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Abstract

The Structural Unity

of Sophocles’ Ajax

Choi Mi
Interdisciplinary Program in Classical Studies
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

Ajax is believed to be the earliest of Sophocles’ seven
tragedies that have survived in their full form. The plot
composition of this tragedy has been criticized for a long time
because of the rapid change of mood that occurs after the
protagonist, Ajax, commits suicide in the middle of the play.
Critics have agreed that the play lacks unity as it can be
divided into two parts before and after the suicide of Ajax.
This scholarly consensus is observed in the scholia noted in
the ancient and medieval ages, the 17th and the 18th
centuries, and up to the 20th century. After the 20th century,

various researchers have attempted to justify the function of
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the second half of the play, but many of these theories can be
characterized as post—excuses, or they admit the structural
flaws of this tragedy and regard ‘diptych’ structure as a
remnant of a transitional period in the process of the
development of Sophocles' dramaturgy. These approaches
seem to have resulted from an excessive emphasis on Ajax’s
suicide in the reading of this tragedy.

Ajax consists of two main plots: Ajax’s suicide in the
earlier part and the debate on the burial of his body in the
latter part. However, the play is not divided into two parts; it
is unified by a single theme, that of Ajax’s rehabilitation. The
rehabilitation 1s not achieved through the approval of his
body’s burial in the second half, as some scholars have
insisted, in order to justify the function of the latter part of
the play. The rehabilitation is has been already begun by the
living Ajax himself in the first half and came to final
completion, as the remained people proceeded to bury this
body in the second half. The first half of the play is focused
on the mind and behavior of Ajax in his private, inner world,
in the world of his friends. The second half of the play shows
Ajax in his public, outer world, the world of enemies, with the
evaluation of others on Ajax’s excellence and faults. These
two worlds with and without the presence of Ajax provide two

contrary perspectives on him. The so-called ‘diptych’ structure
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of the play i1s designed to provide a structural frame to see
Ajax, the character with ambivalent personality of the
greatness and flaws, from different perspectives, so that the
audiences or readers have the opportunity to observe him
from a rational and balanced perspective.

In the first half of the play, Ajax tries to rehabilitate
himself by committing suicide. Similar to other heroes of the
lliad Ajax values the greatness demonstrated through military
exploits in battle fields and esteems the gift of honor that
guarantees such greatness. After being defeated by Odysseus
in the competition for the arms of Achilles, Ajax tries to
avenge his damaged honor by Kkilling Odysseus, who is
awarded the arms, and the Greek generals who decided to
grant him the honor. However, Athena's interference causes
his bid for revenge to fail, and Ajax completely loses his
already damaged honor. Ajax’s internal values drive him to his
best option, to commit suicide. Suicide is what Ajax, who
came out of the barracks after waking up from the phantom
sent by Athena, wanted from the beginning. However, his
consideration of his decision changes during the course of the
play. At first, the intention to commit suicide is initiated by
the feeling of humiliation; soon afterwards, it becomes a
rational decision as the best choice to make under the

circumstances without betraying his own values; later, it
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becomes the expression of his determination for
self-preservation based on the principles governing the world
and his awareness of his own self. This insight into the world
and into himself contributes to the embodiment of Ajax as a
character with a heroic sense of identity that is unique to
Sophocles. It bestows a “newness” to the old-time hero called
Ajax. Isolated both from God and humans, Ajax seeks to
reinstate himself through suicide by remaining independent and
true to himself to the end.

In the second half of the play, the people who remain
achieve the final rehabilitation of Ajax, which was half
accomplished by Ajax himself. In accordance with Ajax’s
wishes, Teucer tries to claim the hero’s body but Menelaus
and Agamemnon prohibit him from doing so. They are the
representatives of the community of the Greek army and want
to punish Ajax for threatening the safety and order of their
soclety. Teucer takes turns to hold one to one debates with
Atreidai. The contentions made in the two debates reveal to
the audience or reader how Ajax’s enemies, who belong to his
public world, see Ajax. The contents of the discourses also
demonstrate that despite all his flaws, Ajax’s public rivals do
not possess any qualities that are comparable to his greatness.
The narrow—-mindedness and conceit exhibited on the stage by

Ajax’s enemies are contrasted against Ajax’s merits, and this

o . H kl 1_'_” i



juxtaposition contributes to the final rehabilitation of the great
but flawed hero. When the disputes between Teucer and
Agamemnon show no sign of resolution, Odysseus appears to
resolve the conflict.

Odysseus performs the function of achieving the ultimate
restitution of Ajax and he highlights the heroic greatness that
Ajax tried to maintain till the end. In doing so, Odysseus
practices ‘sophrosyne’ that Ajax could have developed but
never chose to hone. Odysseus is the character most directly
involved in conflict with Ajax, but he observes the whole
affair with objectivity. He functions as both audience and
playwright, evincing the attribute of metatheaterity. Odysseus
helps the dishonored hero to be restored into the community
by serving as the bridge between Ajax’s internally isolated
world and the hostile outer world that is pitted against him.
Odysseus is the play’'s idealized audience: he exhibits
discernment, insight, and thoughtfulness. Even more, he takes
on the agency of the playwright: he is away from the heart of
the play, but he intervenes directly in the play’s events and
assists in the play’s progress through his resolution of the
conflict. The nature of Odysseus’s metatheaterity highlights
Ajax, presenting an example to ensure that Athenian citizens
in 5th century BCE accepted the fierce, self-destructive but

great old-time hero in a moderate and rational manner. The
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‘diptych’ structure of this tragedy appears not to be
completely divided into any one part based on one point.
Instead, it overlaps through repeated advance notices and
changes. Repetitive elements in the first and second halves
appear: Epi—-parodos echoes with parodos, Teucer with
Tecmessa, Teucer and Eurysaces with Ajax, and these first
and second parts are surrounded by the scenes of Odysseus
appearing and reappearing like a border. If the ‘diptych’
structure of this tragedy was designed to be evaluated through
a balanced perspective that scrutinizes Ajax from two points
of view, Odysseus may be described as the observer of the
play’s events from the outermost edges of the tragedy.

In this way, Sophocles rehabilitates Ajax, who was
described in earlier works as someone who committed suicide
in anger because he was not granted Achilles’ arms or as a
person who committed suicide after he slaughtered a flock of
livestock. Sophocles describes the old-time hero not as a
person who died because of impulsive anger but as a wise
man who was able to conceive what the times demanded from
him. Sophocles also draws Ajax as a person who commits
suicide to preserve his essential self. He designs the ‘diptych’
structure as a device through which to examine and assess
Ajax as well as his greatness and defects from various

aspects. He also introduces Odysseus as an idealized audience
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of the play as well as an agent of the playwright. The
‘diptych’ structure of the play is not a suggestion of
Sophocles’ immatureness as scholars have criticized for a long
time; 1t does not evince a transitional period in the
development of Sophocles’ dramaturgy; it is, in fact, a
structural framework designed by Sophocles to scrutinize the
ambivalent character of Ajax from a balanced perspective.
Perhaps, it helps Sophocles suggest a way for his audiences
to say good-bye to historical values through the rehabilitation

of Ajax.

keywords . Greek Tragedy, Sophocles, Ajax,
diptych structure, dramatic unity,
metatheaterity, heroic arete,
sophrosyne, idealized audience
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