemnestra as well as Orestes. Note that here too we have the detail of Mene-
laus as eager to inherit rule of Argos.*

Two more signs of a hostile attitude are detected in the few remaining lines of
this entrance-speech of Menelaus, when by stage convention he is understood to
be not yet aware that Orestes is present to hear what he is saying.

Eur. Or. 373-6

...&KkAvov dArthTov TIVOG
i TuvSapeiag maudog avoctov govov.
kai vOv 8mov “oTiv ginat’, & vedvideg,
Ayapévovog maig, 66 ta Setv’ ETAN Kakd.

¥ See above on Sch. Or. 356.02.
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I heard from a seaman the unholy murder of Tyndareus’s daughter. And now tell me,
young women, where is the son of Agamemnon, who dared to do the terrible wrong.

Sch. Or. 374.07 &vdaiov govov: déov einely evoefii povov, kakonBwe dvoaotov kal doefi
@Ovov Kakel T Twpiav KAvtapviotpag.

“Unholy murder”: Although he should have said “pious murder,” maliciously he calls the
punishment of Clytemnestra “unholy and impious murder.”

Sch. Or. 376.05 kai ék ToOTOL STHAGG 0TIV 6 Mevédaog movnpdg Tadta Aéywv. déov yap
elmelv “6¢ fjuvve T@ matpl,” gnotv “0g ta detva eipydoarto kakd.”

From this detail too it is clear that Menelaus says these things maliciously. For when
he should have said “who avenged his father,” he says “who accomplished the dreadful
evils.”

What is the viewpoint of the critic’s use of “he should have” (8§¢ov) in these
notes? At this point in the play both Electra and Orestes himself (and the chorus)
have referred to the horrific and morally ambiguous nature of the matricide.
Why would Menelaus be expected to adopt a one-sidedly approving stance to-
ward this deed? Would a critic insist that Euripides as tragic playwright ought
to have put the more favorable phrases in his character’s mouth in these lines?
Or is the critic instead approaching Menelaus’ words from the point of view of
an advocate’s rhetorical task, assuming the assignment of formulating a speech
for Menelaus as advocate for his nephew, a role that Euripides represents him as
unwilling to perform, and perhaps morally incapable of performing?*’ Judged as
rhetoric in such terms, abstracted from the dynamic context of the drama,* §¢ov
applies perfectly well to the task of the rhetorician, namely, to minimize the ob-
jectionable elements in an act that cannot be denied and to play up the mitigating
factors. Instead, they find that Menelaus is adopting the techniques suited to a
prosecutor and enemy.*

" As an alternative, Luigi Battezzato points out to me that the critic could have held the view
that adulterous women always deserve to be killed and that Menelaus is not adhering to this
“morality,” as one should.

1 For this approach to the rhetoric of a dramatic character, compare my discussion of Sch.
Phoen. 584 [1.309,12-19 ScHWARTZ] (about supposed faults in Jocasta’s speech attempting to
reconcile her sons) in the final pages of MASTRONARDE forthcoming.

2 Menelaus is spoken of in several of Libanius’s Progymnasmata and in works of Choricius in
connection with events of the Trojan War, and he is the speaker ventriloquized in Liban. Progymn.
11.21 (tivag &v eimot Adyovg 6 Mevéhaog pabav mept Tig Ayapépvovog TelevTiic;), imagined as
learning of his brother’s death during his wanderings, as in Odyssey 4; this speech ends with a
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Once the stichomythia between uncle and nephew begins, the critic or critics
in our scholia point to many features considered to reflect Menelaus’ intention
to reject any excuse for Orestes and to consider him guilty and indefensible, and
they again connect this with the assumption that he lusts for rule over Argos.
We can also observe again the interpretation of any reference to “mother” or
“killing” as an intentional attack and the notion that Menelaus believes the gods
cannot be favorable to Orestes.

Sch. Or. 401.01 fip&w 8& AMboong moTe: kai ToOTO TTOVNP@G. BEAWV Yap EAEYEa (g Beopuory
gnotv “fip§w 6 AMvoong mote.” f{Beke yap pabeiv i xpoviov €0t T voonua kai Susiatov.
“And when did you begin your madness”: This too (he says) maliciously. For it is because
he (Menelaus) wants to convict him (Orestes) of being hated by the gods that he says
“when did you begin your madness?” For he wanted to ascertain whether the sickness is
longstanding and hard to cure.

Sch. Or. 403.01 MOTEpa kAT 0lKOVG: ATO KOWVOD TO fpw, TovTéoTLvV ¢V ToiQ fUépa fipEw
Kai év moiw Tomw. kakonbwg 8¢ kait TovTo.

