WOMEN OF TROY ESSAY

“Old limbs, strengthen yourselves, your slavery is beginning.”
‘The women’s suffering is relentless, and they have no hope.’ To what extent
do you agree?”

In a revisionist account of the Trojan War, Euripides subverts dominant Classical Greek and
Homeric narratives that view victory in war as heroic. He presents the behaviours of the
Greek victors of war as ignoble and savage, while focusing his play on the plight of the
Trojan women. Due to the women'’s relentless suffering caused by the barbaric actions of the
Greeks, any hope for salvation erodes over time. The women of Troy experience constant
grief, but still cling onto hope which eventually degrades as they are bombarded by
increasing severity of pain and loss. By constructing his play as a heightened lament and
focusing on the suffering of the women, Euripides urges his Athenian audience to reflect on
their own atrocities committed on the women of Melos.

The women of Troy are victims of war and are relentlessly exposed to the horrors of war
through the barbaric actions of the Greek forces. The Trojan women are reduced to slaves
and ‘endure’ continuous loss and grief. The women of Troy are presented as spoils of war
and are ‘allocated’ like ‘loot’ to the Greek generals due to their powerlessness. The women’s
reduced agency is evident through the stage direction of Andromache’s entry: ‘wheeled in on
top of a baggage wagon loaded with spoils’, symbolising Andromache and Astyanax as
trophies of war while the women’s status of slavery is portrayed through Hecuba’s lines, ‘old
limbs strengthen yourselves, your slavery is beginning’ and ‘look at me now, throned in the
dust’. Furthermore, the women of Troy are subject to dehumanising, brutal suffering caused
by the savage Greeks. The Chorus’ lines: ‘What words, what howling, can give tongue to a
pain no animal could endure’, underscores the suffering inflicted on the women by the
Greeks. Euripides invites sympathy from his audience towards the women of Troy and
Hecuba'’s ‘true face of misery’, whose daughter Polyxena is ‘butchered like an animal’. The
most gruesome act of savagery committed by the Greeks however, is the execution of the
innocent infant Astyanax who is ‘thrown from the battlements of Troy’, ‘too dangerous to be
kept alive’. The oxymoron ‘tender corpse’ highlights the brutality and waste of killing an infant
child. Moreover, Euripides employs various imagery, attempting to capture the unpleasant
plight of the women. Animal imagery like ‘howls of agony’ and horror imagery like ‘[The
Trojans] cut down in their own homes...beheaded where they lay’ convey the damage
‘endure[d]’ by the Trojan women while additional graphic, horror imagery such as
‘[Astyanax’s] blood still oozing from his bones’ further heightens the magnitude of the
women’s pain and exposes the Greeks’ savage actions. Euripides castigates the victorious
Greeks’ actions and challenges the idea of war as heroic, aiming to shift his audience’s
perspective to the relentless grief endured by the women of Troy.

Although the women are subject to intense suffering, they are able to cling onto whatever
hope they can find. The Trojan women are hopeful around the start of their suffering, aided
by the company of each other. The prophetess Cassandra is hopeful to destroy the House of
Atreus, to seek retribution for the women. During her ‘dreadful parody of a wedding song’,
Cassandra, fuelled by vengeance, is comforted by her vision of the destruction of the House
of Atreus. In addition, the Chorus and Hecuba are optimistic about being ‘allocated’ together,
to a prosperous city and the dignified Hecuba becomes hopeful after seeing Astyanax alive
and unharmed, hoping he grows up to be the ‘saviour of Troy’ and seeks vengeance towards
the Achaean forces. Similarly, the ‘proud’ Trojan women are comforted by each other, united
in their suffering. Together, they ‘endure’ the continuous pain and grief experienced by them.
Hecuba’s line: ‘March down to the Achaean fleet!’, underscores the solidarity of the united
women while Hecuba’s Kommos with the Chorus and her antiphonal lament with
Andromache, depicts their strength attained by the presence of each other. Euripides
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suggests that while the Greeks hold all the power after the fall of Troy, it is the women who
are strong.

However, by the end of the play, all hope is lost. Due to the relentless pain experienced by
the women, any hope of vengeance deteriorates over time as they start to see the true
reality of war. The Trojan women’s sense of abandonment by the gods increases as the play
progresses, until they declare, ‘The gods hate Troy’. Despite their devoted worship towards
the ‘vindictive’ and ‘cavalier’ gods, they are betrayed by them. The apostrophe: ‘O Zeus, our
eyes are open now! You have betrayed us to the Greeks...’ illustrates the powerlessness of
the women and their hopelessness towards any aid coming from the gods. Euripides issues
a stern warning to his audience towards relying too much on the gods, who no matter how
deserving one may be, will not intervene. Additionally, Hecuba who first clung onto some
hope towards retribution on the sight of infant Astyanax, now bears a ‘crown of pain’,
symbolising her new social status. She attempts to throw ‘run into the flames’ to Troy, but is
stopped by the Greek guards, further capturing her lack of power towards even her own
actions. However, Andromache, unlike Hecuba and Cassandra, never had any hope to
begin with. This is evident through her line, ‘to die is better than a life of agony’. Euripides
relentlessly exposes what war means on human terms and underscores its pointlessness, as
it causes mass suffering on both sides.

Euripides conveys that war is futile, and that no mortal escapes the horrors and costs of war.

Being in the midst of the Peloponnesian War, Euripides warns his audience towards
engaging in unnecessary conflict as they prepare to embark on the Sicilian Expedition.
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