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Margaret Alexiou’s The Ritual Lament in Greek Tradition offered a diachronic, 

comprehensive study of Greek ritual lament that emphasized continuities between ancient and 
modern lament traditions while incorporating stylistic and thematic analyses of lament texts. In 
the past three decades, Alexiou’s seminal work has been fundamental in shaping the field of 
lament studies; it has influenced scholars from such various academic fields as classics, 
comparative literature, anthropology, ethnomusicology, and folklore to engage in explorations of 
mourning that take into account textual, performative, and cultural contexts.1 The anthropologist 
Anna Caraveli-Chaves, whose fieldwork emphasizes cultural issues of gender and lament in rural 
Epiros and Crete, has identified the following salient elements of modern Greek women’s 
lament: the role of the lamenter as mediator, or “bridge” between the worlds of the living and the 
dead; the aesthetics and function of ponos (“pain”); lament as vehicle for revenge; lament as an 
instrument for social criticism and protest; and finally the role of lament in establishing solidarity 
among the community of women mourners.2 This essay explores the relationship between 
gender, lamentation, and death in the Greek tradition, making use of Alexiou’s diachronic 
paradigm and by expanding upon Caraveli-Chaves’ ideas regarding the social role of lament by 
examining and comparing ancient literary representations of women in mourning with authentic 
examples of women’s lament practices based on ethnographic material from modern rural 
Greece.  

I shall focus specifically on the function of female lament as an expression of individual 
and collective pain (ponos; plural ponoi) and as a vehicle for uniting Greek women mourners 
through social bonding and solidarity in a community—what Caraveli-Chaves has termed a 

                                                
1 Alexiou 2002; Auerbach 1987; Caraveli-Chaves 1986; Caraveli-Chaves 1980; Danforth 1982; Derderian 

2001; Dué 2002; Feld 1982; H. Foley 2001; Holst-Warhaft 1992; Kitzinger 1991; Koskoff 1987; Kurke 1992; 
Lardinois 2001; Levaniouk 1999; Loraux 1998; Martin 2003; McClure 1999; Nagy 1996; Ó Laoire 2005; Partridge 
1980; Racy 1986; Rosenblatt et al. 1976; Segal 1989, 1993; Seremetakis 1991; Sultan 1993, 1999; Suter 2008.  

 
2 See Caraveli-Chaves 1986 for a further detailed discussion of the categories of the functions of women’s 

lament in the social context of modern Greek village culture based on her fieldwork in contemporary Epirot com-
munities. 
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“sisterhood of pain”—by interweaving the threads of tragic descriptions of female mourning in 
Euripides’ Suppliants with analogous examples of documented female lament (moirológia) from 
modern rural Epiros, Crete, and Inner Mani.3 Female lamentation for the dead, both ancient and 
modern, is an emotive and expressive genre that voices an individual’s personal ponoi in her role 
as mourner—a voice of solitude; it also expresses a communal voice of collective grief, one of 
solidarity. Moreover, in the contexts of both ancient Greek tragedy and contemporary rural 
Greek society, female mourners use lamentation for the dead as a catalyst—more precisely, the 
“enabling event” (to borrow a term from John Miles Foley)—for expressing their essentially 
painful and sorrowful experiences in the world among the living and for protesting the power of 
the dominant patriarchal society (J. Foley 1995:64-65).  

I intend to illuminate significant facets by which ancient and modern Greek lament 
traditions mirror each other in their function, theme, agency, and verbal art by using modern 
ethnographic evidence as a heuristic and interpretive device in order to better understand the 
ancient tragic texts. Such clear parallels in the modes of lament between material from the 
present and from the fifth century B.C.E. are not surprising. One might interpret the parallel 
thematic and functional elements of women’s laments for the dead as evidence of diachronic 
continuity and historical residue from ancient Greek tragic poetry through the contemporary 
laments in rural areas of Greece. Artemesia Kapsali’s modern lament for her husband Yiannis, 
for example (see below), expresses not only her grief for the loss of her husband but also 
embodies a voice that represents the community of Epirot women and mothers united in their 
feelings of helplessness and anger against war just as the chorus of Argive women in Euripides’ 
Suppliants manifests a collective voice of women and mothers bound by a “sisterhood in pain,” 
helplessness, and grief in their inability to properly mourn and bury their sons. 

It is not my intention to privilege the ancient texts over modern performance contexts, 
nor to objectify or romanticize the modern Greek village moiroloyístres; for the voices of these 
women in black—voices that are otherwise marginalized in a distinctly patriarchal village 
culture—become instruments of cultural power in the context of lament performance. I intend, 
rather, to use the mirror images of ancient and modern women’s lament texts and lament-songs 
to demonstrate a diachronic continuity in the power of the female voice—albeit the marginalized 
and restricted female voice—through the tradition of Greek women’s lament for the dead. A 
comparison between the analogous features of modern and ancient female lament traditions is 
intended to help uncover what I believe are the veiled voices of the ancient Greek lamenters, 
namely, the anonymous women mourners whose powerful lament-songs were appropriated from 
their original context of oral performance (the mourning ritual) and incorporated into dramatic 

                                                
3 Caraveli-Chaves (1986:181) uses the term, “sisterhood in pain” to describe the phenomenon of women’s 

bonding through lament performance in rural Epirot and Cretan communities. There is a consensus among female 
ethnographers who have researched the subject of gender and mourning in modern rural Greece (see n. 1 above) that 
the performance of laments and other ritual mourning practices serve to bond and unite women through a solidarity 
based on a community of shared grief and pain. Caraveli-Chaves’ phrase most accurately sums up this female sub-
culture. Herzfeld (1986:215-34) cautions against generalizations concerning categories (e.g. “female vs. male,” 
“private vs. public,” “Mediterranean society,” “village culture”) used by (primarily female) anthropologists in eth-
nographies of modern Greece. 
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performances and texts that were composed by male poets and performed by male actors.4 I thus 
consider women’s laments for the dead as they are represented in classical Greek tragedy to be 
an embedded genre of poetry, specifically, a genre of oral poetry that playwrights such as 
Euripides borrowed from the original, “native artists”—women who actually engaged in ritual 
lamentation—as well as from the traditional oral performance context and integrated into their 
dramatic poetic texts.5 Moreover, diachronic parallels in theme, verbal art, and function become 
evident when one situates women’s laments for the dead in the genre and performative context of 
a continuous oral tradition and perceives representations of women’s laments in ancient Greek 
tragedy as “oral-derived” texts (J. Foley 1995:60-65). In my view, the original female voices of 
the anonymous “native artists” were transposed to the dramatic personae of notable women 
mourners (performed by male actors on stage) and continued diachronically in the oral tradition 
of women’s laments for the dead. This thread of an oral lament tradition that survived in the 
“oral-derived” texts of classical tragedy was rediscovered, so to speak, by ethnographers who 
have documented women’s lament traditions in modern rural Greece in the performances of 
artful—often illiterate, but certainly not anonymous—lament poets such as Chrysa Kalliakati or 
Artemesia Kapsali (Caraveli-Chaves 1980; 1986). 

I rely on Foley’s definition of an “oral-derived” text—that is, a “text with its roots in oral 
tradition” as a category for (representations of) Greek women’s laments for the dead as well as 
the process he explains as “the rhetorical persistence of pretextual, traditional forms” (1995:60-
65). It is Foley’s view that a developing literary tradition often gradually usurps and eventually 
privileges written texts over an original oral tradition—a process that eventually engenders the 
“oral-derived text” (60-65; 80-81).6 He describes how this process of textualization often 
diminishes the original force of the primary voices of “native artists” (e.g. the original creators, 
poets and performers) in various oral traditions (60-98).7 

 Surely women’s lament-songs were emotionally potent enough in their original verbal 
art and performance to provide convincing and compelling material for the ancient Greek 
dramatic poets. Added to these vocal lamentations, the dramatic bodily movements—tearing the 
face and hair, beating the breast, rending one’s garments—together with other vocalizations 
(shouts of aiai, oi, ea, and so forth), the dramatic potential for representations of women’s 
lament performance was indeed considerable. It is no wonder that the dramatists found the 
emotional power of women’s lament for the dead appealing and included their interpretations of 
it in their own dramatic texts; to have excluded it would have reduced the validity and the 
richness of their own works.  

                                                
4 See J. Foley’s discussion of the original, “native artists” in various global oral poetic traditions (1995:80). 
 
5 Segal (1989:355) comments on the relation between tragic and oral poet: “The tragic poet draws on the 

oral poet’s inherited role as spokesman for communal values and the continuities of social and religious forms.” 
 
