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Misunderstood in his own time, Euripides was a genius whose plays explore the inequalities of society, the agonies of war, the conflicts of faith and reason, and the cruelty of human nature. His most famous play, The Bacchae, is often cited by scholars as one of the key texts of Western civilization. The enduring significance of Euripides’ themes and the power of his poetry ensure that he remains one of the most widely read of the ancient Greek dramatists.
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Introduction

Of the nineteen extant plays of Euripides, out of the more than ninety that he wrote, nine are about women. If we add his first play, the lost Daughters of Pelias, presented in 455 B.C. when Euripides was about thirty, the number becomes ten. Women, war, and God were his perennial themes. And of course, the human condition.

As to the first, he was appalled by the low status of women even in hypercivilized Athens. They had no vote, they were expected to stay at home, they could not engage in commerce—and of course not war—and they were barred from the dramatic festivals.

In spite of this, we must be on our guard against supposing that their prestige and influence were nil, as they would be with us under similar trammels. Euripides, without being a feminist, showed in play after play that women were powers in society, and though he does not approve of the henpecked husband or of giving a child the mother’s surname, he takes almost more care in the delineation of their characters than he does in those of men.

As to war, three of his plays, Iphigenia in Aulis, The Trojan Women, and Helen, inveigh against the cruelty and stupidity of war. Indeed, at every possible turn in his plays he underscores the monumental folly of war, which wrecks and demoralizes both victors and vanquished.

When it comes to God, there are those who see a problem and accuse Euripides of being an atheist. This premature and unjust assumption is, I believe, based on his apparent dismissal of the gods and his distrust of Apollo. The truth is that a sense of divine presence and omnipotence is taken for granted in all his plays. His “dismissal” of the gods was a plea to look further and deeper than a wine-bibbing Bacchus, an inept Apollo, or a rollicking Heracles.

He was not understood, even by the clever Aristophanes, who lampooned him mercilessly. People did not realize that Euripides was propounding great moral problems, demanding a new analysis of human nature, its instincts, passions, and motives. He deals with the cornered human heart of the individual, at bay against the tyranny of a false theocracy. He deals with the cruelty and selfishness of man.

Euripides, in his seventy-third year, disappointed possibly by the public’s lack of appreciation (he had won first prize only four times, and even his masterpiece the Medea took only third prize), accepted an invitation from King Archelaus of Macedon to come and live with him. So he was able to escape from being “baited incessantly by a rabble of comic writers, and of course by the great pack of the orthodox and the vulgar.”*

In Macedon he wrote three more plays, including his greatest,  The Bacchae, which was presented after his death in Athens in 406 by his son, and took first prize.

The happy endings of Euripides’ plays may seem to us silly after all the horror that precedes them. They must have seemed silly to Euripides too: the rescue out of the blue of a murderous Medea; the return of Alcestis from Hades to Admetus, who did not deserve her; the marriage of Electra to Pylades, who deserved something better. In all these quasi-deus-ex-machina escapes from reality it is as though Euripides were saying: “You want a happy ending, but can’t you see that the ending would not have been happy? Very well, I’ll give you an ending that you can’t believe in.”

Tradition has it that Euripides was taciturn and retiring. We know that he sought solitude for his work in a cave on the island of Salamis near Athens. Recently a clay pot inscribed with his name has been unearthed in a cave at Peristeria in the south of the island. The pot has been dated between 440 and 430 B.C. and only the first six letters of his name are inscribed. Experts say that the inscription was applied later by an admirer of the poet. It seems to me just as likely that the inscription was on the pot because the pot was his, and the pot was in the cave because that was the cave Euripides wrote in.

I have based my translation on two Greek texts: that of the Harvard University Press and William Heinemann in the Loeb Classical Library, edited by Arthur S. Way, and that of the Collection des Universités de France, edited by Léon Parmentier and Henri Grégoire. When line numbers are given in the footnotes, they refer to the numbers in the Greek text of the Loeb Classics series.

I owe an enormous debt to Moses Hadas and John McLean, whose translation in the Bantam Classic edition steadied me throughout. I found it a masterpiece of direct, simple, and scrupulously faithful rendering. If I have lifted a phrase or two it is because they could not be bettered.

In compiling the glossary I am indebted to Professor J. E. Zimmerman for his small but comprehensive Dictionary of Classical Mythology (1965 edition), published by Bantam Books.

I am also greatly beholden to my patient editor at Penguin Putnam, Hugh Rawson, who has guided me throughout.




Translator’s Preface

One of the features of my endeavor to render Euripides faithfully is that I keep strictly to the structure of his plays, which varies very little.

He begins with a Prologue spoken by one of the characters, which is followed by the Parados (entry song of the chorus) or sometimes by the First Episode. Occasionally a lyric monologue or dialogue stands in for the chorus. After which comes the First Choral Ode or Lyric (I use the terms Choral Ode and Choral Lyric interchangeably), followed by the Second Episode, followed by the Second Choral Ode, followed by the Third Episode, and so on till the final chorus.

The advantage, if there is an advantage, of giving headings to this structure is that it stresses Euripides’ procedure. There is this to it, too, that with signposts pointing the way it is easy for a student or an actor to pick exactly any passage that he or she wants to study or rehearse.

Lastly, I must make clear that this version is a translation, not an adaptation or a paraphrase. I might almost boast that it could be used as a crib by that little band of people that still studies classical Greek.

There are no stage directions or divisional headings in the Greek text. These are my additions.




The Prosody of Euripides 

Many years ago in my first attempts to translate Greek drama (it was Sophocles), I wondered how I could transcribe the iambic trimeter of the Greek, which is a twelve-syllable line set out in two sets of three. If read naturally and not with the theoretical  quantities imposed on it by grammarians, the line reads with six basic stresses.1

I discovered (as I say elsewhere) that the pace of Greek is faster than English, and this would make a twelve-syllable line in English (hexameter) too slow for the Greek and not at all its aesthetic equivalent. This made me cast my first translations in the shorter line of iambic pentameter; but I came to realize that pentameter was too much of a straitjacket for the fluidity of the Greek, so I invented a line I called “Compensated Pentameter.” In this, the length of the line could vary, so long as the overall count was the same. For instance, if I went into a hexameter, I would compensate the next line by making it a tetrameter.

This worked fairly well, but though I sprinkled around a goodly smattering of dactyls, anapests, trochees, and spondees, I found that the line was still too rigid to reflect the limpid flexibility of the Greek. Then I thought: different though Greek is from English, both tongues love iambs. Indeed, iambs are natural to English in verse and prose, though in prose one should not strive for a musical line unless the emotion requires it.

The upshot of all this was that I alighted on what I christened the “Freewheeling Iambic,” and that is what I use now. The Freewheeling Iambic reads very naturally and I have arranged the lines exactly as they should be spoken.