“Whether in the house”: Understand “did you begin” from the earlier use: in other words,
on what day and in what place did you begin? This point too (is made) maliciously.

Sch. Or. 411.01 adtai oe Pakyevovot: kakonBwg T@ GvopaTL EXproato (&vTi) TAg paviog.
kakonfeg 6¢ kal TO VTIOUUVAOKEY adTOV TOD POVOL Ti|G UNTPOG. Tipkel yap ‘adtal o€
Baxxevovor’.

lament that he is unable to kill Aegisthus to avenge his brother, with no mention of Clytemnestra
or Orestes. The similar exercise in Nicolaus, Progymn. 11.13 (Rhet. Gr. 1.391-2 Walz: Tivag eimot
Aoyovg Mevédaog dxnkowg Ayapépvova mapd thg KAlvtaiuvinotpag oikot tebvdvai) does,
however, speak of Clytemnestra and Orestes and anticipates the matricide as a just action (dAA&
Tig dv pot Tov Opéatny ékowoelev; 00Tog AlyiogBov AMjyetat Siknv, 00tog pntépa StepBapkwg ovk
adwknoeL Thv @vowy, GAN duvveital 16 yévog, “But who might keep Orestes alive for me? He will
exact punishment from Aegisthus, he, having destroyed his mother, will not do wrong to nature
but will avenge his clan.”). I do not find any rhetorical exercises that treat the period of Menelaus’s
return to his brother’s city.

* The text above accepts Schwartz’s supplement {(avti) Tfig paviag, designed to account for the
fact that M has the nonsensical tov tiig paviag while all the other witnesses have the more obvious
¢ paviag. With avti the point is that he used a word implying divine imposition of madness
(thus, again suggesting that Orestes is hated by the gods) rather than using pavio for a more neutral
reference to madness. Without avti the sense would apparently be that he used the term expressing
madness (Baikyebovot) when he could have used a more neutral word like “pursue.”
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“These make you rave”: Maliciously he used the word (“bakcheud,” “make rave, afflict
with divine madness”) instead of “madness” (“mania”). And it is also malicious that he
reminds him (Orestes) of the murder of his mother. For it was sufficient to say “these
(goddesses) make you rave” (that is, without adding “kindred murder”).

Sch. Or. 413.01 00 Setva: yopuvov evtadBa deikvutat 0 100g Tod Meveldov- katékpive
yap adToV Xwpls kpioews.*

“Not monstrous”: Here the character of Menelaus is shown laid bare: for he condemned
him (Orestes) without a trial.

Sch. Or. 421.01 600V XpOVOV 8¢ UNTPOG oOVTaL TTVOaLi: EXPRV EIMELY TTOOW XPOVW. TO &8
unTPog kakondwg kal SvownNTIKAS.

“How long since your mother’s breath departed”: He ought to have said “within how
much time” (dative instead of accusative). And (using) the word “mother” (is done)
maliciously and in a manner meant to shame and disturb him.

Sch. Or. 427.01 & mpog MOAV 8¢ DG EXelG: TOVNPDG TTAALY EpwTd, (va, €l eV edpeveig
€xeL ToG ToAiTag, dpeEnTal Tod émixelprpatog, ei 8¢ exBpaivovtag, Embépevog kpatron.
“What is your situation with regard to the city”: Maliciously again he asks the question,
so that, if he (Orestes) has the citizens favorably disposed toward him, he (Menelaus)
may refrain from his attempt against him, but if (the citizens) hate (Orestes), he may
attack him and overpower him.

Sch. Or. 437.01 Ayapépvovog 8¢ okimTp’: ALY hompdypovog 6 Mevédaog mapayvpvol
10 1Bog @povtilwv mepi Tiig factheiag.

“And Agamemnon’s scepter’: Again Menelaus indirectly bares his character as
meddlesome, showing his concern for the kingship.

All the comments on 401-37 just quoted are found in the oldest manuscripts,*
and there is one further comment in this vein in the very next scene, in the dia-
logue between Tyndareus and Menelaus.

Eur. Or. 481-2

(TY.) Mevélae, mpoo@Beyyn viv, &vootov kdpa;

(ME.) ti yap; gilov pot matpdg éottv £kyovog.

(Ty.) Menelaus, are you speaking to him, the unholy creature?

“ NUNLIST 2009, p. 249, cites this among examples of critics appreciating the ability of a writer
to evoke characterization with clarity.

4 All are in MB, most are in V as well, and one in O.
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(Me.) Why not? He is the offspring of a father dear to me.

Sch. Or. 482.06 8M\wg: @ilov pot TaTPOG: & €0TL CVYYEVODG HOL TTATPOG VIOG. TIAALY 8¢ TO
KkakonBeg tod avdpog Seikvutar, §TL TOV 4deNQOV @ilov elmev.*

(Explained) another way:*” Which means “son of a father who is akin to me.” Again the
maliciousness of the man is shown, because he called his brother “dear.”

