Plays on the Heroes

Heracles

Euripides – Alcestis

Apollo, after spending time at King Admetus’s court, is leaving before the death of Queen Alcestis who has agreed to die instead of her husband.  Thanatos arrives to lead Alcestis to the Underworld and argues with Apollo.  The chorus prepares Alcestis for death and Admetus promises not to remarry or make merry.  Heracles arrives just after Alcestis’s death unaware of the preceding events and Admetus breaks his promise by entertaining his old friend.  Heracles gets drunk and a servant tells him about the death of Alcestis.  Ashamed at his behaviour Heracles goes to the tomb before the funerary rites are completed and wrestles Thanatos fro Alcestis.  He restores her to Admetus before continuing with his labours.

Euripides – Heracles 

In Thebes Lycus has usurped power from Creon. Creon’s daughter and Heracles’s wife Megara with her children and father-in-law Amphitryon is in danger from Lycus whilst Heracles is in Hades to fetch Cerberus.  Heracles returns and kills Lycus but is driven mad by Hera and kills Megara and their sons mistaking them for Eurystheus.  To save Amphitryon Athena sends Heracles to sleep.  Theseus, having been rescued from Hades by Heracles, arrives from Athens and persuades Heracles, who has regained his reason, not to commit suicide but return to Athens with him leaving Amphitryon to bury the dead.

Sophocles – Women of Trachis

The heroine of the play is Deianeira, Heracles’s wife, who relates the story of her life and how Heracles now neglects her.  She sends their son Hyllus to find him but then hears word that Heracles is at Cape Cenaeum making offerings on his way home to Trachis.  The herald Lichias tells Deianeira that Heracles laid siege to Oechalia to punish King Eurytus for enslaving him and has captured his daughter Iole.  Deianeira discovers this is a lie and Heracles has fallen for Iole and she was the cause of the siege.  Deianeira decides to use the cloak dipped in the blood of the centaur Nessus which he had told her would stop Heracles loving anyone else and sends Lichias back with it.  But the blood tainted with that of the Lernaean Hydra is poisonous.  Too late she finds this out and Hyllus returns to say Heracles is dying and has killed Lichias in his fury.  In her grief Deianeira commits suicide and when the dying Heracles returns Hyllus tells him the whole story.  Hyllus agrees to marry Iole and Heracles is carried off to be burnt alive to stop his misery.

Euripides – Heracleidae

After Heracles’s death and apotheosis, Eurystheus has decided to kill the children of Heracles to prevent them taking revenge.  They have fled to Marathon under the protection of their cousin Iolaus.  Eurystheus’s herald Copreus attempts to seize them at the altar of Zeus and is prevented by King Demophon, son of Theseus.  Copreus threatens invasion and Demophon is told by an oracle that Athens will win if a noble maiden is sacrificed to Persephone.  Heracles’s daughter Macaria offers herself as sacrifice.  In the battle Iolaus captures Eurystheus who is killed and buried to fulfil and prophecy that his spirit will protect Athens.

Aristophanes – The Birds 

Pisthetaerus (Trustyfriend) and Euelpides (Goodhope) are fed up with life in Athens, where people do nothing all day but argue over laws, and they are looking for Tereus, a king who was once metamorphosed into the Hoopoe, for they believe he might help them find a better life somewhere else. The Hoopoe appears but is not a very convincing bird who attributes his lack of feathers to a severe case of moulting. Pisthetaerus says the birds should stop flying about like idiots and should build themselves a great city in the sky – Cloud Cuckoo Land - since this would allow them to lord it over men and enable them to blockade the Olympian gods as the Athenians had recently starved Melos into submission. The Hoopoe agrees to help provided they convince the other birds. He bids his wife, the Nightingale, to begin her celestial music summoning the birds who fly into a fit of outrage, for mankind has been their enemy but the Hoopoe persuades them to give his guests a fair hearing. The birds are won over and urge the Athenians to lead them in their war against the usurping gods. A messenger arrives with news that Iris has sneaked through the defences.  She is allowed to fly off to Zeus to complain about her treatment. Prometheus arrives with advice for Pisthetaerus: the Olympians are starving because men's offerings no longer reach them.  A delegation from Zeus arrives: Poseidon, Heracles and some oafish god worshipped by barbarians called Triballians. Pisthetaerus easily outwits Heracles, who bullies the barbarian god into submission, and Poseidon is outvoted - the delegation accepts Pisthetaerus's terms. He is proclaimed king by a heavenly herald and he is presented with Zeus's sceptre by Sovereignty, a vision of loveliness. The festive gathering departs amid the strains of the wedding march.