The choruses, whether in Aeschylus, Sophocles, or Euripides, are another matter: especially in Euripides, who wrote almost as if he were composing hit tunes. I have generally attempted at least to echo his meters, taking trouble to make the strophes and antistrophes strictly correspond.




The Challenge of Translating 

I have spoken at length in my translations of Aeschylus and Sophocles about the problems of the translator and my attempts to solve them. It has always struck me as ironic that one begins to be equipped to translate a Greek play only when one has completed it; though complete it one never does—at least not until it is acted. Only then do the weak lines, the impossible lines, embarrassingly scream for another attempt. I would willingly put all my translations in the wastepaper basket and try again.

When Crossroads Productions was filming my translation of  Oedipus Rex for Universal Pictures, I kept the Greek text in my pocket and would whip it out to accommodate some unhappy, and usually recalcitrant, actor or actress.

I shall never forget the horrific day in the old theater of Dodona when Orson Welles, as Tiresias, was being filmed. He had spent the night combing through his lines and removing most of the stichomythia (line by line) dialogue. He no doubt did a good job so far as meaning went, but what he did not realize was that he had blurred the gradual crescendo of feeling propelled by the antithetic rhythm of the lines. The result was that when Oedipus and Tiresias had finished their great set-to, Oedipus, far from being demolished (as Sophocles intended) was as cocky as ever.

Ezra Pound made the same mistake in his otherwise remarkable renderings. It is the mistake of someone who has confused logical succinctness with the power of poetry. And yet the world of pop and rock has proved over and over again, from errand boy to archbishop, that rhythm bypasses the meddling intellect and goes straight into the bloodstream of intellectuals no less than that of the most bovine.

My own endeavor in translating is to find out as nearly as possible what the great playwright said and how he said it. This is very different from adapting or paraphrasing in the manner of Jeffers, Anouilh, Lowell, and Hughes. Such “imitations” have their value and can be masterpieces in their own right (vide Dryden’s Virgil and Pope’s Homer), but as scholarly transcriptions of what was actually said and meant, they are virtually useless.

If then the translator intends to be faithful to the text and is not merely using it as a vehicle for his own invention, how does he find the words which not only denote and connote neither more nor less than they do in the original, but at the same time bring over the emotive power locked in the sonic texture? It is a question both of unearthing the right words with the right meaning,  association, color, timbre, and valence, and of putting them in the right order with the right tones, rhythms, and cadences.

As an illustration, a phrase of the Agamemnon of Aeschylus comes to mind. Clytemnestra, in her exultant speech explaining how a relay of beacons flashed the news of the fall of Troy to Greece, says: “with a leapfrog over the sea the strong light skipped with joy.” Her words in the Greek for “a leapfrog over the sea,” are hupertelēs te pontou hōste nōtizai, which translated literally mean: “leaping over the sea like a back flip.” But one cannot pronounce hupertelēs te without it being onomatopoeic: the very rhythm of the seven syllables does the leap for one. Therefore in English I found a similar rhythm of seven syllables, “a leapfrog over the sea.” Of course, “somersault” would have done as well.

Let us take a simpler example in another language. How does one translate the two words Italia mia? Nothing easier: “My Italy.” But “My Italy” gets nowhere near the emotional blend of pride, fondness, and gentle defiance that emanates from the Italian. Pronounce the syllables with a good round mouth and think of Italy. The whole phrase purrs and sings. What can be done about it in English? Very little. I would venture “Italy, my Italy!” This at least begins to capture the magic.

Take another example: Horace’s witty remark “Quidquid dicam aut erit aut non,” which translates literally into “Whatever I may say either is or is not,” which doesn’t sound particularly aphoristic or clever. What if we use the rhythm of his  aut . . . aut but don’t actually translate it and say: “Whatever I may say certainly is or certainly isn’t”? Now some of the sharpness begins to tell.

I once lived in Mexico near a village called Santo Thomas de los Platanos. How poetic and evocative! How can I possibly turn this into St. Thomas of the Bananas? Or what if we put into French Tennyson’s famous lines “Break, break, break on thy cold grey shores, O sea!”, and have him say (as Edith Hamilton, that great classicist, acutely pointed out): “Cassez-vous, cassez-vous, cassez-vous sur vos froids gris caillous, O mer!”?

And, as a last absurdity, let us consider Xenophon. He tells us in his Anabasis (The March Up-country) how the ten thousand Greek mercenaries after months of fumbling their way through the wilds of Mesopotamia climb their final hill, and as each wave  of soldiers hits the summit, the ones below hear a roar: “Thalassa! Thalassa!” (“The sea! The sea!”). What if we render this immemorial yelp semantically correctly as: “A vast expanse of salt water! A vast expanse of salt water!”? It is unthinkable.

But even among the synonyms of our own tongue we cannot ignore the imaginative charge of words without being monstrous. You might, for example, be excused for declining an invitation to dinner when the menu offered was dead calf with fungus in heated dough, scorched ground tubers, and cabbage stalks, all swilled down with rotten German grape juice, and topped off with the dust of burnt berries in scalding water diluted with congealed oozings from the udders of a cow. You might well decline such a bill of fare, but you would miss an excellent meal of veal and mushroom pie, roast potatoes and spring greens, chased by a bottle of hock, and finished with a steaming cup of coffee and cream. What’s in a name? Just about everything.

 
When it comes to Greek drama, the pace is surprisingly fast. The dialogue is written in iambic trimeter, a twelve-syllable line which (as I point out earlier in this preface), scans as six feet divided into two sets of three. “Aha!” says the incautious translator, “the English equivalent is another twelve-syllable line, none other than the iambic hexameter.” He slaps it into that and has fallen into the trap. He may be a genius, but he will never know why his lines begin to pall and drag. They do so for the reason that twelve syllables of English ordinarily take more time to say than twelve syllables of Greek.

I puzzled over this and it was only when analyzing the opening lines of Sophocles’ Antigone that the truth struck me. English uses twice as many consonants as Greek and it is the consonants that delay. Take a two-syllable word like sophos and put it against a two-syllable word like knowledge. How swift is the Greek! How slow and stodgy the English! And this in a mere two syllables. What of twelve? Multiply the extra seconds needed in line after line and no matter how brilliant the translation, it will drag. The effect is something like looking at a film in which every shot is several seconds too long.

Listen, for instance, to the late eminent scholar Moses Hadas (for whom I have enormous respect) falling into exactly this mistake in his translation of the Antigone.

Sister Ismene, my own dear sister, do you know 
Of any ill of those bequeathed by Oedipus 
That Zeus does not fulfill for us two while we live? 
There is nothing painful, nothing fraught with ruin, 
No shame and no dishonor that I have not seen 
In your woes and mine. 
And now what is this new 
Edict of which men speak our captain has just published 
To all the Thebes? Have you any knowledge of it? . . .



 
Alas, this is not the only way of slowing down the Greek. Here is Agamemnon replying to Clytemnestra’s fraudulent welcome in the Oresteia on his return from Troy.