This remark is rather puzzling. Is the wording of the line malicious because the
critic thinks a well-disposed uncle should have applied “dear” to the son rather
than only to the father? Or is it because he used “dear” at all, on the assumption
that a brother would always be loved by a brother? In any case, since both this
comment and those from earlier in the scene are attested in our oldest man-
uscripts of Euripides, they most likely go back to late antiquity or the Roman
imperial period and reflect the approach taken in a particular commentary that
fed into the surviving corpus. As for scholia attested only in Palacologan witness-
es and thus more likely (but not certain) to originate sometime in the tenth to
thirteeenth centuries, I have found only one similar analysis, in the manuscript
known to Euripides’ scholars as Pr (Remensis 1306 [] 733], ca. 1290-1300):

Eur. Or. 447 @ péeog, fikelg ovpgopdg £€g Toboxatov.
Oh unhappy fellow, you have arrived at the most extreme point of misfortune.

Sch. Or. 447.01 taxa OAifetar, v kakonBwg and tod viv RABeG eig TV TehevTaiay
Yigov Tod Bavatov.

Perhaps he (Menelaus) is distressed, but (it is spoken, or he speaks) maliciously starting
with “now you have come to the final vote of death.”

It appears that the commentator has realized that such an expression of sym-
pathy does not fit well with the repeated claims of the cynical critic(s) that Me-
nelaus speaks kakonBwe. So he admits the possibility that Menelaus is truly dis-
tressed (OAiBetay, in a favorite Byzantine use), but he wants to save the inherited
view of Menelaus by asserting that the next words return to malicious intent —

% NUNLIST 2009, p. 250 1. 43, cites this as an example where “again” presumably implies praise
for consistency of characterization, but does not evaluate the critic’s attitude further.

7 This follows Sch. Or. 482.05, which offers the misguided interpretation that “dear father”
is to be taken as “my dear father” (Atreus) and éxyovog as “grandson.” An anonymous reviewer
points out that this forced interpretation may be a reaction to, and rejection of, the view advocated
in Sch. Or. 482.06.
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not very convincingly, since Menelaus is simply echoing Orestes’ own reference
to the threat of death in line 446.

The clustering of the terms kakoneg, kakonBwe, or mavovpywg in analysis
of the first 500 lines of Orestes is striking. The published scholia on Euripides
contain no other uses of these words to describe a character or the character’s
rhetorical strategy, and the terms are very rare in other scholia. xakon6wg or
kakonOeg is used a couple of times in the scholia on Aeschines (1.79, 3.42, 3.145).
There are a few uses in the Homeric scholia, one of which is applied when Ther-
sites is the speaker (Sch. exeg. Hom. Il. 2.236 ERBSE). Sch. Hom. exeg. Od. 7.313a
and 7.313b PONTANI are especially interesting. In a cynical interpretation, Alci-
nous’ offer of his daughter in marriage is seen as a test of Odysseus’ veracity in
claiming to have refused the offer of Calypso. This view is challenged by another
critic saying to0To pév kakondeg kai ov Bacthikov, 008¢ kata 0 AAkivoov fbog,
“this is malicious and not kingly, nor consonant with Alcinous’s character.” Fi-
nally, in Sch. exeg. Hom. Od. 8.532b PoNTANI, Odysseus is said to shed tears o0
kakonBwg ... AAN avBpwmivwe.*® The situation is similar with mavovpywg: the
only other statement in scholia on tragedy and comedy about the way some-
one speaks is Sch. Aesch. Eum. 601 SMITH nmavobpywg @aot, pn fudg didaoke,
A& Tovg SikaoTdg, commenting on the chorus’s challenging question to Orest-
es. As for Homer, Sch. exeg. Hom. Od. 9.278a PONTANI applies mavobpywg to
Polyphemus’s attempt to ascertain where Odysseus’s ship is (the final sentence
of this scholion suffers from corruption, but it contains the term movnpia in ref-
erence to the trickery).

Beyond this series of remarks detecting malicious cunning in the first third of
Orestes, we can also find evidence for the practice of judging a character’s words
as if the heroic characters should always display the ability to adopt the most
appropriate rhetorical strategy. This type of analysis entails that the playwright
is not allowed to portray people behaving in a self-destructive or self-defeating
way — which a modern critic might think is a hallmark of tragedy. Whereas frank
vituperation of an opponent can be viewed as a characteristic of the proud, self-
willed behavior that often suits mythological figures, some commentators were
more concerned with rhetorical kaupog.