6 See Foley’s bibliography for works on oral poetry and the oral tradition (J. Foley 1995). For a succinct 

history and additional bibliography on oral poetry, see J. Foley 1988. Cf. Bakker 1993; Finnegan 1977; Lord 1991; 
Nagy 1996; Ong 1982.  

 
7 See Ó Laoire’s illuminating discussions on the process of improvisation and oral poetry in the Irish folk 

tradition (Ó Laoire 2004). 
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The Aesthetics and Role of Ponos in Greek Village Communities 
 

Anthropologists have demonstrated how women in modern Greek village communities use 
the occasion of the death of another as an opportunity to articulate their individual ponoi as well 
as their grievances against society’s injustices.8 In this section, I will discuss how women in 
modern rural Greek village communities articulate lament: first, as an expression of individual 
pain and grievances, then to establish community and solidarity among the moiroloyístres. As we 
shall see, however, there is often a fine line between theses two categories: the genre of 
“widows’ songs” in particular (see below) best exemplifies the integration of personal and social 
aspects of the mourners’ ponoi. Here I rely mainly on Anna Caraveli-Chaves’ research on female 
lament practice and performance based on her fieldwork in Dzermiades, Crete and in the Zagori 
region of Epiros (1980:129-57; 1986:169-94). She views the aesthetic, ritual, and social elements 
of lament performance as components of what she terms the “symbolic female universe” created 
by women mourners that serves as a “bridge” between the restricted, marginalized world of rural 
Greek women and the larger sphere of rural Epirot and Cretan communities (1986:170-71). 
Moreover, Caraveli-Chaves demonstrates how women’s lament works to establish a female 
subculture of moirolyístres through social bonding and ways in which it impacts the larger 
sphere of the patriarchal village culture (1986:171; cf. 1980:144-47). 

Caraveli-Chaves asserts that one of the primary social functions of women’s lamentation 
is a means of expression for the individual and collective female voice: “The death of a beloved 
person is the catalyst for and focus of women’s lamentation and the broader universe of activity 
and experience generated by it. Yet participation in death rituals also becomes an important 
expressive avenue for the living” (1986:171). She ascertained that the refined cultural system of 
lament aesthetics in Crete defines “pain” not only in terms of the mourner’s chronological 
proximity to death, but by the emotional intensity, depth, and style of delivery of her laments. A 
mourner might consider herself (or might be judged by her community in terms of her lament 
performance) “to be in pain” or “not to be in pain” (eine ston pono; den eine ston pono) (171). In 
fact, the stronger the pain of the lament performer, the stronger her laments are valued as ritual 
communications with the dead (172). The ethnographer refers to Artemesia Kapsali (see below), 
an Epirot woman in her late sixties who could enter into a state of pain voluntarily. Although her 
husband had been killed in World War II, 37 years before Caraveli-Chaves conducted her 
research in 1978, Artemesia still lamented with an “original intensity” (173).9  

Caraveli-Chaves identified a significant feature of modern rural Epirot and Cretan 
women’s lament practices: although a female mourner’s lament originates in her emotional pain, 
it lies within the thematic framework of women’s lament performance for the mourner to shift 

                                                
8 See n. 1 above for specific references. 
 
9 Caraveli-Chaves observes that performers use a variety of methods to induce “pain”; they might loosen 

their black scarves or use objects (such as photographs) that have symbolic associations with the deceased 
(1986:173). 
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the focus of her song from the history and plight of the deceased to the pains and grievances 
(ponoi) of the lamenter herself (1986:181). The most significant thematic element concerning 
both the deceased’s and the mourner’s lives is the ponos of isolation and loneliness—loneliness 
felt by the lamenter due to the loss of the deceased, isolation of the lamented often because of her 
widowhood. Chrysa Kalliakati’s Cretan lament for her deceased mother in Dzermiades, Crete, 
illustrates this dynamic (Caraveli-Chaves 1980:134; lines 1-20):  

 
Oh slowly, oh mournfully, I will begin lamenting 
Shouting out your sorrows mother—one by one! 
Oh slowly, oh mournfully I will begin lamenting 
Singing about your sorrows, mother, crying for them, 
Because at the prime of your youth, you clothed yourself in black 
And then the darkness of your heart matched that of your dress; 
Because at the prime of your youth fate had written 
That you should lose our father, you should become a widow . . .  
Ah how many times at midnight, after the roosters had crowed 
Wouldn’t you be coming down the road—pale and tired out! . . .  
How many times at midnight, on nights steeped in darkness 
Wouldn’t you come home from the road—lips saddened and embittered! 
There is no one else who knows your sorrows, the plight of your life. 
I, alone, am left here, mother, to stand up by your side.  
Women of Dzermiathes come, decked out in your best clothes  
And give her your forgiveness now, from inside your heart. 
I’ll go to Argolia no more. Whom should I visit there? 
My mother has traveled far away. To whom can I call out? 
 
This lament begins with Chrysa’s statement of her intention to commemorate her 

mother’s sufferings, then transforms her narrative of her mother’s grievous, sorrowful life to a 
description of her own ponoi, specifically her isolation and loneliness. The lamenter’s use of the 
verbs “to weep” or “to lament” (kleo, and klapso in the original Greek, lines 1-3) repeats her 
statement of intention to commemorate her mother’s grievous, sorrowful life; Caraveli-Chaves 
remarks that “though the verbs used are either different aspects of the same verb or synonymous 
in the Greek original (‘shouting out your sorrows’ and ‘singing about your sorrows’ in the 
English translation) . . . the singer will not merely list the mother’s sorrows, but she will shout 
them out as well” (1980:136).10  Thus, women mourners use the event of the death of another as 
an occasion to transform their mourning into a genre of lament performance that becomes the 
“instruments for voicing the concerns of the living” (1986:171). 

Themes expressed by the mourners’ personal ponoi such as isolation, widowhood, loss of 
social status, desertion by male relatives, sufferings brought on by childbirth or the raising of 
children, and grievances against war and death, find expression in the function of women’s 

                                                
10 Alexandra Pateraki’s lament (ibid.:133) shows similar features and structure. 
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lament as social protest (1980:138; cf. 1986:180-81). Women in Epirot and Cretan village 
communities consider such afflictions—key thematic elements and the focus of their laments—
to have as their source the patriarchal, male-dominated social structure of rural Greek society 
(1980:138). Caraveli-Chaves argues that the female mourner in rural Greek communities 
transforms her individual sufferings and grievances into a vehicle for protest against a wide 
category of evils. In fact, women’s laments that verbally attack such social injustices and ills 
originate in the ponoi of the individual lamenter (1986:182). In a subgenre of laments that she 
has categorized as “widows’ songs,” an entire lament may consist exclusively of the plight of the 
female mourner. In fact, in the Greek folk tradition widowhood is regarded as a metaphorical 
extension of death, and may be used interchangeably as an alternative form of death (1986:181). 
Conventionalized poetic structures of the lament (rhetorical questions or questions and answers, 
the use of the metaphor of the journey, for example) provide a stylistic framework for 
emphasizing the lamenter’s grievances (1980:138-39).  

In one example from this genre of widows’ songs, Artemesia Kapsali’s lament for her 
husband Yiannis, who was killed in World War II, communicates both the mourner’s individual 
ponoi and at the same time expresses her social protest against the all-encompassing evils of war. 
Here Artemesia’s lament exemplifies the shift from the mourner’s expression of her deeply 
personal ponoi to ritual lament functioning as a powerful social protest—specifically, a protest 
against the horrors of war (182-83):  

 
 

Go beyond Gribala mountain, go to Gribala peak 
      (I can’t bear it, Yianni!) 

To find proud, young bodies there all bathed in dark blood 
     (Oh, I can’t bear it, Yianni!) 
To find their poor mothers singing laments for them. 
     (Oh, my luck is awful!) 
How bitter the wound! How poisonous the gunshot! Damned be the war! 
Damn it a thousand times!   (Oh, what a horrible fate!) 
It takes children away from mothers, brothers away from brothers  
     (Awful, awful fate!) 
And it tears man away from wife, though they love each other. 
     (My fate is awful!) 
And on the spot on which they part, no grass can ever grow. 