 
Off-spring of Leda, of my household warder, 
Suitably to my absence hast thou spoken. 
For long the speech thou dids’t outstretch! But aptly 
To praise—from others ought to go this favour. 
And for the rest—not me, in woman’s fashion, 
Mollify, nor—as mode of barbarous man is—
To me gape forth a groundward-falling clamour! 
Nor, strewing it with garments, make my passage 
Envied, for a mortal on these varied beauties 
To walk—to me, indeed, is nowise fear-free. 
I say—as man, not god, to me do homage.



 
Believe it or not, this is the great Robert Browning, one of my favorite poets. He has supposed that the best way to be faithful to Aeschylus is to reproduce Greek word order and syntax. The result is a translation that needs a translation.

My own principle of faithful re-creation (for re-creation it must be if it is to live) is that one language best translates another when it is least like it and most true to its own genius. One language cannot take a photograph of another.

This does not mean that they cannot share parallel qualities of sound. Indeed, they must if they are to engender the same emotions—even to the illusion, where possible, of a common rhythm. Greek and English, though etymologically so different, both love many of the same things. There is a preoccupation with cadence, which shows itself in a predilection for alliteration and  assonance and the associative power of similar sound; there is attention to the well-timed pause and the break in the middle of a line; a love of antithesis of both sound and sense; there is a feeling for the symmetrical phrase as well as the asymmetrical as a means of emphasis; the use of repetition and parallelisms of speech for pointing up a phrase or creating pathos; there is joy in twists of expression, telling paradoxes, oxymora, litotes, and a whole host of figures of speech that put salt on the tongue and blood in the veins. And finally, Greek and English both insist on economy and clarity. (I have heard it said that in Greek drama there is no rhyme. This is not true. There is end rhyme and internal rhyme. However, in polysyllabic words rhyme often goes undetected.)

One last and fundamental point: though Greek drama depended for its effect on an amalgam of the arts—spectacle, music, poetry, song, and dance—the most important element of all was speech. And it is through the ear ultimately that these great plays enter the psyche.




The Choruses 

Though the choruses in Euripides are far less integral to the action of the drama (except in The Bacchae) than they are in Aeschylus and Sophocles, they are nonetheless important and a production that fails to make them effective will be irretrievably marred.

Unfortunately some directors seem to find them an embarrassment to be got rid of as soon as possible. The key to success is to realize that the function of the chorus, psychologically, is to relieve the audience of dramatic tension after each episode and introduce a new tension, a lyric tension—one that hits below the belt.

To accomplish this it is no more necessary that the words should be understood than it is, say, for us to understand a poem of Mallarmè, or Hopkins, or Dylan Thomas the first time we hear it; remembering always that poetry begins to communicate long before, or at least beyond the point at which, it is understood. I would even hazard a guess that the Greeks themselves understood very little of a chorus the first time they heard it. Which is not to say that it did not bowl them over.

That is what a chorus must do. Though commenting on,  recording, and condensing the action of the play,2 the chorus must transcend it, lift it to a new plane of experience. This it can only do if it is poetically different from the realism of each episode. The chorus should be emotionally convincing and sweep the audience off its feet in the way that music, dance, and mime can do.

My own instinct is to turn the choruses into ballet. One has only to experience Martha Graham’s Oresteia to see how overwhelming that can be. The difficulty is, how does one train dancers to speak the lines superbly as they dance? The Greeks would not have dreamed of undertaking such a task without six months’ or a year’s training—and they were dealing with people who had sucked in poetry and dance with their mothers’ milk. I hardly think it possible.

 
SOME SUGGESTIONS 1. Make the size of the chorus as large as is compatible with the size of the stage, remembering that twelve people are generally more impressive than three.
2. The chorus must be trained in mime and dance.
3. Rarely allow the chorus to speak directly (except of course when it takes part in the dialogue).
4. Though there may indeed be occasions when voice-in-unison can be attempted, recitation in unison is difficult to bring off convincingly without being self-conscious and “arty.” The danger of splitting the chorus into different voices is that this too easily degenerates into mere dialogue, thus jeopardizing the incantatory power of the words.
5. I favor having the words come “voice-over” the mime and dance, live or recorded, magnified and impeccably delivered.
6. Choral dialogue, that is, lyric dialogue, must not be confused with the chorus used as dialogue. In choral dialogue the verbal orchestration of the words must function as verse given its full prosodic value.
7. The verses of the chorus should be beaten out rhythmically with little attempt to make them sound “natural.” The design of the poetry must not be turned into prose. The design must be allowed to appear.
8. All sorts of sonic experiments in the speaking or chanting of the choruses are not only permissible but to be encouraged. For instance, after a first straight hearing, the words can be fragmented into various patterns of repetition, cross-cutting, overlapping, truncation and so on. They can echo liturgical prayers and litanies, the English perhaps played off against the Greek, or conversely, turned into wounded animal sounds. Remember always that the aim is to make the chorus—both in sound and sight—breathtaking.
9. The choice of music is crucial. There should be music throughout the drama: introducing scenes, repeating themes, coming in and out of both dialogue and choruses. Care must be taken, however, that whenever the words are pitted against the music, the words be given first place. The audience must not have to strain to catch the words above the music. As to instruments, I favor drum, flute, and lute, or guitar and harp, as coming nearest to the Greek timbal, flageolet, and lyre. (I once made a successful recording of the Antigone with the music of Moon Dog from the streets of New York with flute and drum; also a powerful performance of Oedipus Rex against the strident music of Varesi.)
10. In general, let the director have enough faith and courage to cut himself off from being merely rational. The choruses must exhibit the beauty and surprise of their own design. They must be aesthetically irresistible.





ALCESTIS

ΑΛΚΕΣΤIΣ

For Erica Lindgren and Raffaella Smith

When Alcestis was performed in 438 B.C., Euripides was already an experienced poet and playwright with seventeen years of writing behind him. He placed the play, as if it were a comedy or satyr play, after the usual three preceding tragedies. Certainly he has tongue in cheek throughout, even though the question he asks strikes at the roots of male and female assumptions in fifth-century-B. C. Athens. Can a man, a provenly decent man, let his wife die for him? To us, Admetus’ bland assumption that he can seems astonishing chauvinism, but among the Athenians watching the play for the first time and untouched by feminist enlightenment, the behavior of Admetus would have met with a certain sympathy. Euripides, however, has layered the action with so much pathos and irony that even they, surely, would have come away with questions.




CHARACTERS

APOLLO 
DEATH 
CHORUS, elders of Pherae 
MAIDSERVANT 
ALCESTIS, wife of Admetus 
ADMETUS, king of Pherae 
EUMELUS, son of Admetus and Alcestis 
SISTER OF EUMELUS 
HERACLES 
PHERES, father of Admetus 
BUTLER TO ADMETUS 
ATTENDANTS, guards, servants, citizens of Pherae




TIME AND SETTING

The past: The god Apollo in punishment for a misdemeanor was once constrained by his father, Zeus, to tend the cattle of Admetus in the plains of Thessaly. To reward Admetus for being  a kind and just master he extracted from the Fates the promise that they would let Admetus off death when his time came provided someone else died for him. The only one willing to do this was his own wife, Alcestis.