* Other instances in tragic scholia do not concern the rhetorical strategy of a speaking character:
Sch. Soph. Aj. 190d CHRISTODOULOU (0n Sisyphus alleged to be the father of Odysseus in several
dramas: “his malicious character (16 kaxoneq) is revealed also by his birth”); Sch. Soph. El 62
XENTs (a possible veiled allusion to Pythagoras by Sophocles himself, in the manner of comedy);
Sch. Soph. Trach. 939 XeNIs (Hyllus embraces his mother because he now realizes he was wrong to
believe she sent the poisoned cloak kakon6wc). The word is also used in scholia on various authors
as a gloss on other terms, such as kak®g or kakomvéoTATOV.
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Eur. Or. 97

<HA> oot & ovyi Beputov mpog giwv oteixetv Tapov

<EL.> And is it not proper for you to go the tomb of those dear to you? (or as a statement:
It is not proper ...)

Sch. Or. 97.01 00k ¢v kap® mappnotdletar i HAéxTpa, kai Tadta 1pd dAiyov gackovoa
EATida Exev €ig TOV Mevédaov. v pev €v EpwTnoel 1) 6 AOYog, HETPLwTEPOG E0TLY- €AV
8¢ £Tépwe, AvTikpug évaryf] kal pfy aiov odoav mpoomeddlety 1@ Tapw dmodekvoeL TV
‘EAévnv 81 ta mempaypéva avTfj {Toig @iloic}.

Electra speaks freely at an inopportune moment, and this despite saying a little earlier that
she places hope in Menelaus. If the sentence is interrogative, then it is more measured;
but if the other way (as a statement), she is openly declaring that Helen is polluted and
not worthy to approach the tomb because of the deeds she has done {to her kin}.

As we saw earlier, Sch. Or. 71.01 claimed that both Helen and Electra should
be seeking the other’s good will by avoiding offense. Here too the notion is that
Electra has failed to use the careful formulation and word-choice that would befit
a skilled rhetorical composition. Even a detail of the choral anapaests introduc-
ing Menelaus falls victim to this kind of analysis in commenting on the phrase
used to greet him.

Eur. Or. 352 @ Yt\OVaLY 0TpATOV OpHioag
O, you who launched the expedition of a thousand ships

Sch. Or. 351.01 8¢ @V Sokel adTOV Emauvelv, Sl TOVTWV AVTEL Avaupviokovoa TOV
anolopévwv €v tfj Tpoiq.

Through the words with which (the chorus) seems to praise him, through these they pain
him by reminding him of those killed at Troy.

Sch. Or. 351.02 &m0 TobTWY AOTOV Eykwptalel, a@’ OV éueyalbveto. T@ 8¢ dmnpTiopévy
apBu@ éxprioato- Tooadtat yap foav ai vijeg t@v ENAvov, ,apTc.

(The chorus) praises him on the basis of those deeds on which he prided himself. He (the
poet) (or it, the chorus) used the rounded number, for the ships of the Greeks (at Troy)
were this many: 1,186.

While the second note quoted above assumes that the chorus is praising Me-
nelaus, using a detail that will match his sense of pride, in an effective use of rhet-
oric to please the recipient, the first is more similar to the preceding examples.
We cannot be quite sure whether this interpreter thought that the chorus was
deliberately causing pain to Menelaus while only seeming to be friendly (that
is, by a malicious use of language). This would be true if Sokel means “seems

Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore, Classe di Lettere e Filosofia, serie 5, 2026, 18/1



158 Donald Mastronarde
Rhetorical Analysis and Close Reading in the Scholia on Euripides’ Orestes

to Menelaus or a naive listener.” But if Sokel means “seems to the chorus itself”
or “thinks/believes,” the comment would reflect a judgment that the chorus (or
Euripides) is at fault, for not being sufficiently competent rhetorically to perceive
an unintended offensiveness. Except when engaged in an intrigue plot, as later
in the play when this chorus cooperates with Electra in entrapping Hermione,
tragic choruses are not usually subject to suspicion of insincerity or falsehood.
But that convention may not have been significant in the eyes of this interpreter.
The only other significant remark possibly touching on the chorus’s rhetoric in
this greeting is that on the final phrase.

Eur. Or. 354-5

xaip™- edTuxia 6" abTOG OWAEIG,

Be0Bev mpd&ag dmep niixov.

Hail: and you yourself enjoy good fortune, having with the gods’ help accomplished what
you prayed for.

Sch. Or. 355.01 6ed0ev mpagag dmep nbyov: TOV yap mOAepov katopbwoag Ehape v
‘EAévnv. o pév odv, enotv, edTux®ds dnnAlaxng, 6 8¢ Opéotng Svotuel.