 
Artemesia’s theme of the powerlessness of women over the killing of their children and 

husbands in war transforms the articulation of her ponoi into a means of protesting and 
condemnation of war itself. Her lament also manifests the phenomenon of women’s solidarity 
and community in mourning through both individual and collective identities as women, wives, 
and mothers. Caraveli-Chaves further observes that women’s laments as expressions of social 
protest may criticize and attack many situations that, while not directly affecting the position of 
women, nonetheless speak out “in the voice of the weak, marginal, or downtrodden” (183). 
Types of laments of this kind include those for the death of children, criticism of doctors and 
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practices of modern medicine, priests, and the institution of the Greek Orthodox Church (183-
84).11 This verbal art of lament in an oral performative context allows women in modern rural 
Greek communities to experience and transmit ponos, to transform the phenomenon of the death 
of another into an expression of their individual grievances and the concerns of the female 
community, and to use lamentation “as an avenue for social commentary on the larger world, 
rather than an instrument of restriction and isolation” (1986:191).  

Caraveli-Chaves argues that rituals of shared grieving, the process of oral composition of 
laments, and their transmission across generations reinforce the sense of female bonding “in 
pain” and provides a context for creating a type of female subculture within the wider male-
dominated world of the rural Greek village (1986:177-78; cf. 1980:144-45). Through the 
experiences of shared pain, emotional catharsis, and a collective identity as mourners, women in 
rural Greek communities “create, reflect, reinforce, and negotiate realms of experience and 
action that are exclusive to women” (1986:178). She adds that sometimes lament voiced as a 
social protest “recognizes a ‘sisterhood in pain’ among women, a sense of communal 
victimization inflicted by either social or natural forces . . . often this voice takes the form of an 
invitation to communal grieving” (181-82). The modern Epirot lament below illustrates this 
phenomenon and presents a striking introduction to literary examples from ancient Greek 
women’s laments that emphasize women’s solidarity, sense of bonding, and collective mourning 
in a collective voice from a marginalized group of society that is normally muted, if not silenced 
altogether (171; 182-83): 12 

 
Come women! Let you who are still untried, and us, who’ve known sorrows, 
join together our tears, shape them into a river; 
and let the river turn to lake, to seashore, water fountain,  
(oh, my love, my eyes!) 
where young beauties can come to wash, young men to groom themselves, 
and where unmarried children can have their target practice. 

 
Such communal bonding among village women during the lament ritual operates both 

diachronically as well as synchronically through collective performance and transmission across 

                                                
11 In part due to the religious dimensions of women’s lament performance and practices, laments may also 

constitute a protest against the official Greek Orthodox Church and the Christian doctrine of death that express con-
trary views and attitudes to those of traditional laments of an afterlife of reward for the pious: “Christian attitudes 
toward death preach patience, acceptance, and perseverance. Laments express despair, fear, and anger toward death 
and the deceased” (Caraveli-Chaves 1986:184). Auerbach (1987:24-43) addresses the function of ponoi in express-
ing personal pain and grievances against society in the context of lament performance in her work concerning the 
connections between gender, lament, and musical meaning in modern rural Epiros. A verse from an Epirot lament 
exemplifies the communal aspect of Greek female lament: “We’ll cry for our sufferings and our grievances, who-
ever has the most, we’ll divide them” (38).  

 
12 Performed by Alexandra Tsoumani; recorded by Caraveli-Chaves in Tsepelovo, Eprios, August 15, 1978. 

This lament is interesting for its erotic elements as well. 
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generations of women (Caraveli-Chaves 1980:145).13 Caraveli-Chaves cites the example of 
Alexandra Pateraki’s lament that she learned from her mother Chrysa (see above): the subject of 
her lament was Alexandra’s grandmother; therefore it connected three generations of women in 
this family. Caraveli-Chaves concludes from this particular example that “the lamenter’s 
manipulation of narrative conventions transforms a given item of subject matter (such as the 
mourning of a dead relative) into a source of personal benefit and a means of affirming a 
complex network of relationships among the female participants” (idem). Her observations, 
based on her fieldwork in women’s laments for the dead in Epiros and Crete, may be applied to 
the creation of female solidarity and community through mourning as depicted in Euripides’ 
Suppliants. 

 
 

“Sisterhood in Pain”: Female Solidarity through Mourning in Euripides’ Suppliants  
 

Literary representations of female lament for the dead from the textual and performative 
context of fifth-century Greek tragedy—specifically, Euripides’ Suppliants—are, in my view, 
analogous to the previously cited examples of modern Greek rural lament in practice and 
performance. In addition, the antiphonal structure and style of lament performance contribute to 
social bonding among women; they mourn in a fugue. Perhaps a comparison between the ancient 
and modern Greek lament traditions might beg the question as to whether ritual mourning 
allowed ancient Greek women to express a certain power through female solidarity in their 
mourning, just as contemporary women, a marginalized group in modern rural Greece, become 
empowered through their mourning rituals. The plot of Euripides’ Suppliants centers on the right 
of the dead to receive a proper burial and on the desire and duty of the living—here, the mothers 
of the Argive heroes slain at Thebes—to properly mourn their loved ones (philoi). Yet the more 
profound issue of this play concerns itself with the subordination of women’s voices to the 
masculine encomium for the war-dead—the traditional epitaphios logos.14 During the course of 
the Suppliants, the voices of the mothers of the warriors who died fighting against Thebes, raised 
throughout most of the play in lamentation, become muted and subordinate to the traditional 
funeral eulogy (the “true, just praise”)15 composed and delivered by Adrastus, with the assistance 
of Theseus, the two primary male characters.16 The mourning mothers of the slain Argive chiefs 
create a “sisterhood in mourning” not only among themselves; they also form a bond within a 

                                                
13 This observation raises a provocative and essential question: how “improvised” can a lament be if it is 

handed down from generation to generation?  
 
14 See Loraux 1986:47-49; 107-8. Her discussion of the replacement of the Argive mothers’ laments for 

their sons by the traditional epitaphios logos has influenced later criticism of this play; cf. McClure 1999:45-47; H. 
Foley 2001:36-44; Michelini 1991:16-36. While H. Foley’s analysis and interpretation of this play overlaps with 
several of my points, I read her chapter after I wrote my views on this play as expressed in my Ph.D. dissertation 
(Fishman 2002) and in this essay.  

 
15 ¶painon . . . élhy∞ ka‹ d€kai, 858-59. 
 
16 See McClure’s synopsis (1999:45-46).  
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community of mourners together with Aethra, the mother of Theseus, and Adrastus, the king of 
Argos. Adrastus’ role in this community of mothers in mourning is significant. I argue that he is 
a male character who represents the agency (e.g., the role and function) of a female lamenter. 
Euripides portrays Adrastus as a feminized, certainly an emotionally and psychologically 
weakened male—metaphorically y∞luw (“female,” “womanly”)—although not as feminized nor 
as “orientalized” as the chorus of Persian male elders in Aeschylus’ Persians.17  

The Suppliants opens in front of the temple of Demeter at Eleusis where Aethra is 
engaged in prayer for the welfare of her family and city while expressing pity and compassion 
towards the suffering of the suppliant Argive mothers who mourn their lost sons. Euripides 
conveys a notion of shared female identity as mothers and sense of community between Aethra 
and Argive women in Aethra’s poignantly sympathetic speech at the start of the play (Supp. 8-
17):18  

 
§w tãsde går bl°casÉ §phujãµhn tãde 

graËw, a„ lipoËsai d≈µatÉ Éarge€aw xyonÚw 

flkt∞ri yall“ prosp€tnousÉ §µÚn gÒnu, 

pãyow payoËsai deinÒn: éµf‹ går pÊlaw 

Kãdµou yanÒntvn •ptå genna€vn t°knvn 

êpaid°w efisin, oÏw potÉ ÉArge€vn ênaj 

 . . . nekroÁw d¢ toÁw ÙlvlÒtaw dor‹ 

yãcai y°lousi t«nde µht°rew xyon€, 
 

They have left their homes in Argos and are falling with 
suppliant branches at my knees because of their terrible  
sufferings. They have lost their children: their seven noble sons 
perished before Cadmus’ gates 
. . . the spear laid these men low,  
and their mothers want to bury them.  

 
One must keep in mind that Aethra and the Argive women nominally belong to two 

politically opposing sides: Aethra is the mother of Theseus, the Athenian king who tenaciously 
prevents the Argive female lamenters from regaining the remains of their sons for burial. Yet 
Aethra’s feelings of sympathy and pity for the aged Argive mothers in mourning, together with 
her reverence for their vulnerable status as suppliants—rendered all the more powerful because 
the women occupy the same sacred space inside the temple of Demeter at Eleusis—prove to be 
more compelling than the queen’s sense of allegiance to her son’s political agenda. Aethra is 

                                                
17 On the topic of gender and representation in Greek tragedy, see (for example): Bassi 1998; Fishman 

2002; H. Foley 2001; Holst-Warhaft 1992; Kurke 1992; Segal 1992, 1993; Suter 2008; Zeitlin 1996. On “Oriental-
ism” and the feminization of the chorus of Aeschylus’ Persians, see Saïd 1979:21, 56, 332. 