 
The present: The fatal day for Admetus’ death has come. As arranged, Alcestis is dying in his stead. People ask, “Is there no hope?” Apollo arrives to plead with Death for the queen’s life. Splendidly dressed as an archer, with bow and quiver, he steps into the city square of Pherae outside the palace.






PROLOGUE

APOLLO: Ah! house of Admetus where I was a lowly servant 
once, 
yes, I a god, and all because 
Zeus slew my son Asclepius, 
hurled lightning through his heart, 
and I in my rage slaughtered his one-eyed giants, 
the Cyclopes who forge his thunderbolts.

For my punishment 
the Father made me flunky to a mortal man.

So here I came, my host’s cattleman 
and staunch supporter of his house until this day.

An upright man myself, I found an upright man, 
and by tricking the Fates I saved him from his time of death.

Those ladies made this bargain with me: 
“We’ll let Admetus off his dying, for now, 
if he’ll exchange one body for another down below.”

Well, he importuned and canvassed all his near and dear, 
including father and old gray-haired mother, 
and found absolutely no one 
to give up the light for him and die: 
no one, that is, except his wife.

She’s limp in his arms this moment in the house, 
gasping out her last.

Today’s the day she has to die and flit from life.

But I’ve come outside the house, these friendly halls, 
I don’t want death’s contagion smeared all over me in there. 

[He sees DEATH emerge, drably and mournfully dressed with a drawn sword]


 
Ah! no less than Death himself, the great undertaker, 
itching to take her down to the house of Hades . . .

Right on time too!

He’s been watching for this day—the day she dies.

 
[DEATH lumbers forward with a snarl]





FIRST EPISODE

DEATH: Ha! You, Apollo!

What are you doing here, 
prowling about outside the palace?

Up to no good again, eh?

Purloining the privileges of the powers below 
and canceling their privileges?

Weren’t you satisfied with undoing Admetus’ death—
tricking the Fates with a lowdown trick?

Now you come armed with a bow 
to protect this woman, this daughter of Pelias, 
when it was all agreed with her husband 
that she should lose her life to save his.

APOLLO: Say what you like, I’ve got my reasons—fair ones too.

DEATH: Fair ones? With bow and arrow?

APOLLO: You know I always carry these.

DEATH: Just as you always cheat and help this house.

APOLLO: No—just as I’m always sad to see a friend of mine in 
trouble.

DEATH: So you do mean to cheat me of this second body too?

APOLLO: I never forced you to give up the first.

DEATH: Then why is he on earth, not under sods?

APOLLO: Because he swapped life with the woman for whom 
you’ve come.

DEATH: Exactly so, and soon I’ll drag her down below.

APOLLO: Take her, then, and go . . . I doubt I can dissuade you.

DEATH: Dissuade me from killing? Why, that’s my work.

APOLLO: You should restrict it to carrying off the ripe.

DEATH: I see what you’re leading up to with such warmth. 

APOLLO: Yes. Is there no way Alcestis can reach old age?

DEATH: Certainly not. I enjoy some rights as well, you know.

APOLLO: It’s only one single life you’re carrying off.

DEATH: Ah, but young lives are more valuable.

APOLLO: But think of the gorgeous funeral if she died old.

DEATH: Tut tut, Apollo! Legislating for the rich!

APOLLO: What, you a sophist too? I’d never have thought it.

DEATH: Who would not buy Death off until old age?

APOLLO: So you won’t oblige me with this little favor?

DEATH: Of course not. You know my principles.

APOLLO: I do indeed: loathsome both to men and gods.

DEATH: You can’t just suit yourself in everything, you know.

APOLLO: And you, ruthless though you are, you shall be stopped.

A man is coming to the house of Pherae, 
sent by Eurystheus to fetch a team of horses 
from the wintry plains of Thrace.

He’ll be a welcome guest in the palace of Admetus, 
and he’ll wrest that woman from you by sheer force.

You’ll have no thanks from me in this, just my dislike, 
and yet you’ll do it.

[APOLLO strides off as DEATH shouts after him]


 
DEATH: Rant away. It’ll do no good. 
This woman shall go down to Hades. 
I’m on my way. My sword is ready. 
Every head of hair this blade has shorn 
Is dedicated to the nether gods forlorn.

[DEATH slinks away as the old men of Pherae, the CHORUS, march slowly in. They divide into groups, chanting back and forth to each other]





PARADOS OR ENTRY SONG

[In a mood of consternation and bewilderment the old men ask one another if there is any hope of saving ALCESTIS]


 
STROPHE I

1: What is this hush inside the palace?  
Why is Admetus’ house so quiet?

2: There is no friend at hand to tell us 
Whether we ought to weep for our queen 
As dead, or whether our lady yet 
Lives and looks upon the light: 
Alcestis, child of Pelias, 
Who seems to me and all of us 
The best of wives a man could get.

3: Can you hear a keening note—
Beating of hands inside the home? 
Or solemn wail of requiem?

4: No one stands outside the gate.

5: O come, Apollo through the foam 
Of seething woe and fate.

 
ANTISTROPHE I

1: They’d not be silent if she’d passed.

2: She’s dead and cold.

3: No cortege yet has left the house.

4: How do you know? I wish I had your hope.

1: Would Admetus have denied 
His noble bride 
The proper pomp?

3: Nor do I see outside 
The vase of water from a spring, 
The lustral offering 
Put beside 
The portals of the dead; 
Or the clipped tresses in the hall 
Which mourners should make fall, 
Or the beating hands of girls.

 
STROPHE II

2: Yet this is the fatal day . . .

3: Can you be sure?

2: On which it is decreed for her 
To pass down below, to pass away.

3: You break my heart, you bruise my soul.

1: When the best of us so fade 
We who are loyal to the core  
Mourn for her shade.

2: Nowhere on earth could one sail, 
Lycia or the vale 
Of rainless Ammon, where 
We could retrieve the soul 
Of this dying girl.

3: The cliff of doom is sheer; 
What altars shall I near 
Or sacrifice prepare,

 
ANTISTROPHE II

What god could hear my prayer?

4: Asclepius alone 
Were he alive again 
Could make her leave the gloom 
And portals of the night 
To come into the light.

1: Yes, he could raise the dead 
Even if lightning sped 
From Zeus and struck him down. 
But now what hope is left 
For a life so bereft?

2: Admetus has performed 
All the rites he can. 
All the altars fume 
With sacrifice and none 
Can bring the slightest balm.