Aristophanes – The Frogs 

Dionysus, despairing of the state of Athens's tragedians, travels to Hades to bring Euripides back from the dead. He brings along his smarter and braver slave Xanthias. To find a reliable path to Hades, Dionysus seeks advice from Heracles, who had been there to retrieve Cerberus. Dionysus shows up in a lion-hide and carrying a club. When asked which road is the quickest to Hades, Heracles replies you can hang yourself, drink poison, or jump off a tower. Dionysus opts for the longer journey, which Heracles had taken, across a lake where Charon ferries him across. Xanthias, being a slave, is not allowed in the boat, and has to walk around it, while Dionysus is made to help row the boat accompanied by the croaking of the frogs. They meet Aeacus, who mistakes Dionysus for Heracles. Still angry over Heracles' theft of Cerberus, Aeacus threatens to unleash several monsters. Dionysus trades clothes with Xanthias. A maid arrives happy to see Heracles and invites him to a feast with virgin dancing girls so Dionysus trades back the clothes until he encounters more people angry at Heracles, and makes Xanthias trade a third time.  Aeacus returns to confront Heracles who offers his "slave" for torturing. The terrified Dionysus tells the truth that he is a god. The maid describes the Euripides-Aeschylus conflict: Euripides is challenging the great Aeschylus for the seat of "Best Tragic Poet" at the dinner table of Hades. A contest is held with Dionysus as judge adjudicating the contestant's squabbles fairly, breaking up their prolonged rants, and applying a deep understanding of tragedy.  He decides to take Aeschylus back instead. Aeschylus proclaims that Sophocles should have his chair while he is gone, not Euripides.

Sophocles – Philoctetes

The Greeks on their way to Troy have cast away Philoctetes on the desert island of Lemnos because he has a loathsome and incurable ulcer on his foot. But they have discovered that they cannot win victory over Troy without him and his wonderful bow, which formerly belonged to Heracles. The crafty Odysseus is given the task of fetching Philoctetes by any means possible. Odysseus knows that the resentful Philoctetes will kill him if he can, so he uses the young and impressionable soldier Neoptolemos, son of the dead Achilles, as his agent. Neoptolemos is thus caught between the devious manipulations of Odysseus and the unsuspecting integrity of Philoctetes, who is ready to do anything rather than help the Greeks who abandoned him. For much of the play Neoptolemos sticks to Odysseus' policy of deceit, despite his better nature, but eventually he renounces duplicity to join in friendship with Philoctetes. A supernatural appearance by Heracles then convinces Philoctetes to go to Troy to both win victory and be healed of his disease.

Theseus

Euripides - The Suppliants

After Oedipus left his Thebes his sons Polyneices and Eteocles fought over it and were both killed leaving Creon as king.  He forbids the burial of the Argive army who had invaded on Eteocles’s behalf (he was married to the daughter of Adrastus king of Argos).  Adrastus and the mothers of the dead ask Aethra and her son Theseus for help at the temple of Demeter.  Theseus agrees to help and invades Thebes to allow the burials to take place.

Euripides - Hippolytus

Theseus is in voluntary exile in Troezen after killing the local king and his sons.  His son Hippolytus by the Amazon Queen Hippolyta has been brought up there by King Pittheus.  Hippolytus has sworn an oath of chastity upsetting Aphrodite, honouring Artemis instead.  Aphrodite has inspired Theseus’s Queen Phaedra to fall in love with Hippolytus.  She has fallen sick and confesses her love for her stepson to her old nurse and her resolve to starve to death.  The nurse offers to help but tells Hippolytus of Phaedra’s love and he is horrified.  Believing herself ruined Phaedra hangs herself.  Her body is discovered by Theseus who also finds a letter implicating Hippolytus whom he curses.  He calls on his father Poseidon for help.  Hippolytus is banished but Poseidon sends a bull from the sea which wrecks Hippolytus’s chariot dragging him along behind.  Artemis appears to Theseus to tell him his son was innocent.  Hippolytus is brought in dying and is reconciled with his father before he dies but Artemis swears to punish Aphrodite through the next person she falls in love with.

Jason

Euripides - Medea 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Jason has settled in Corinth with Medea and their sons long after the Golden Fleece adventure.  Jason has abandoned her to marry Glauce daughter of King Creon of Corinth.  Medea is distraught and her old nurse fears for what she might do.  Creon decides to exile her but agrees to let her stay for one day.  Jason tries to placate her saying she will remain his mistress and their children will still be honoured.  She is also visited by King Aegeus of Athens who has no children and Medea promises to help his wife conceive if he helps her.  Medea poisons a golden robe given to her family by the sun god Helios and gets her sons to give it to Glauce.  She is killed by it as is her father when he tries to rescue her.  To punish Jason further Medea then kills their children.  Jason appears to find his children dead and sees Medea and their children’s bodies rescued by Helios to be taken to Athens.