“Having with the gods” help accomplished what you prayed for”: (Menelaus did so)
because, having succeeded in the war, he captured Helen. You, then, (the chorus) says,
ended up with good fortune, but Orestes suffers misfortune.

This note and the rephrasing of it in Sch. Or. 354.01 correctly show awareness
of the general contrast developed in the first part of Orestes between Menelaus’s
prosperous fortune and the opposite condition of Orestes, to which the chorus’s
greeting contributes by emphasizing Menelaus’s good fortune.* The second sen-
tence of the note, however, is a paraphrase of lines 354-5 that has been expanded
to mention Orestes’ misfortune explicitly, probably as an interpretation of 354

* As Mark Griffith reminds me, the entrance of Menelaus in Orestes may recall the entrance
of Agamemnon at Aesch. Ag. 783. There the chorus openly admits its past disapproval of the war
but pledges its loyalty for the future. The scholia on Orestes contain no comments comparing
Aeschylus’s Oresteia (even when dealing with the trial on the Areopagus in Sch. Or. 1648.01-
03 and 1651.01-04) and thus do not provide evidence for the type of intertextual allusions to
the trilogy that modern interpreters have rightly highlighted. (Note, however, the comment in
MASTRONARDE 2025a on Sch. Or. 598.01, which offers an alternative, less likely interpretation of
the opaque scholion, one that might imply knowledge of the Apollo’s dire threats if Orestes does
not avenge his father.)
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avto6.” Possibly this interpreter judged that Menelaus himself is meant to infer
the contrast and that this is an instance of &ugaotg, implicit suggestion, designed
to prepare Menelaus to react favorably to the appeal they expect Orestes to make.

It is worthwhile to consider here one final example of a style of reading that
uses rhetorical analysis to eliminate any whiff of scandal in Euripides’ text. This
concerns the criticism of Apollo in the extended stichomythia of Orestes and
Menelaus.

Eur. Or. 416-17

<OP.> ®oifog, kehevoag pntpog Ekmpafat ovov.

<ME.> duabéotepog y dv tod kakod kai g Sikng.

<OR.> Phoebus, who commanded me to carry out the killing of my mother.
<ME.> Being in that rather ignorant of the good and of justice.

Sch. Or. 417.01 &l ToDTO €kéAevaey, auadng oty (va ék TV évavtiov dnlwon dTt ovk
ékélevoev 6 Bed6 00 Yap 0Tty 0 Bedg dpadng.

If he commanded this, he is ignorant, (which Menelaus says) in order to show from the
opposite that the god did not command (it). For the god is not ignorant.

Sch. Or. 417.02 petd cvAoytopod TodTo elpnkev- i yap ovk apadig o Bedg, Sijhov o1t
08¢ tpooétake TOUTO TOLELV.

Menelaus said this using a syllogism. For if the god is not ignorant, it is clear that neither
did he command (Orestes) to do this.

The sharply critical remark embodied in applying apabéotepog to Apollo has
parallels in Euripides,” but ancient teachers were inclined to smooth over this
charge, again evincing the ameliorating and moralistic slant of some scholia.
They argue here that Menelaus did not believe Apollo ordered the deed at all and
thus is using this statement to imply denial of Orestes’ claim of divine sanction.
The appearance of GuAAoyIopdG in Sch. Or. 417.02 is also noteworthy, since in
older scholia on drama the term is found only here and in a couple of short old

50 The pronoun does call for some comment. WILLINK 1986, p. 145, offers “perhaps both ‘as the
prime exemplar’ (of ebtvyia) and ‘with no need of good wishes from me.” While Sch. Or. 355.01
sees avTOG as contrastive with Orestes, Sch. Or. 354.01 takes the contrast to be with the Tantalids
(ov, @notv, ov petéxes g dvotvxiag T@v Tavrakiddv. “You, (the chorus) says, do not share in
the misfortune of the Tantalids.”), while the 12th-century redaction (in O = Laur. plut. 31.10) in
Sch. Or. 354.02 has it both ways (o0 pév o0 petéxelg g Svatvxiog T@v Tavtahddv, 6 8¢ Opéotng
Svotuyel. “You do not share in the misfortune of the Tantalids, but Orestes suffers misfortune.”).

1 See, e.g., WILLINK 1986, p. 154, and MASTRONARDE 1994, p. 166 on Phoen. 86-7.
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scholia on Orestes indicating that the character is speaking peta ouA\oyiopod or
Katd ovAoylopov.*? So once again we have evidence that our surviving anno-
tation on Orestes has preserved a particular tradition of rhetorically-based com-
mentary.