[A MAIDSERVANT has come out of the palace]

 
CHORUS LEADER: Look, here comes a woman from the palace, a servant maid in tears . . . what shall we be told?

 
[Addressing the MAIDSERVANT]


Are we to mourn? Would that be right? 
We must know. 
Is our mistress alive or is she dead?




SECOND EPISODE

MAIDSERVANT: You might say she is living and she’s already dead.

LEADER: Deceased yet seeing the light? That makes no sense.

MAIDSERVANT: She’s sinking now, breathing out her last.

LEADER: Poor Master! Such a man deprived of such a mate.

MAIDSERVANT: The loss, the shock—he does not feel it yet.

LEADER: Is all hope gone of saving her?

MAIDSERVANT: Her hour has come: her destiny is sure.

LEADER: Is all that is necessary being done?

MAIDSERVANT: Her husband has done everything to dress her for 
the tomb.

LEADER: Tell her she dies splendid. The noblest consort under 
the sun.

MAIDSERVANT: The noblest, yes. Who could deny it?

What paragon could hope outdo her?

How could a woman show 
more devotion to her man than die for him?

This is common knowledge in the town, 
but wait till you hear how she behaved at home.

When she knew that her final day had come, 
she bathed her milk-white body in water from the stream, 
then chose from the cedar chests her jewels and best apparel 
and decked herself becomingly.

Then standing before the hearth she made this prayer:

“Hestia, lady, 
as I prepare to go down into the dark, 
I kneel before you.

Be a mother to my little ones.

Give my son a loving bride;

An upright husband to my daughter.

Keep my children from untimely death,

Not like their mother’s,

And bless them with a full and happy life

Lived in their native land.”

 
Then she went with sprigs of myrtle3 she had plucked 
to every altar in Admetus’ halls, 
garlanded them and prayed.

There was no sighing and no sobbing.

The doom she walked towards 
did not dim the sweet tenor of her face.

Then to her room she flew and to the bed.

There her tears began to flow.

“Bed, my bed,” she cried, 
“where I unlocked my maidenhood 
for this very man for whom today I die—farewell.

I do not hate you—see—
though you caused my death . . . but only mine.

I shall not fail you, nor my man. That’s why I die.

Some other bride will own you soon: 
not more chaste than I, but luckier perhaps.”

 
Falling on the bed, she kissed it 
and let the tears that swept her eyes bestrew the coverlet.

And when she had wept her fill, 
tearing herself away from the bed 
she wandered dismally off, then back again—
over and over again—throwing herself on the bed.

Meanwhile, the little children sobbed, 
clinging to their mother’s skirts.

She took them each in turn, 
hugged and fondled them 
as one about to die.

All the women in the house were crying 
in pity for their lady mistress.

She held out a hand to each, 
none too low for her to greet and wait for a reply.

These are the tragic happenings going on now 
inside Admetus’ house.

If he had died it would be over and done with.

As it is, his escape 
has brought him such pain he never will forget.

LEADER: He must be calling out in anguish at the loss of such a 
wife.

MAIDSERVANT: Yes, he holds his beloved in his arms, 
weeping and beseeching, “Do not desert me,”  
asking the impossible, 
for she droops, she wilts, she sinks in her decline.

Weak as she is, 
scarcely able to draw breath, 
she trails her hand as if it were a weight, 
yet wishes still to face the sun and let her eyes 
go feasting on its rays one last time.

 
[The MAIDSERVANT pauses, surveying the dismal looks of the old men]


 
Now I’ll go inside and say that you are here.

Such loyalty as yours is rare:

To rally to the great ones in their need.

But you have been friends to my master

For many a year.

 
[The MAIDSERVANT goes into the palace. The old men of the  CHORUS huddle in groups, hoping still that there may be a way of saving ALCESTIS]

SECOND CHORAL LYRIC

1: What escape, O Zeus, is there 
For our sovereigns from despair?

2: What smallest chink of hope is left? 
Or must I tear my hair? 
Put on mourning dress?

3: Friends, it’s clearly all too clear 
But let us offer prayer: 
The gods have power.

 
All: Lord Apollo, healer, 
Find a way to help Admetus.

 
1: Procure, provide, a plan. 
You did before. We know you can. 
Snatch her from Death’s door. 
Keep murderous Hades back.

4: Son of Pheres, overwhelming 
Will you find your consort’s going:  
The lack! The lack!

2: Enough to make a person loose 
His very life with knife or noose.

3: More than loved one, most beloved, 
He will see her dead today.

1: Look, she comes, she comes 
With her husband from her home.

 
All: Wail it out, O shout in groans, 
You land of Pherae: 
The perfect woman 
Sick and sinking down 
Towards the world of Hades.


 
LEADER: Without a doubt a wedding brings much more pain than joy.

Look at the past 
and now at the sufferings of our king: 
bereft of his wife, his nonpareil, 
he will live an unlivable life of gray.

 
[The doors of the palace are thrown open and ALCESTIS, half carried by ADMETUS, sways down the steps. The little boy  EUMELUS and his sister cling to their mother. The servants set up a couch as ALCESTIS and ADMETUS chant to each other]





CHORAL DIALOGUE

ALCESTIS: The sun and the day’s clear light; 
The clouds in the wheeling sky . . .

ADMETUS: Have us two unhappy beings in sight; 
We did no wrong that you should die.

ALCESTIS: The sweet earth and this high-roofed home, 
And the land I came from as a bride . . .

ADMETUS: Bear up, my darling, do not leave me alone. 
Ask, and the mighty gods cannot turn aside.

ALCESTIS: I see the boat with its brace of oarblades—
The ferry of corpses—
And resting his arm on an oar, Charon is calling: 
“Quick, get aboard, you waste my time.”  
He harasses, he hurries me to come.

ADMETUS: Oh, what a bitter passage you envisage! 
Our agony, my woebegotten one, is savage.

ALCESTIS: I am dragged . . . someone is dragging me . . . 
Can you not see? . . . to the halls of the dead. 
His eyes are grim and they glower on me. 
He is winged . . . He is Hades . . . What is he doing? 
Stop it, let go . . . Bleak is the road . . . I am coming.

ADMETUS: A heartbreaking road for those who love you: 
For me most of all and the children that had you.

ALCESTIS: Let me go, let me go, lay me down now. 
My legs give way . . . Hades is on me. 
The black of night seeps into my eyes. 
O my children, my babies, your mother is dying. 
Children, farewell . . . The light! The light! 
May you look at it long.

ADMETUS: These are the heaviest words to hear: 
Worse than death are these words to me. 
By all the gods, I beg you, don’t leave me; 
For the sake of the children you hold dear. 
Look up, resist! Once you are gone 
I no longer exist. 
In you we are not, or in you we are. 
For you are the love we adore.

 
[End of Choral Dialogue]

[ADMETUS walks ALCESTIS to the couch and lays her down. She takes his hand]


ALCESTIS: Admetus, you see how matters stand with me, 
so let me tell you my last wish before I die.