 
18 The Greek text and English translations in the indented paragraphs of Euripides’ Suppliants are taken 

from Kovacs 1998 (unless otherwise noted); all other translations are my own. 
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metaphorically (emotionally and ethically, almost magically) “bound” (desµÚn)19 by a sense of 
piety that is symbolized by the lamenters’ suppliant branches (flerå st°µµatÉ). Indeed, the 
sacred space and her powerful fusion of feelings of compassion and reverence imbue Aethra with 
a sense of solidarity with the Argive suppliant women (Supp. 32-36):20 

 
desµÚn dÉ êdesµon tÒndÉ ¶xousa fullãdow 

µ°nv prÚw ègna›w §sxãraiw duo›n yea›n  

KÒrhw te ka‹ DÆµhtrow, ofikt€rousa µ¢n 

poliåw êpaidaw tãsde µht°raw t°knvn, 

s°bousa dÉ flerå st°µµatÉ.  
 

Since I feel the constraint of these suppliant branches— 
which bind without any chain— 
I stay here at the sacred hearths of the two goddesses, 
Kore and Demeter, in pity for these  
gray-headed mothers bereft of their sons 
and in reverence for their suppliant wreaths.  

  
The chorus of the Argive mothers addresses Aethra directly as they call her attention to 

their lamentation, specifically to the physical manifestations of mourning that creates the 
impression of a female community united in solidarity through their roles as caretakers of the 
dead. In the first antistrophe, the chorus insistently beseeches Aethra to “look at” (§sidoËsÉ) 
their tears and torn flesh; the self-inflicted violence upon their aged bodies symbolically renders 
the lamenting mothers as victims of war, even though it is their sons who are properly the war-
dead (fyiµ°nouw) (Supp. 47-53):  

 
§sidoËsÉ ofiktrå µ¢n ˆssvn dãkruÉ éµf‹ blefãroiw, =u- 

så d¢ sark«n poliçn  

katadrÊµµata xeir«n. t€ gãr; ì fyiµ°nouw pa›- 

daw §µoÁw oÎte dÒµoiw 

proy°µan oÎte tãfvn x≈µata ga€aw §sor«.21 
                                                

19 I am not insisting that the Argive women are engaged in magical practices in the temple of Demeter in 
this opening scene, for Euripides does not state this explicitly. However, it is my view that the poet implies and 
suggests the spell-like effect of lamentation; this is a topic that I would like to explore at length in an expansion of 
the present work. Nevertheless, I would like to call attention to the powerful force implied in the noun desµÒw; it is 
a loaded term in the vocabulary of magic: e.g., the term katãdesµow, or “binding spell,” for the curse tablets that 
have been unearthed in Sicily, Olbia, and Attica, dating from the fifth century B.C.E. See Faraone and Obbink 
(1991:3-32) and literature cited therein.  

 
20 See Rehm (1994:110-21) for a discussion of this play that emphasizes the religious elements and symbol-

ism. Rehm emphasizes the importance of the Eleusinian setting throughout the opening scene of the play (111). He 
analyzes how the staging of the opening scene of Euripides’ Suppliants is organized around the central altar 
(1988:283-88). 

 
21 Collard (1975:121 ad loc.) notes that the noun katadrÊµµata is a hapax legomenon. 
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Look at these pitiable tears upon our cheeks 
and the gashes our hands have torn 
in our old and wrinkled flesh! How can we do otherwise?  
Our dead sons we could not lay out in the house for burial  
or see a mound of earth raised over their tombs. 

 
These non-verbal signs of female mourning (tears, disfiguring one’s flesh, particularly 

the face or chest, beating one’s breast) are ubiquitous in Greek epic and tragic poetry and may be 
interpreted as symbols of the archetypal female (or a feminized male) mourner.22 In order to 
draw Aethra into their sphere of “sisterhood in pain,” the chorus in the second strophe 
emphasizes their shared identities as women, mothers, and wives (Supp. 55-58):  

 
¶tekew ka‹ sÊ potÉ, Œ pÒtnia, koËron f€la poih- 

saµ°na l°ktra pÒsei s“: µetã nËn 

dÚw §µo‹ sçw diano€aw, µetãdow dÉ, ˜sson §palg« 

µel°a <Ég∆> fyiµ°nvn oÓw ¶tekon,  
 

You too once bore, my lady, a son, making your bed  
pleasing to your husband.  So grant me a portion  
of your kind regard, grant it, in pity for the grief  
that I, unlucky one, feel for my son’s death. 

 
The Argive women mourners thus appeal to Aethra’s sympathy as a mother when they 

entreat her to persuade her son Theseus to allow them to bury their own sons who died in battle 
against the Thebans: eÈ- / tekn€& dustux€an tån parÉ §µoi / kayele›n (“relieve my 
misfortune by the noble son you bore,” 67-68), and in their declaration: tÚ går yanÒntvn 
t°knvn / §p€ponÒn ti katå guna›- / kaw §w gÒouw pãyow p°fuken: afia› (“For when their 
children die, the grief in women’s hearts is ever involved in the toil of lamentation. Ah me!” 83-
85). With his entrance, Aethra’s “noble son” Theseus reiterates the Argive chorus’ reference to 
their gestures of ritual mourning upon his discovery of a community of women engaged in a 
highly emotive lament performance: t€nvn gÒouw ≥kousa ka‹ st°rnvn ktÊpton / nekr«n 
te yrÆnouw (“Whose is the wailing, the beating of breasts, and the keening for the dead that I 

                                                
 
22 Physical manifestations of female lament include tearing off one’s veil, tearing the hair, beating one’s 

breast, and tearing one’s face (usually the cheeks) with the nails. See Derderian 2001:53-54 and n. 146 for Homeric 
examples of male and female physical manifestations of ritual lament. Male heroes in the Homeric poems openly 
weep and grieve for the dead; ritual gestures such as tearing one’s face and hair and beating one’s breast are exhib-
ited by both men and women in the Iliad and Odyssey. Suter (2008) addresses the topic of male lament in Greek 
tragedy. Holst-Warhaft (1992:107-8) states that there is nothing unmanly about Homeric heroes mourning the dead, 
“provided that the circumstances are appropriate”; she adds that, “it is the men, rather than the women, who must be 
enjoined to stop weeping lest they become morbid or dangerous.” Cf. Alexiou 2002:11-13, 132-34. On tragic images 
of the body and lament, see Murnaghan 1988. 
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have heard?” 87-88). Their dirges and physical acts induce fear and confusion (fÒbow, 89; t€ 
taËta, µ∞ter; 98). Theseus’ reaction of shock at the female mourners’ “dangerous voices,” as 
well as their dramatic physical gestures of ritual lamentation, is complicated by his discovery of 
the apparent solidarity between his mother and the “foreign women” mourners (j°naw 
guna›kaw) (Supp. 92-97):23 

 
t€ xr∞µa; kainåw §sbolåw ır« lÒgvn, 

µht°ra geraiån bvµ€an §fhµ°nhn 

j°naw yÉ ıµoË guna›kaw oÈx ßna =uyµÚn 

kak«n §xoÊsaw: ¶k te går gerasµ€vn 

ˆssvn §laÊnousÉ ofiktrÚn §w ga›an dãkru, 

koura€ te ka‹ pepl≈µatÉ oÈ yevrikã. 

 
But what is this? Here are strange things to speak of, 
my aged mother sitting at the altar, and foreign women 
with her in many attitudes of misery. From their aged eyes 
they shed pitiable tears on the ground, and the cut of their 
hair and the garments they wear are not fit for a festival. 

 
Theseus is disturbed by the notion that his mother Aethra and the chorus of enemy 

Argive women have formed a female community that focuses on the chorus’ intense state of 
emotional grief that is manifested by their public ritual lamentation; their solidarity is subversive 
and alarming to the king of Athens. Aethra’s response to Theseus’ accusatory query conveys 
feelings of camaraderie and solidarity with the suppliant women due to their shared identity as 
mothers of sons. Euripides emphasizes this point semantically by the repetition of the words 
“son” and “mothers” in Aethra’s address to Theseus: Œ pa›, guna›kew a·de µht°rew t°knvn   
. . . t°knon (“My son, these women are mothers of sons . . . son,” 100-103).24 In this scene, 
Aethra has literally entered into the Argive women’s sacred circle of mourning: frouroËs€ µÉ, 
…w d°dorkaw, §n kÊklƒ, t°knon (“they keep watch, encircling me, as you see, with their 
suppliant boughs, son,” 103), the ancient literary equivalent of what Caraveli-Chaves terms the 
“symbolic female universe” among modern Epirot and Cretan women lament-performers 
(1986:170).25   

                                                
23 The phrase “dangerous voices” in reference to female lament is inspired by the title of Holst-Warhaft’s 

influential 1992 book. 
 