I have discussed elsewhere three longer scholia on this part of the stichomythia
that take a similar approach: Sch. Or. 414.05, 416.01, 424.02.% The first of these is
much more detailed in ascribing rhetorical and sophistic strategies of argument
to Menelaus, and it includes terms of rhetorical analysis like cogioTik®g (in a
sophistic, argumentatively tricky manner), npokataokevalw (make preliminary
reference to, or give preliminary support for, a proof), ovviotnu (affirm, estab-
lish a point), évotaocig (objection to an argument), kAéntw (deceive, with a spe-
cial use for rhetorical deception), dvatpéw (refute). Although ovAAoyiopog does
not appear in this note, other terms related to logical argumentation suggest a
kinship with the notes just discussed.

To conclude, the scholia on the first scenes of Orestes offer, by some accident
of transmission, a unique concentration of notes evincing a kind of close reading
that is particularly influenced by rhetorical analysis. Several terms that appear
repeatedly in these notes are rarely or never found in other surviving old scholia
on tragedy. The critic or critics sometimes assume that the characters are com-
pletely competent in rhetoric and masters of innuendo, or should be assumed
to be so. At other times they find fault with the character (or with Euripides) for
not taking the rhetorical approach they consider most suitable, even seeming
to abstract the rhetorical issue from the dynamic experience of the reception of
the play and treat the issue as a prompt for a rhetorical exercise.” This style of
reading is also called into service when the text suggests something theologically
challenging or subversive of cultural stereotypes. Although some criticisms seem
to go back to Didymus (or his predecessors), reflecting scholarly concern with

52 See Sch. Or. 646.01 kAT GLANOYLOUOV PNOLV ...; 646.05 ... KATA Yap GUANOYLOUOV TTPOTKTAL
0 Aoyog; in an unrelated usage GuANOYLOTIKOG Occurs in a grammatical analysis in Sch. Or. 730.18.
Otherwise the term is found a few times in scholia recentiora on Euripides, Sophocles, and
Aristophanes.

3 MASTRONARDE 2017, pp. 200-5. Other short scholia that insist Menelaus is rejecting the
claim of divine sanction or otherwise finding fault with Orestes’ statements are Sch. Or. 415.01-03;
417.07, 417.20-22 (labeling sarcasm or irony), 418.10 (beginning dkaipwg tovto, “This comment
(is made) inopportunely.”), 419.01 (beginning mavovpyws &xel maoa 1 ¢pwtnotg, “The entire
interrogation is malicious.”), 423.01.

% On uses of Euripides in rhetorical education, see FERNANDEZ DELGADO 2020 and 2021 (with

references to much other related bibliography).

Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore, Classe di Lettere e Filosofia, serie 5, 2026, 18/1



161 Donald Mastronarde
Rhetorical Analysis and Close Reading in the Scholia on Euripides’ Orestes

the appropriateness of speech to the status of the speaker, I suspect that the more
minute analysis of the effect of individual words reflects the interest of the com-
mentators and compilers of the Roman period and later. Whatever their date,
when we look at some of the criticisms surviving in our scholia on Euripides, it
is appropriate to ask whether they are based on literary and dramatic criteria, in
which case, in my view, we have critics who captiously restrict the freedom of
the poet, applying a very limited notion of suitability of character or of legitimate
dramatic effects and sometimes indulging in odd overinterpretation of individu-
al words. Instead, many remarks may reflect an analysis intended for, or heavily
skewed by, a rhetorical education, an analysis in which attention is focused on
how subtle effects could be intentionally conveyed by a short phrase or even a
single word (or at times unintentionally conveyed because of a lack of rhetorical
skill), and in which statements may even be abstracted from the dramatic context
and used to illustrate how one would use one’s rhetorical training to make the
most effective argument in the general situation.

Appendix: Some terms related to negative politeness in Scholia
Avmeiv and related words

Sch. Or. 71.01 (quoted in full and discussed in main text: a failure to use appropriate f180g
and employ a politeness strategy) Svowmel v’ HAékTpav kai Avmei™
she annoys Electra and causes her pain

Sch. Or. 640.08 mpoBepamnebet Toivuy TOV dkpoaTtiiy, iva dvapieivy T pijkog TOV Aoywvy
A\OTTWG.

Thus, he (Orestes) is conciliating his auditor in advance in order that he abide the length
of his speech without annoyance.

Sch. Gu Phoen. 457 (00 T av ... [ToAVveikeg): Tabta einev tva pf) Avmnon tov'Eteokhéa.