I have cherished you 
and though it cost me my own life 
have set your eyes to gaze upon the sunlight still.

I die for you, though had I wished 
I could have wed again and made a prosperous royal home.

But I had no wish to live apart from you, 
with these children fatherless, 
even though it meant the sacrifice of youth and all its gifts— 
which I so enjoyed.

I did this even though your father 
and the mother who gave you birth abandoned you.

They were ripe enough to die with grace—
yes, die gracefully and praised—
for their own son’s sake: an only son at that, 
with no prospect of a further heir when you were gone.

We could have lived our days out to the end, 
you and I; you no weeping widower 
with children who were motherless.

Well, some destiny has planned things as they are; 
so be it, but remember always what you owe to me: 
something I can never ask you to repay, 
for nothing is so valuable as life—
as you yourself will readily admit.

 
[ALCESTIS turns her head and rests her eyes on the two children, who stand by with their nurse]


 
These children you will love no less than I, 
if your heart be right; 
so bring them up as masters in my home.

Do not remarry and impose on them 
some vicious stepmother who through jealousy of me 
takes her hand to them—
these your little ones and also mine.

Do not do that, I beg you—oh, not that!—
a second wife loathes the children there before she came . . . 
is about as tender as an adder.

A boy’s bulwark is his father: 
he goes to him and waits on his advice; 
but a girl, you my little daughter, 
what kind of girlhood can you have? 
What kind of woman would you find your father’s second 
wife?

Not one—I can only pray—
who blasts your maiden prime away with vicious gossip 
and blights all hope of marriage.

There’ll be no mother at your wedding to see you through, 
and none to cheer you at your lying-in,  
just when a mother is so comforting.

I must die, 
and not tomorrow or the following day: 
the ordeal is now; 
in a moment I’ll be reckoned with the dead.

Farewell. Be happy.

You, my husband, can be proud 
you married such a wife as I; 
and you, my children, to have had me as your mother.

LEADER: Madam, be consoled. 
I do not hesitate to speak for him: 
all this he’ll do—or else be raving mad.

 
[ADMETUS kneels beside his wife and presses her hand]


ADMETUS: All shall be as you say. Have no fear. 
As in life you alone were mine,

so in death no one else shall be called my wife.

No Thessalian bride shall ever claim me after you.

None is so nobly born, 
none so beautiful—not one.

As for children, I have no need of more.

May ours bring some happiness to me, 
seeing all joy in you is dead.

I shall weep for you—not just one year 
but as long as life shall last.

Yes, my love, forever.

And I’ll hate her who gave me birth, 
and curse my father.

Their love was only words; but you, 
you gave me the most precious thing you had, 
to save my life.

The loss—the loss of one like you—
how can I not cry out in pain?

 
[ADMETUS turns towards the elders and citizens]


 
All celebrations I disallow, all drinking parties: 
no more song and garlands in my house; 
never again shall I touch the lyre 
nor gladden my heart with a song to the flute. 

For you, you take my heart away.

I’ll have a sculptor make an effigy of you 
and lay it sleeping in my bed.

I’ll fall on it and fondle it, 
calling out your name, 
and think I have my darling in my arms 
whom I have not.

Cold comfort, certainly, 
but still a way of lessening the load upon my soul.

In dreams perhaps you’ll come to me and make me glad.

It’s sweet to see our loved ones, even in the night, 
even for the moment that they last.

Had I the tongue of Orpheus and his mellifluous strains 
and by song could cast a spell 
on Persephone and her spouse to wrest you out of hell, 
I should go down 
and neither Pluto’s hound 
nor the spirit-ferrying Charon at his oar could stop me: 
not till I’d brought your soul up into the light.

Wait for me down there. Wait for me to die.

Prepare the home where you and I shall live as one.

For I shall make them lay my bones side by side with yours: 
stretched out with you in the selfsame cedar box.

Not even in death would I be apart from you—
my one and only faithful love.

LEADER: We too shall share as friend with friend 
your heaving grief for her—who is owed so much.

 
[ALCESTIS raises herself and beckons the two children]


ALCESTIS: Children, you have heard your father’s promise 
never to dishonor me and marry another woman.

ADMETUS: Yes, I say it again and shall do as you say.

 
[ALCESTIS takes the children’s hands]


ALCESTIS: On these terms, then, receive these children from my 
hand.

ADMETUS: I do. A lovely gift from a hand so loved.

ALCESTIS: Be these children’s mother now, in place of me. 

[ADMETUS takes the children’s hands in his]


ADMETUS: I must be that, now they don’t have you.

ALCESTIS: Dear children, 
just when I should be most alive, I leave you to go below.

ADMETUS: And me? What shall I do when I am left and you are 
gone?

ALCESTIS: Time will heal you . . . The dead are nothing.

ADMETUS: By all the gods, take me with you. Take me down 
below.

ALCESTIS: No, my dying is enough: my dying for you.

ADMETUS: O destiny, what a wife you wrench from me!

[ALCESTIS sinks back]


 
ALCESTIS: My eyes . . . so heavy now . . . weighted with the dark.

ADMETUS: Wife, my wife, you leave me—leave me lost.

ALCESTIS: Say I am nothing, no longer here.

ADMETUS: Lift up your head. You cannot let your children go.

ALCESTIS: I must, against my will . . . My little ones . . . 
Goodbye.

ADMETUS: Just look at them! Look!

ALCESTIS: I am . . . going.

ADMETUS: What? No . . . not slipping from us?

ALCESTIS: Farewell.

 
[Still in ADMETUS’ arms, ALCESTIS falls back dead]


 
ADMETUS: It’s all over . . . I am lost.

LEADER: She is gone. The wife of Admetus is no more.

[EUMELUS tears himself from his nurse and throws himself on his dead mother with a wail]





CHORAL DIALOGUE

EUMELUS: Aaah! Mother is gone, gone down below: 
She is no longer in the sun . . . 
O Father! 
Mamma has left me—poor Mamma! 
Now I live without a mother.  
Look, her eyelids; look, her fingers 
All gone limp now . . . Listen, Mother. 
O Mamma, please listen to me. 
It’s me, it’s me, Mamma, that calls you: 
Your little chick falls on your lips.

[ADMETUS gently disengages him]


 
ADMETUS: She can’t see you, she can’t hear you. 
You two and I are crushed by fate.

EUMELUS: I am all alone and little, 
Deserted, Father, by my mother, 
My mother darling . . . Oh what anguish! 
And you, my little sister, 
Know this anguish too. 
It failed, Father, failed: 
Your marriage never lasted 
Till old age with her. 
She has gone before you. 
And, Mother, now without you 
Our home is over.

LEADER: Admetus, you must live through this catastrophe.

You’re not the first and not the last 
to lose a noble wife.

Accept that every one of us must pay 
the debt of death.

ADMETUS: I do accept.

Nor did this evil swoop without a warning.