24 I find interesting Collard’s comment (1975:139 ad loc.) that t°knvn (100) has sometimes been emended 

to nekr«n, apparently due to the “tautologous” phrase µht°rew . . . t«n katyanÒntvn . . . strathg«n (100-
102); this emendation (which most modern editors, including Collard, do not accept) supports my notion that 
Euripides here emphasizes Aethra’s and the chorus’ shared identities as mothers of sons. 

 
25 Here, as in lines 33-36, I see a suggestion of ritual magic associated with female lamentation. 
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In the next short, irregular stasimon of the play (271-85), the chorus directly supplicates 
Theseus to release the bodies of their sons for burial.26 In the following second part of the first 
episode, the king of Athens questions his mother’s act of mourning—thus her solidarity—with 
the foreign Argive women (Supp. 286-88):27  

 
µ∞ter, t€ kla€eiw l°ptÉ §pÉ Ùµµãtvn fãrh 

baloËsa t«n s«n; îra dustÆnow gÒouw  

klÊousa t«nde; 

 
Mother, why are you weeping, holding your fine-spun  
garments before your eyes? Is it because you hear the unhappy wailing  
of these women? 

 
Theseus rebukes Aethra for showing excessive sympathy and solidarity with the Argive mothers 
in mourning, for she is not one of their “tribe”: tå toÊtvn oÈx‹ so‹ stenakt°on . . . oÈ sÁ 
t«ndÉ ¶fuw (“You must not groan at these women’s fate . . . you are not one of their tribe,” 291-
92).28 Despite Theseus’ warning, Aethra becomes an actively vocal member of this “tribe” of 
foreign Argive mothers in mourning by taking on the role of spokeswoman for their cause of 
regaining possession of the remains of their sons for proper burial and ritual lamentation; she 
successfully persuades Theseus to change his mind and recover the slain Argive chiefs (297-
331).  

As we have seen in several passages in the beginning of Euripides’ Suppliants, ritual 
lamentation creates solidarity among the female characters. This “sisterhood in pain” is 
potentially empowering, as it becomes a communicative event that affirms social bonding 
through shared female suffering. Yet the Suppliants also reveals what one critic calls the 
“potentially subversive effects of uncontrolled feminine lamentation,” and “the subordination of 
women’s ritual language to the city’s collective eulogy” (McClure 1999:46). Adrastus’ funeral 
oration (857-917), modeled on the fifth century B.C.E. Athenian epitaphios logos, eventually 
supplants the essentially female speech genre of ritual lamentation for the dead.29 However, 
before Adrastus, urged on by Theseus, delivers his eulogy in praise of the Argive war-dead (842-
56), he plays a part in the traditionally female antiphonal style and structure of lamentation. This 

                                                
26 Collard (1975:179-81 ad loc.) includes a metrical analysis of this passage, which is mostly hexametric. 

He terms these lines as “not a regular stasimon” in part because the astrophic lyrics (which indicate extreme emo-
tional tension) interrupt the episode (179). 

 
27 Aethra holds her garment over her eyes (like a veil) in a gesture grief and ritual lamentation. 
 
28 “You are not one of their tribe” is my translation of oÈ sÁ t«ndÉ ¶fuw. Although there is a fine distinc-

tion between “you are not one of them” (taking ¶fuw in the sense of fÊv = “you are” [LSJ s.v. fÊv, B. II]) and 
“you are not one of their tribe (taking the verb as suggestive of the noun tÚ fËlon = “tribe”), I prefer the latter 
because: 1) the Argive women are a different “tribe” of Greeks, and 2) because poets used this noun (most often in 
the singular) with a partitive genitive to refer to classifications of women as well as to animals (see LSJ s.v. fËlon). 

 
29 See Collard 1975:323-39 ad loc. and H. Foley 2001:37-38. 
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topic of gender, lament, and antiphony in ancient Greek tragedy and modern Maniat laments is 
one that I shall now address.  

 
 

Antiphony, Gender, and Lament: Ancient and Modern Threads of Grief 
 

There are textual examples of lament from Euripides’ Suppliants that are comparable to 
the practice and performance of women’s lamentation in the Inner Mani region of the Greek 
Peloponnese. Antiphonal lament is ubiquitous throughout fifth-century Greek tragedy, yet I will 
concentrate here on this single play, since, atypically, the male character Adrastus is included in 
the female community of mourners.30 Lamentation for the dead has been traditionally expressed 
as an antiphonal “call” and “response” dialogue between a single lamenter and chorus—both 
typically female—in ancient Greek tragedy and modern women’s lament performance; in fifth-
century tragic poetry, the kommos became the term that was specific to the antiphonal lament 
between an actor and the chorus.31 Alexiou noticed the importance of antiphonic style and 
structure in the historical continuity of ritual lament in the Greek tradition (Alexiou 2002:150): 32  

 
Antiphony, dialogue and refrain, among the oldest structural features of the Greek 
lament, are still vital and dynamic elements of the modern moirológia. They have 
survived, not because they have been consciously preserved . . . but because antiphony is 
still imbedded in the ritual performance, with more than one group of mourners, 
sometimes representing the living and the dead and singing in response to each other . . . . 
Continuity has been the strongest and most spontaneous in popular tradition. 

 
The phenomenon of antiphonal lament structure and style may be interpreted as an act of 

reinforcing the emotional and social bonds, a sense of camaraderie, connections, and community 
among the performers of ritual laments. C. Nadia Seremetakis argues for the importance of 
antiphonal style and structure of Maniat women’s lament performance in creating and cementing 
bonds between the soloist and chorus in the group of women mourners, and between the 

                                                
30 Several examples of tragic antiphony (by no means exhaustive) are: Aeschylus Pers. 1038-77; Choeph. 

156-59; Sophocles Trach. 874-80, 881-95; Euripides Hel. 164-90; Phoen. 1033-39; Troad. 146-52. See Alexiou 
2002:131-60 on the Homeric origins of antiphonal structure in lamentation and for diachronic illustrations of an-
tiphonal lament from the Homeric poems through to modern moirológia. 

 
31 Aristotle in the Poetics 12.1452b defines the kommos thus. Cf. H. Foley: 2001:152-57; Sultan 1993:93-

103; Holst-Warhaft 1992:45-47 for synopses of Alexiou’s earlier work and brief comparisons between antiphony in 
ancient Greek tragedy and Seremetakis’ work on antiphonal style and structure in Inner Mani. See Alexiou 
2002:102-28, chapter 6, “The classification of ancient and modern laments and songs to the dead,” particularly 102-
8 on the epic and tragic distinctions between the terms thrênos, góos, and kommos. To the best of my knowledge, all 
subsequent work on ancient Greek lament traditions follows Alexiou’s classifications as set forth in her chapter. 

 
32 See chapter 7, “Antiphonal structure and antithetical thought” (131-60), for a detailed history of the form 

and meaning of antiphony in Greek lament in the Homeric poems, Greek tragedy, Byzantine Christian hymns, and 
modern moirológia. 
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community of female mourners and the larger village community (1991:99-124).33 Her 
discussion of the role of antiphonic performance of laments as a vehicle of communication and 
social bonding among female mourners in rural Greece is instrumental to my argument for 
understanding this function of antiphonal style and structure within a diachronic framework of 
lament performance. My view is that the sense of female camaraderie and community 
represented in Euripides’ Suppliants is mirrored in women’s mourning practices in Inner Mani. 
A comparison between antiphonal passages from Euripides’ Suppliants and modern Maniat 
laments documented by Seremetakis reveals ways in which antiphonal style and structure 
establish female community and solidarity through mourning (99-124).  