> Compare the reference to Aomn in the paraphrase trying to explain a difficult line (nowadays
considered corrupt): Sch. Or. 424.16 éxpiiv yap oe xpwpatifovta tovg Adyovg ékpéperv mpodg
napapvBiav, GAN’ ob pdg Aoy, ginep cogdg Roba kakodg (“For you should have colored your
words and pronounced them with a view to consolation rather than to causing pain, if you were
a clever villain [i.e., a rhetorically skilled villain]”). Intentional infliction of distress is also noted
in Sch. Hec. 1259 tadta 8¢ mpopavrtevetat 6 ITohvunotwp @¢ 87 Avmowv adtiv (“Polymestor
makes these prophesies intending to pain her”).
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“And you, in turn, ... Polyneices”: she said this in order not to cause pain to Eteocles
(scil., by admonishing only him, as she did in 454-6).

Sch. Phoen. 467 ®g ob @1ig: iva pr) Avmrjon 1ov'Eteokhéa
‘As you say’: (is said here) in order that she not cause pain to Eteocles (scil. by expressing
as her own opinion that Polyneices has been wronged).

Sch. Thom. Phoen. 885 T1iG:-0 Kpéwv. obk fpovAeto 8¢ einelv tobvopa, tva pf todtov
TapOVTA AVTIHOT).

“Someone”: Creon. But he (Teiresias) did not wish to say the name, in order not to bring
pain to him, who was present.

Sch. Thom. Phoen. 897 (paraphrase) 1} edtvyia @ebdyet o, ®G SvoTLXODVTA, OVK EYW- T,
1) Suotvyia gedyet g, kai ovk E0éet Eppaviadijvat oo, 0Ok EDoa (e lmelv oot pavepds
avTny, tva ur og Avmow.

Good fortune, not I, eludes you, since you are unfortunate; or, misfortune eludes you
and does not wish to be revealed clearly to you, not permitting me to speak of it openly,
in order than I not pain you.

Sch. rec. (PrRw) Hec. 236 motel 8¢ Tovto olov aiypudAwrtog, pr| BovAopévn tponetdg Kai
VoY OVTWG AVApLVAOKELY adTd T olov AvmhoavTa.

And she does this a captive, not wishing to rashly and shamelessly remind him of things
that, as it were, pained him.

Svowméw® and related words

Sch. Or 71.01 (quoted in full and discussed in main text) dvowmnel v HAéktpav kal
AvTet
she annoys Electra and causes her pain

Sch. Or. 221.01 TV &nd 10D Yévoug dvdyknv mpoBdAletal mpog To i Svownioat Tf
Oepameia TOV ASeNQOV.

She puts forward the compulsion deriving from kinship in order not to cause
embarrassment to her brother by her attending to him.

Sch. Or. 421.01 (quoted in full and discussed in main text) 16 8¢ unTpdg Kakondwg Kai
SuowmnTIK®G

% It is interesting in terms of possible relation to modern ‘face’ theory that Svownelv is a word
that etymologically suggests a disturbance of facial expression by shame or displeasure.
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And (using) the word “mother” (is done) maliciously and in a manner meant to shame
and disturb him.

Oepamevetv and related words

Sch. Or. 640.08 mpoBepamnevel Toivuv TOV dkpoatr)y, (va avapeivy 1O HiKog TV Aoywv
AT,

Thus, he (Orestes) is conciliating his auditor in advance in order that he abide the length
of his speech without annoyance.

Sch. Phoen. 467 tobto Bepanevticov Tod Eteok\éovg.
(‘As you say’) this is aimed at courting the good will of Eteocles.

Sch. Thom. Phoen. 467 todto Bepaneia tod EteokAéovg.
(‘As you say’) this is an effort to court the good will of Eteocles.

Sch. Thom. Phoen. 1555 ovk é1’ dveideotv: mpoBepameia®™
“Not for reproach”™ mitigation in advance.

Sch. Thom. Hec. 603 fjofeto Evpimidng éovtod mapekPefniotog dxaipwg, kol S
TobTo TebBepamevkévat TodTo Povddpevog enot ‘kai Tadta pev 81 voig Etogevoe paty’,
TOVTEOTLV OV KATA Kalpov elpntadt.

Euripides sensed that he had digressed inopportunely, and for this reason, wanting to
ameliorate this, he says “and these things my mind has shot out in vain,” that is to say,
they were spoken unsuitably to the occasion.

Sch. rec. (GuZu) Hec. 824 mpoBepamneia kai S10pbwatg
Mitigation in advance and correction. (Hecuba is about to introduce the argument from
Agamemnon’s sexual relationship with Cassandra.)®

7 The term mpoBepaneia is found in Hermogenes and his commentators, the scholia on
Demosthenes, Eustathius, and as a rhetorical label in Sch. Soph. Aj. 422a (glosses) CHRISTODOULOU;
in that edition the gloss is continued from (tovd’): éu¢ tov Alavta, whereas the correct lemma
must in fact be the following phrase, érog ¢€ep® péya, interpreted as an acknowledgment by Ajax
that somewhat softens the bold statement Ajax is making. In Eustathius the term npoBepaneia is
applied to the poet’s technique rather than a speaker’s strategy (VAN DEN BERG 2022, p. 119), while
Oeparnedw is often used for remedying objectionable features of myth (VAN DEN BERG 2022, pp.
47, 52-3).