The threat of it has tormented me for long.

[End of Choral Dialogue]

 
[He rises slowly from the couch on which ALCESTIS lies]


I need your help.

I must arrange the cortege for the dead.

Stay here and chant the dirge 
to the implacable lord of the underworld.

Every Thessalian in my realm, 
draped in black with shaven head, 
I summon in mourning for this lady.  
You harness grooms of single horse or chariot-in-four, 
see all manes are sheared.

In all the city let there be no sound of pipe or lyre 
till full twelve moons have run their course.

Never shall I lay beneath the sod 
the body of one more loved and generous.

Rightly I salute her, for she died, 
and she alone, in my stead.

[The servants and attendants gather up the body of ALCESTIS  to prepare it for burial. The old men of the CHORUS group themselves around and chant a dirge of both mourning and celebration]





THIRD CHORAL LYRIC

STROPHE I

Fare you well, O daughter of Pelias, 
In your passage down to the halls of hell, 
There to live in a sunless home. 
Let Hades that god of midnight hair 
And that other, the grisly man 
Who sits and steers the ferry for the dead, 
Know that he has sped 
In his two-oared skiff 
The most excelling wife of all.

 
ANTISTROPHE I

Much shall the music-makers, the Muses, 
Sing of your fame on the seven-stringed shell 
Of the mountain tortoise, or chant it sole 
In Sparta when the moon rides high 
All through the night in the month of Apollo, 
And in Athens, the blessed, shining Athens. 
Your death bequeaths 
A theme for songs 
For us, and lays for endless singers.

 
STROPHE II

I wish it were in my power to ferry you back  
Across the River of Sorrows,4 the crying waters. 
Row you into the light from the halls of Hades. 
Only you, most beloved of women 
Had the valor to ransom your spouse from Pluto 
By giving your life. Let the dust lie light on you, 
Lady. And if your husband should ever select 
A new wife, your children and I should hate him.

 
ANTISTROPHE II

His was the mother who would not inter her body 
Under the earth, oh, for the sake of a son! 
Nor would his ancient sire. They lacked the spirit, 
Crassly, to rescue the son they bore; their hair 
Was white as hoar. But you in your youth and bloom 
Willingly left your life and quenched your light. 
Could I be paired with so loving a wife (most rare!) 
Blissfully would I cling to her through life.




THIRD EPISODE

[Hardly has ALCESTIS’ body been carried into the house, followed by ADMETUS and the children, when HERACLES with lion skin and club approaches. He is bluff, hail-fellow-well-met, hearty]


HERACLES: Friends, natives of this realm of Pherae, 
Do I happen on Admetus in his home?

LEADER: Yes, Heracles, Admetus is at home. 
What brings you into Thessaly and the town of Pherae?

HERACLES: I have a labor to perform for King Eurystheus of 
Tiryns.

LEADER: On your way to where, and on what errand?

HERACLES: To round up the four-horse team of Diomedes, king 
of Thrace.

LEADER: And how will you manage that?

Have you no inkling of the reception you will get?

HERACLES: Not really . . . I’ve never put a foot in his domain.

LEADER: You’ll not win those steeds without a fight.

HERACLES: And I’ll not flinch before a task in hand.

LEADER: Kill or be killed, then; stay or come back quick.5

HERACLES: It’s not the first time that I’ve run that risk.

LEADER: And when you’ve overthrown their keeper—what next?

HERACLES: I’ll drive off the horses in a team to Tiryns.

LEADER: It’s not an easy thing to put the bit between their teeth.

HERACLES: Why? Do they snort out fire?

LEADER: No, but with their teeth they tear men into tatters.

HERACLES: Horses don’t eat flesh, only beasts of the mountains 
do.

LEADER: Wait till you see their mangers splashed with gore!

HERACLES: Their keeper—whose son does he proclaim himself?

LEADER: Son of Ares, and master of the Thracian shield of solid 
gold.

HERACLES: Phew! Another test of strength—that’s what you 
mean . . . 
hard going always—uphill work, 
if I have to take on all the sons of Ares.

First it was Lycaon, then Cycnus, and now a third ordeal: 
I have to grapple with those horses and their master.

But no one shall ever see 
Heracles, Alcmena’s son, cowering before some strong-armed 
bully.

LEADER: But look, the master of this realm himself comes out: 
Admetus from the palace.

[Enter ADMETUS with shaven head and dressed in black, followed by attendants similarly accoutered]


 
ADMETUS: Welcome, son of Zeus and scion of Perseus. HERACLES: And joy to you, Admetus, king of Thessaly. ADMETUS: Ah, if joy were possible! But thank you all the same. HERACLES: It seems you are in mourning. Why the shaven head?

ADMETUS: [hedging] I have to go and bury someone . . . someone 
dear.

HERACLES: Nothing’s happened to one of your children? Heaven 
forbid!

ADMETUS: My children are alive and well inside the house.

HERACLES: Your father, then? . . . But he was ripe to go.

ADMETUS: He’s quite himself, Heracles. So is my mother.

HERACLES: It’s not your wife, is it? Not Alcestis gone?

ADMETUS: Well now . . . about her . . . there are two things to say.

HERACLES: What do you mean? Is she alive or is she dead?

ADMETUS: She is alive and she is not. It’s most disturbing.

HERACLES: I’m none the wiser. You talk in riddles, man.

ADMETUS: She has a special rendezvous with Fate. Didn’t you know?

HERACLES: I knew she’d pledged herself to die for you.

ADMETUS: So cannot . . . go on living . . . if she gave her word.

HERACLES: Well then, keep your tears for when it happens.

ADMETUS: The doomed are dead. The dead are not alive.

HERACLES: Naturally! To be or not be: there is a difference.

ADMETUS: Put it your way, Heracles. I’ll put it mine.

HERACLES: But whom are you mourning? Some dead friend?

ADMETUS: A lady. A lady . . . much in our thoughts just now.

HERACLES: Some remote acquaintance or a relative?

ADMETUS: Remote in origin but—very close to home.

HERACLES: How did she come to die inside your house?

ADMETUS: Her father was dead. She found a haven here.

 
[HERACLES gathers his lion skin about him and prepares to leave]


 
HERACLES: Sad, sad! Admetus, I wish I’d found you less in 
mourning.

ADMETUS: [apprehensively] What do you mean? What are you 
getting at?

HERACLES: I mean to propose myself as guest in some other 
house.

ADMETUS: [embarrassed] My good sir, God forbid! That would 
be a disgrace.

HERACLES: But guests are a nuisance to a house in mourning.

ADMETUS: The dead are dead. Please step inside.

HERACLES: Make merry while friends mourn? It’s unthinkable.

ADMETUS: We’ll take you to the guest wing. It’s quite separate.

HERACLES: A thousand thanks but . . . just let me go.

ADMETUS: To lodge with someone else? Out of the question.