Although Adrastus’ persona is male, I would argue that throughout the play his character 
represents the role and function of a woman mourner. Euripides’ portrayal of the Argive king in 
a state of lament in the beginning of the play clearly characterizes Adrastus as a weak and 
feminized male who manifests and enacts features of traditional female mourning.  From the 
start of the play, the male Argive king is clearly included in the mourning mothers’ communal 
“circle” of lamentation and solidarity. Thus, in the opening scene of the Suppliants, Aethra 
indicates that Adrastus is not only sympathetic to the mothers in mourning, but is actively 
engaged in lamentation, weeping as he “lies upon the ground” at Demeter’s temple at Eleusis 
(Supp. 20-23): 

 
koinÚn d¢ fÒrton ta›sdÉ ¶xvn xre€aw §µ∞w  

ÖAdrastow ˆµµa dãkrusin t°ggvn ˜de  

ke›tai, tÒ tÉ ¶gxow tÆn te dustuxestãthn  

st°nvn strate€an ∂n ¶peµcen §k dÒµvn. 

  
Sharing the burden of these women’s appeal to me is  
Adrastus here. His face is wet with tears as he lies upon the  
ground, lamenting the ill-fated expedition he led from home. 

 
Euripides again calls attention to Adrastus’ femininity in Theseus’ references to the 

Argive king’s “pitiful mourning” (stenãzvn ofiktrÚn, 104) and his sharp command to the 
lamenting Argive king to l°gÉ §kkalÊcaw krçta ka‹ pãrew gÒon (“uncover your head, leave 
off your lament, and speak!” 111). A bit later in the play, Adrastus prefaces his plea to Theseus 
to retrieve the bodies of the slain Argive heroes with a recognition of his “disgraceful” acts of 
mourning and supplication: §n µ¢n a€sxÊnaiw ¶xv / p€tnvn prÚw oÔdaw gÒnu sÚn 
éµp€sxein xer€ (“I consider it disgraceful to fall upon the ground and cover your knees with my 
hands,” 164-65); such actions are acceptable when they are manifestations of women’s mourning 
and supplication, but shameful when enacted by a male. 

Since Adrastus’ agency in Euripides’ Suppliants is comparable to that of a woman in a 
state of lamentation and he is included in the circle of Argive mothers in mourning, the 
antiphonal exchange between Adrastus and the chorus (794-821) is analogous to the 

                                                
33 See also Holst-Warhaft 1992:45-48. 
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phenomenon of female communication and bonding “in pain” that Seremetakis offers in her 
paradigm of modern Maniat women’s lament performance (see below). The lament-song 
exchange between Adrastus and chorus leader (coryphaeus) occurs during a highly emotional 
and dramatic point in the action of the play when the bodies of the slain Argive heroes are 
brought on stage to be lamented by Adrastus and the chorus. After the coryphaeus declares her 
desire to die and travel to Hades with the slain sons (794-97),34 Adrastus initiates the antiphonal 
lament-song exchange that constitutes the kommos from lines 794-837 (Supp. 798-801):35  

 
stenagµÒn, Œ µat°rew,  

t«n katå xyonÚw nekr«n  

éÊsatÉ épÊsatÉ ént€fvnÉ §µ«n  

stenagµãtvn kluoËsai. 

 
Utter, speak aloud, mothers, 
A groan for your sons below the earth! 
Listen to my groans 
and answer! 

 
The intense emotional connection that this community of mourners shares is expressed 

rhetorically by the closely woven “threads” of emotional utterances—antiphonal “groans” or 
“laments” (stenagµãtvn)—that the singers of these laments (Adrastus and the chorus) “utter,” 
“speak aloud,” “listen to,” and “answer” (éÊsatÉ, épÊsatÉ, kluoËsai, ãnt€fvnÉ). The 
antiphonal stenagµãtvn that Adrastus invites alludes to the thrênoi (ritual laments) that the 
Argive mothers will soon deliver. Euripides binds Adrastus and the chorus together 
psychologically and emotionally by interweaving their utterances of grief and lamentation within 
the stylistic framework of antiphonal performance. Both the Argive mothers and king take up 
and echo the threads of each other’s lament-songs in this highly emotive exchange (794-837). A 
poignant example is the interchange between them in lines 814-27: 

 
dÒyÉ …w periptxa›si dØ   (Chorus): Let me put  
x°raw prosarµÒsasÉ §µo›w   my arms about my son  
§n égk«si t°kna y«µai   and embrace him! 
 
¶xeiw ¶xeiw . . .     (Adrastus): You have, you have . . .  
. . . phµãtvn gÉ ëliw bãrow.   (Chorus): . . .a weight of grief that suffices! 
 
afia› <afia›>.    (Adrastus): Ah me, <ah me>! 

 
to›w tekoËsi d  oÈ l°geiw;   (Chorus): Is it not to his mother that you speak? 
 
é€et° µou.     (Adrastus): Hear me! 

                                                
34 The motif of the journey occurs in ancient and modern laments for the dead. See Alexiou 2002:189-93. 
 
35 Lines 794-97 are an anapestic prelude to the antiphonal lament (the meter is primarily iambic) between 

Adrastus and the chorus.  See Collard (1975:310 ad loc.; 311) for the metrical schema of the first kommos. 
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st°neiw §pÉéµfo›n êxh.    (Chorus): You lament both your woes and mine 
 
e‡ye µe Kadµe€vn ¶naron st€xew  (Adrastus): Would that the Cadmean ranks had felled me in 
§n kon€aisin. the dust! 
 
§µÚn d¢ µÆpotÉ §zÊgh   (Chorus): And I, would that my body 
d°µaw §w éndrÚw eÈnãn.   had never been yoked to a man’s bed!36 
 
‡dete kak«n p°lagaow, Œ  (Adrastus): Look upon this sea of troubles,  
µat°rew tãlainai t°knvn.  O unhappy mothers of sons!  
 
katå µ¢n ˆnujin ±lok€sµeyÉ, éµf‹ d¢  (Chorus): Our cheeks are furrowed with our nails, 
spodÚn kãr& kexÊµeya.   our heads besprinkled with dust! 
 

It is worth noting that the above exchange echoes the playwright’s earlier description of 
antiphonal lament performance in lines 71-72 (chorus): ég∆n ˜dÉ êllow ¶rxetai / gÒvn 
gÒoiw diãdoxow: (“See, each one takes up and leads laments in response to lamentations”). The 
close connection between the individuals who comprise this community of lament performers is 
reiterated in the chorus’ cry to their “fellow singers” (junƒdo€) and those who “share in 
grievances” (junalghdÒnew) to “take up the chorus that Hades honors” (73-75). 

 
 

Ponos, Truth, and Antiphony in Inner Mani  
 

The function of antiphonal lament performance in establishing a bond among the 
community of female participants that Euripides portrays in his Suppliants is mirrored in modern 
women’s lament practices in the Inner Mani region of the Peloponnese. I reiterate that in the 
Suppliants Adrastus represents the agency and function of a female mourner through Euripides’ 
feminized characterization and his traditionally “female” role in the antiphonal lament with the 
chorus (794-837), thus conforming to the paradigm of female mourning in ancient Greek 
tragedy. Interpreters of the Suppliants discuss the subversive and disruptive nature of the Argive 
mothers’ lamentations as well as their suppression by Adrastus’ eulogy, delivered in the style of 
the epitaphios logos.37 However, they have generally neglected to discuss how the antiphonal 
lament between Adrastus and the chorus of Argive mothers in mourning expresses the sense of 
communal grief that develops among female lamenters in ancient Greek tragedy and modern 
women’s lament performances. In the final section of this essay, I refer to Seremetakis’ 
observations about female lament in modern Inner Mani to illustrate modern analogues to 
ancient tragic examples of the expression and validation of ponos as well as the importance of 
antiphony in constructing and preserving a female community in mourning.   