% The similar term podio0wotg, “correction in advance,” appears in the Sch. rec. (S) Hec. 824.
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Sch. rec. (Yf) Hec. 1237 deomotag & od Aodopd: Bepanebetl TOV Adyov adTiG.
“I do not upbraid my masters”: She mitigates her statement.”

Sch. Ariston. Hom. Od. 11.428a PONTANI {11 81} Totadta] €v moA\oig od @épetat, g
EkADwV TOV Bupov- ovd &v Tt mpog Bepameiav Aprjtng 6 Odvooelg <eimor>- ov ydap
dvaykaiov T@ OTOKPLVOUEVW TO TIPOoWTIOV Ayapépvovog meptiotacal Tt eimelv.

The line is absent in many copies, as weakening the anger (of Agamemnon’s
condemnation of women). Nor would Odysseus be saying something to avoid offending
Arete; for it is not necessary for one who is speaking in the role of Agamemnon to avoid
saying anything.®

Sch. exeg. Hom. Il. 1.18-9 ERBSE Oepamevtiki) 1 totavtn évrevdls, 10 dmepedyechat
xetpwoaoBal Tovg éxBpoig kal 1o e0Beiav Kal evdywyov §oBfvat 65Ov.

Such an entreaty is designed to win good will - to pray on their behalf that they conquer
their enemies and that they be granted a direct and easy journey (home).

Sch. exeg. Hom. Il. 23.594 ERBSE Stotpegéc: Oepamevtikg dyadov kai Beo@idi) avtov
Kal icoBeov amodeikvuot mpog pev odv AxtAAéa [23.543-54] T} Stkatoloyikij otdoel
gxpnoato, vdv [23.587-95] 8¢ Tfj mapopunTikf), APloTapevog pev tod Sikatoloyetv,
Oepameiq 68 kol T OWANTIKDOG AVAKTOUEVOG.

In a manner meant to win good will he declares him (Menelaus) to be noble and godlike.
Now then, in addressing Achilles he used the issue of justice, but here the issue of
exhortation, abandoning making a claim of justice and trying in a sociable way to win
him over by mitigating speech and by showing honor.

Sch. D Hom. Il 9.226 HEYNE dwati tov éx0pov oltwg @vopace mpometds, ov
npofepanebong;

Why did he (Odysseus) name (Achilles’) enemy (Agamemnon) so precipitately, without
having mitigated in advance?

Sch. Hom. Od. exeg. 8.485a PONTANI avtdp émel mootog] Saupoviwg tij tédket éxprioato.
ob yap dua tij 860el TV kpe@v evBLG émtdtTel TA MEpl TOV (mmov @detv, dAAX

*  The similar term €mdopOwoig, “correction immediately following” appears in Sch. rec.
(AaRf) Hec. 1237.

00§ &v Tt is Pontani’s emendation of o0 yap 811, and the addition of e{rot is also his. If one
retains o0 ydp 671, the sense might be “For it is not the case [i.e., one cannot argue against the
deletion] that Odysseus <spoke> to avoid offending Arete” (a verb of speaking is to be understood
or supplemented in the text).

Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore, Classe di Lettere e Filosofia, serie 5, 2026, 18/1



165 Donald Mastronarde
Rhetorical Analysis and Close Reading in the Scholia on Euripides’ Orestes

npoeBepdmevoe uév i T, TO 8¢ mpdoTayua €ig katpov Vnébeto Gte Euellev ékeivog
deidev.

He (Odysseus) employed the arrangement (of his requests) marvelously. For he does not
order him to sing about the horse right off simultaneously with the gift of the meat, but
he won his good will in advance by showing honor and postponed the command to a
suitable moment when that man was going to sing (anyway).

kohaxevewy and related words

Sch. Or. 94.01 (quoted in full and discussed in main text) [Menander quoted] ‘8¢t yap
elvat KOAAKIKOV TOV SeOHEVOV TOV’
“For one making a request of someone has to behave like a flatterer.”

Sch. Or. 95.03 1] pué&v KoAakebhovOoa GUYYEVIKY OVOUATL EXPHOATO, ) 8E TApAITOVHEVN THV
Kolakelav gine ‘Untpog.

Helen, trying to wheedle a favor, used a term of kinship (sister), but Electra, rejecting the
wheedling appeal, said “of (my) mother.”®
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