                                                
36 Lines 822-23 are my own translation. 
 
37 See, for example: Collard 1975:308; Derderian 2001:48; H. Foley 2001:36-45; Loraux 1986:48-49, 107-

8; McClure 1999:45-47.  
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Seremetakis, who has family origins in Inner Mani and who participated in mourning 
rituals as a moiroloyístra during her research, believes that the Maniat women’s lament tradition 
is an instrument of cultural power for an otherwise marginalized group in a traditionally male-
dominated community (1991:2-5, 99-125, and passim).38 Indeed, she recognizes women’s 
laments as poetic expressions of emotion as well as a means of creating and cementing 
individual and community identities within the cultural context of Maniat village society: 
“Antiphonic reciprocity between women in the mourning ritual entails the intensive 
interpenetration of collective and individual poetic creation” (3). Essential to Seremetakis’ 
examination and interpretation of Maniat female ritual lament is her chapter concerning what she 
terms “the ethics of antiphony,” in which she explores the complex elements and functions of 
Maniat women’s lament performance by discussing different ways women signify, witness, and 
validate pain (99-125). Seremetakis observes that mourning is a ritual process through which 
Maniat women construct an identity of the self; the element of pain (ponos) as “truth-claiming” 
is an essential aspect of female identity and of establishing an alternative, resistant community 
through the performance of laments for the dead.39 In the context of the Maniat kláma (the wake 
and mourning ritual, a distinctly female institution), women mourners construct “truth” by 
expressing, witnessing, and validating each other’s pain through a ritual process of mourning 
manifested in the antiphonal form and structure of lament performance. In the following Maniat 
moirolói, the leader of the dirge (koriféa), twice widowed, asks her audience to “witness to the 
truth of her discourse” (103): 

 
I married off my Andreas 
nearby me and conveniently 
here in Koumouidrianika, 
and afterwards, my Demos, 
he took Christofilo,  
the sister of Alogakos 
who was a prosperous man 
and filled our houses 
with dresses and slips. 
Eh, Alogako, come close 
For me to speak this 
And you to hear it. 
Am I speaking truth or lies? 

 
I chose this moirolói because the addressee of the phrase “come close” is a male kin of 

the moiroloyístra. Seremetakis asserts that the female mourner’s appeal to her male relative to 

                                                
38 H. Foley (2001:152, 156-57) and Holst-Warhaft (1992:45-7) also refer to Seremetakis’ discussion of the 

role of antiphony in modern Maniat lament performance.  
 
39 See Martin (2003:126-28) for a discussion of the importance of “truth-claiming” in the contexts of mod-

ern Maniat, Homeric, and Irish lament. See also Ó Laoire 1999, 2004, 2005 and Partridge 1980 on Irish lament. 
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“witness” her ponos is in fact an appeal to her audience of women to “witness” and to “validate” 
her lament, since a male will avoid “crossing the gender boundaries of the lament session” 
(1991:103). During the kláma, the female lamenter will often call to and name a woman in the 
audience and invite her to draw closer to the corpse; those summoned then actively enter the 
mourning ritual, thus intensifying the emotional atmosphere of the kláma (97). In contrast, when 
a moiroloyístra calls upon a man, he neither responds nor engages in a dialogue with the 
mourners; nor does he enter into their physical space of lamentation, for the kláma exemplifies 
the interior, distinctly female space (95).40 Seremetakis recounts a salient illustration of the 
geography of gender boundaries in the modern Maniat kláma (98): 

 
The square was always divided into two gender domains—one side was occupied by 
women, the other side by men. One man moving towards the male side inadvertently 
passed too close to the female space of the kláma. He was immediately addressed by a 
female mourner, literally called to “come close and join.” The expression on his face was 
one of embarrassment, disorientation, and confusion.  He quickly moved away.  

 
This interaction is reminiscent of the interface between Theseus and the community of female 
lamenters in Euripides’ Suppliants 87-99. The Athenian king’s reaction to the mourners’ dirges 
and physical gestures of ritual lamentation is one of fear and “disorientation, and confusion” as 
well. Although Theseus and Aethra engage in a dialogue, Theseus refuses to take part in the 
pitiable “wailing, beating of breasts, and keening of the dead” (gÒouw  . . . ka‹ st°rnvn 
ktÊpton / nekr«n te yrÆnouw, 87-88). Unlike Adrastus, who, in the first part of Euripides’ 
Suppliants, is part of the community of lamenting women, Maniat men remain on the periphery 
or outside of the geographic and emotional/psychological boundaries of the female-controlled 
kláma mourning ritual. Instead, they exercise legitimate legal and political control through their 
participation in the yerondikí, the all-male council.41   

During the kláma ritual, a single female lamenter (koriféa) emerges from among the 
collective mourners (moiroloyístres) as a leader who improvises a solo lament; Seremetakis 
observes that at least one woman is perceived to be the koriféa of all of the mourners “because 
she attains the deepest intensities of pain” (1991:99). The antiphonal responses of the 
moiroloyístres “validate” the soloist’s pain with their own pain, thereby legitimizing ponos by 
“witnessing” it. Antiphony is in fact “an extension of the ethic of helping,” that Seremetakis 
views as “a complex system of social exchange” that encompasses the female spheres of 
agricultural labor as well as mourning (100-101). One example of an intense and dramatic 
antiphonal lament is that of a “poetry-prose counterpoint” that takes place during a kláma ritual 

                                                
40 Seremetakis examines the multiple boundaries between men and women in Maniat society. Mortuary, ag-

riculture, and household spaces are connected by the “ethics of care” (95-98): “In this society with its everyday 
emphasis on optical distancing, care and tending are symbolized by special intimacy. Because of the predominant 
inside/outside polarities, and the multiple boundaries between men and women, clan and clan, and society and na-
ture, special intimacy has a particular impact and meaning: interiority” (96). 

 
41 See Seremetakis (1991:126-58) on the function of the yerondikí and the conflicts between this all-male 

jural institution and the indirect political and social power of the female-controlled kláma in Maniat society.  
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where the monologues are sung by the two daughters of the deceased in coordination with the 
lament, which is sung by an elderly woman (112-15). 

Seremetakis perceives a relation between the modern Maniat koriféa and the ancient 
Greek coryphaeus, for both emerge as leaders of the chorus who engage in a dialogical 
relationship with them: “Like the coryphaeus, the Maniat koriféa emerges as a leader from 
within the chorus, and in the moirolói establishes an antiphonic relation to the chorus. The 
koriféa is united with the chorus in an agon with the Other, be that death, moira (fate), or the 
male social order outside the kláma” (124). However, unlike the professional mourners’ and the 
kinswomen’s singing of antiphonal thrênoi in ancient Greek epic and tragic poetry, the modern 
Maniat thrínos holds no association with professional mourners; nevertheless, highly skilled 
mourners are often given precedence in a kláma mourning session (124-25).42   

Seremetakis calls attention to the importance in the Maniat culture of mourning of 
properly “witnessing” death through ritual lamentation. There are two types of death in Inner 
Mani: the “silent” and “naked” (therefore “bad”) death, and the “witnessed” (thus “good”) death 
(76-77, 101). A “silent” death implies isolation, cold, nakedness, poverty, and public shame 
(ibid). One of the signs of a “naked” death is “the absence of a chorus and of other soloists to 
‘take’ the moirolói from the koriféa” (76). When the chorus, through their antiphonic responses 
(e.g., singing refrains, doubling the last word of a verse, stylized sobbing), hears and responds to 
the soloist’s speaking the discourse of death, they are “witnessing” her pain and therefore 
validating the lament discourse (100; 104). Indeed, a “silent” death in Maniat society is a death 
without proper antiphonal lamentation (103-4). The “good” death, in contrast, is “witnessed” by 
female relations and friends in the female kláma mourning ritual. This process of validating, 
witnessing, and legitimizing the soloist’s pain by her group of fellow mourners, Seremetakis 
argues, is essential to female Maniat identity and in establishing an alternative, resistant female 
community through lament-performance (120). Moreover, Maniat women themselves claim that 
they cannot sing laments properly without the help of others; in this cultural context, pain must 
be socially constructed in antiphonic relations in order to be rendered valid (ibid.). Seremetakis 
defines the “acoustics of death” as embodied in lamenting and “screaming” the dead (101). In the 
following lament, recited by an elderly Maniat woman, the mourner emphasizes the lack of a 
witness (104): 

 
Where are you 
Yiannakena [the dead]? 
I climbed up your staircase 
and I found Yiannakis [husband of the dead] 
I climbed down the stairs 
and I found Voulitsa alone 
and Kalliopitsa the little one 
and Vasilo drawing water [daughters of the dead]. 
I climbed back up  

                                                
42 Cf. Alexiou 2002:11-13, 131-32. 
 



 FEMALE VOICES OF RESISTANCE IN ANCIENT GREECE 287 

And said to Yiannakis, 
“Are we not going to say anything 
to witness her, to suffer for her?” 

 
The husband desires to “erase the dead” by silencing the mourners, but the moiroloyístra 

“rescues,” so to speak, the deceased from a “silent,” “naked” death by her moirolói. Seremetakis’ 
account of an urban niece of the deceased who sang dirges, performed the ritual lament gestures, 
and talked to the dead for over seven hours in order to avoid a “silent” death is memorable (101). 
These accounts of Maniat moiroloyístres “witnessing” and “validating” a death in order to render 
it “good” reminds the reader of the tragic figure of Electra’s unceasing mourning in Sophocles’ 
and Euripides’ Electra. For while the playwrights portray Electra’s continual mourning as 
excessive, overly passionate, and at times dangerous, in the context of modern Maniat culture 
she would be properly “witnessing” her father’s death—saving Agamemnon from a “silent,” 
“naked” death—by her extravagant lamentation. Perhaps Electra’s emotive utterances represent 
the ancient equivalent to the modern Maniat “screaming” the dead.43 I see a striking parallel as 
well between the choruses’ laments in the final kommos of Euripides’ Suppliants after Theseus 
and the sons of the slain Argive chiefs bring in urns containing the bones (Ùstç) of the war-dead 
and the reaction of female relatives during a Maniat kláma when a box, bearing the bones of the 
son of the deceased, is brought into the room (110-11). In the Suppliants passage, the coryphaeus 
reacts to the sight of the remains of the Argive mothers’ slain sons (Supp. 1114-22):44 

 
fi≈: 

tãde dØ pa€dvn ≥dh fyiµ°nvn 

Ùstç f°retai.  lãbetÉ, éµf€poloi, 

gra€aw éµenoËw (oÈ gãr ¶nestin 

=≈µh pa€dvn ÍpÚ p°nyouw) 

polloË te xrÒnou z≈shw µ°tra dØ 

kataleiboµ°nhw tÉ êlgesi pollo›w. 

t€ går ín µe›zon toËdÉ ¶ti ynhto›w 

pãyow §jeÊroiw 

µ t°kna yanÒntÉ §sid°syai;  

 
Look! They are bringing the bones of our dead children! 
Attendants, take hold of a weak old woman! Grief for my  
son has left me strengthless.  I have lived a long space of  
years and been melted away with many woes. What grief 

                                                
43 Seremetakis remarks that sometimes Maniat “screaming” the dead is completely cathartic and disorderly, 

while sometimes it is semi-musical (1991:110). 
 
44 These lines, as well as lines 794-97, are an anapestic introduction to the following iambic metra of the 

kommos, where Euripides employs a second chorus in lines 1123-64 (the sons of the seven slain Argive warriors). 
Cf. Collard 1975:390-95. 
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greater than seeing one’s children slain could you find for 
mortals?  

 
The chorus follows with a lament that begins the kommos for the seven chiefs (Supp. 1127-30): 
 

fi∆, fi≈,  

pò dãkrua f°reiw f€l& 

µatr‹ t«n ÙlvlÒtvn 

spodoË te pl∞yow Ùl€gon ént‹ svµãtvn 

eÈdok€µvn dÆ potÉ §n MukÆnaiw; 

 
Ah, ah, 
How can you bring tears to the loving 
mother of the slain 
and a little dust in exchange for the bodies 
of men once glorious in Mycenae? 

 
The two choruses, one consisting of the mothers, the other of the sons of the slain Argive 

chiefs, continue their antiphonal lament for their philoi (1131-64). It is worth remembering that 
the death rites for the Attic war-dead involved the laying out and cremation of the bodies on the 
battlefield—the very ritual that Theseus performed for the slain Argive chiefs—and public 
lamentation over their bones, followed by the epitaphios logos (H. Foley 2001:39-40).45  The 
following scene from a Maniat kláma ritual presents a striking analogy (Seremetakis narrates; 
1991:110): 

 
At some point in the late afternoon, a little box appeared, and I sensed an entire change in 
the atmosphere of the kláma (wake). . . . The box was placed by the head of the coffin, 
where it remained closed for some time.  When a mourner referred to the dead son in her 
lament, one sister began to shout adhérfi (brother) and the kláma reached its peak.  
Ascending screams and calls to the dead son by his name filled the room. At that moment 
the box was opened and bones appeared. . . .  When the box was opened, a sudden and 
powerful jolt electrified the room.  It was so forceful that I do not recall who opened the 
box.  One or two human leg bones were taken out.  One scream, coming from the elder 
sister, rose above all others.  It retained its peak without subsiding till the woman passed 
out. . . . Women were standing and screaming, pulling their hair out. It was the peak. . . . 
The two sisters had been exclaiming, “My brother, is that you?! Is that how you became? 
It can’t be.” The men, aware of the power of the emotions in that room, were alarmed and 
frightened. 

                                                
45 Apart from H. Foley’s illuminating analysis of this play (2001), neither she nor any other recent com-

mentator (to the best of my knowledge) has remarked on the similarities between this final kommos of Euripides’ 
Suppliants and the most dramatic scene of lament in Seremetakis’ ethnography. See Garland 1985, Danforth 1982, 
Kurtz and Boardman 1971, and Morris 1992 regarding ancient and modern Greek burial customs and rituals. 
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The emotionally charged atmosphere of these two “lamenting the bones” scenes is 

certainly comparable: the intense emotional effect of introducing the bones of the deceased in 
both the ancient and modern performance contexts is tangibly kinetic. The coryphaeus of the 
ancient tragedy and an elder Maniat moiroloyístra both exhibit extreme physical weakness. The 
lamenting family members address their deceased relatives directly in the second person: the 
Maniat sisters in the kláma repeatedly exclaim “brother,” while the chorus of sons in the 
Suppliants in the kommos shout “Father (pãter), do you hear your sons’ lamenting?” (1142), 
and again “Father (pãter), I seem even now to see you before my eyes,” (1151).46 The tragic 
choruses and the moiroloyístres “help” each other lament through antiphonal call and response in 
the Suppliants, and by the modern lamenters “taking” the cathartic screaming, one from the 
other. At the end of both of these ancient and modern “lamenting the bones” episodes, a male 
authority figure enters (Theseus in the Suppliants, the Maniat men in the periphery of the kláma) 
in order to interject a “rational,” calming influence to the mourning session.47 

Seremetakis’ observations regarding the function and significance of modern Maniat 
lament practices serve as a paradigm for the diachronic oral tradition and the “oral-derived” 
tragic textual tradition of Greek women’s laments for the dead. Performance of laments, be it the 
primary “enabling event” of the funeral itself, or the representation and reaction to death in the 
context of a tragic play, establishes and cements bonds among a community of women, or 
represented women in the case of tragedy. Lamentation utilizes pain (ponos) as a means of 
communication and expression of “truth”: the truth of an individual’s personal suffering and the 
truth concerning the female community’s criticisms and even protest against the wider sphere of 
patriarchal village society. Both ancient tragic representations of women’s laments for the dead 
and authentic modern accounts of lament performances may be viewed as empowering verbal 
arts, as manifestations of women’s ability to communicate individual and collective grief for the 
deceased, and as a “bridge” between the worlds of the living and the dead, between mourner and 
non-mourner, and between the otherwise marginalized members of the muted “female universe” 
and the larger social context in which men wield ultimate authority—with the exception of how 
women publicly lament their dead.   

This comparison of the elements of solitude, resistance, and solidarity in the portrayals of 
female lament for the dead in ancient Greek tragedy with women’s lament practices in modern 
Greece suggests to me that modern moirológia have their roots in the ancient thrênoi, and that 
the ancient tragic representations accurately reflect the actual practice of ritual lamentation. This 
is not to claim teleologically that ancient and modern Greek ritual laments are the “same,” nor 
that we can understand everything about ancient women’s lamentation from studying its modern 
counterpart. Since parallels do exist, and since some bear striking resemblance to one another in 

                                                
46 A notable difference here is that, unlike the Suppliants’ passage, the female relatives of the deceased call 

to the dead son “by his name” before the sisters call out, “my brother, is that you?”  
 
47 Theseus reminds the Argive mourners that he rescued their “valiant” (ér€stvn s≈µayÉ) loved ones’ 

remains in his speech (Suppliants 1165-75). Seremetakis (1991:110-11) observes that men entered this kláma and 
took the women who had fainted out of the room to bring them back to consciousness by giving them coffee and 
fresh air. 
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a diachronic context, I believe that it is in the interest of scholars across disciplines to pay 
attention to them and to attempt to interpret them in ways that can help enliven, enrich, and 
nuance our understanding of the ancient texts. Contemporary ethnographic studies of lament, 
with their attention to social, performative, and political conditions, are embedded in a context. 
In a trans-disciplinary, diachronic analysis, studies of recent lament suggest, and even supply, a 
context that a strictly philological approach misses. An argument for the inclusion of such 
knowledge as a necessary component of our understanding of classical laments seeks a renewal 
of these ancient and sacred works through an acknowledgment that they emerged initially from 
human experience, which, however removed in time, may be partially recovered and effectively 
adopted into a tradition of rich linguistic study.48 
 

        University of California, Davis 
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