 
[He turns to a servant]



Escort this gentleman to the guest wing by the palace 
and tell those in charge to lay out food in plenty.

 
[As HERACLES begins to move off after the servant, ADMETUS  summons his butler]


Make sure the doors are shut of the palace court.

A guest’s enjoyment mustn’t be spoilt 
by sounds of mourning.

LEADER: What are you doing, Admetus? 
Overwhelmed by catastrophe, and you think of entertaining? 
Are you out of your senses?

ADMETUS: You mean, you’d think much more of me if I turned 
him out: 
expelled a guest from house and town?

Surely not! My being unfriendly 
would do nothing to reduce my woes.

It would simply add the evil of inhospitality 
and my house would get the name of Unfriendly Hall.

I find this fellow the best of hosts 
whenever I visit the thirsty land of Argos.

LEADER: Maybe, but why do you hide your misfortune 
from a man who comes here—you say yourself—as friend?

ADMETUS: Because if he had the slightest inkling of my sorrows 
he’d not put a foot inside the house.

I daresay some would think me foolish and give no credit, 
but to be discourteous and turn a guest away 
is unheard of underneath my roof.

[Exit ADMETUS into the palace]





FOURTH CHORAL LYRIC

[The old men of the CHORUS sing in praise of ADMETUS’ hospitality, amply proven when in spite of his bereavement he lets nothing spoil the entertainment of his guest HERACLES]


 
STROPHE I

Guest-blest home of the great, everlastingly free, 
Graced with a visit no less than lyric Apollo’s.  
In your fields with his lyre he consented to be 
A herdsman, and piped on the slopes of the hills 
Wedding songs to shepherds with their sheep.

 
ANTISTROPHE I

The parded leopard in love with his music agreed 
To mingle with them, and the ambery lions to feed 
Forsaking their dens; and the milk-speckled fawns 
On their neat little feet tripped out from the pines 
And danced to the zest of the tunes of your lyre, Apollo.

 
STROPHE II

Thus does this monarch hold sway over lands 
Rich with cattle along the shores 
Of Boebia, that rippling lake. 
His arable fields and his prairies spread 
As far as the shadowy stables of the sun god’s steeds 
In the deep Molossian range. The Aegean Sea 
Is the term of his sway 
And the harborless shores of Mount Pelion.

 
ANTISTROPHE II

And now again though with eyelids wet 
He has opened his door wide to his guest 
Yet keens in his palace over the corpse of his wife 
So dear, so lately dead. For the gentle-born 
Cannot err but in generous wise. All wisdom resides 
In the noble. It sets me to thinking. Deep in my soul 
A faith abides 
That the reverent man will always fare well.




FOURTH EPISODE

[Amid the sound of funeral music, a procession of attendants led by ADMETUS and carrying the bier of ALCESTIS issues from the palace. They are followed by servants bearing offerings for the late departed. In the distance the old man PHERES can be seen approaching. ADMETUS turns to a group of citizens of Pherae]

ADMETUS: Men of Pherae, it’s good of you to come.

You see my people carrying 
the body of Alcestis raised aloft, 
all decked for burial and the tomb.

Salute the dead, as custom is, 
and speed her on her final way.

LEADER: I see your father coming, with his old man’s shuffle.

His servants carry offerings for your wife: 
adornments for the dead.

[ADMETUS halts the procession, and PHERES accosts him, while his servants stand by with their loads]


 
PHERES: I have come here full of sympathy for you, my son.

You have lost a noble wife, a virtuous wife—
and nobody can deny it.

But such sufferings must be borne, 
grievous though they be.

 
[PHERES holds out an offering to ADMETUS]


 
Accept these ornaments, 
and let them go with her into the grave.

We must pay our homage to the corpse of her 
who died instead of you, my son, 
and saved me too from being deprived of you 
and doomed to a sad and doddering old age.

Her life, the sheer courage of her act, 
is a shining light to womankind.

 
[He stretches out a hand towards the bier]


Fare you well, you savior of this man, 
who raised us up when we were down.

May you be blessed in Hades realm.

 
[He turns back to ADMETUS]


 
This is the kind of marriage, to my mind, 
that does the most for humankind . . .

Otherwise why marry? 

[ADMETUS pushes away the proffered offering]


ADMETUS: Unasked by me, you come here to this burial, 
and quite emphatically not my friend.

These offerings of yours she’ll never wear.

Nothing of yours is needed for her tomb.

There was a time for you to feel for me, 
when I was at the point of death; 
but you stood aside and let another die: 
the young die for the old.

Now you come whining over this dead body.

Can you really be my father standing there?

Can she really have brought me forth, that woman 
who said she did and is called my mother?

Or was I born of slave’s blood: 
put to your woman’s breast and suckled secretly?

You showed your true self when it came to the trial.

I count myself no son of yours.

Oh, you are a master coward! 
Senile, on the very fringe of life, yet lacking the heart—
oh no, the guts—to lay your life down for your son.

You let this woman do it—outsider to our blood.

She is the one, and she alone, 
I have the right to look upon 
as both my mother and my father.

And yet it would have been a lovely thing 
to win the battle for my life 
by dying for your child.

How brief a fraction, after all, 
was left for you to live.

You have enjoyed every happiness a man could ask: 
kingship in your prime, 
me for son and heir 
to save you dying without a child, 
your unprotected house the prey of strangers.

Nor can you say 
it was because I disrespected your gray hairs 
that you abandoned me to die. 
I always honored you. I made a point of it. 
This is the thanks I get from you and from my mother. 

Well, lose no time: 
spawn some offsprings to pamper your old age, 
deck you out and wind your shroud when you are dead.

For I shan’t lift a hand to bury you.

To you I am already dead, 
and if in fact I look upon the light 
it is because I found salvation from another.

I am that person’s child, I say: 
devoted to that person till the end of life.

Dotards’ prayers to die are insincere: 
they grumble of old age and life’s long span, 
but once let death come near, 
not one desires to go, and age becomes quite dear.

LEADER: Admetus, stop!

There is enough unhappiness as things are.

Do not drive your father to a fury and too far.

PHERES: My boy, 
whom do you imagine you berate: 
one of your bought Lydian or Phrygian slaves?

I am a Thessalian, don’t you know: 
a true son-and-free of a Thessalian sire.

You overreach yourself.

You fling your adolescent words at me to hurt.

You shall not get away with it.

I brought you into the world. I brought you up: 
you to be master of this house.

Ought I now to die for you?

Is this the custom handed down—
that fathers die for sons? The Greek tradition?

It was never handed down to me.

You were born for your own good or ill.

Whatever is your due from me, you’ve had.

You enjoy wide power, 
and wide acres I shall leave to you, 
just as my father left the same to me.

Do I harm you? . . . How?

Do I rob you? . . .Of what?

Don’t you die for me and I shan’t die for you.

You enjoy the light of day.

Do you think your father doesn’t? 

Oh yes, he reckons life is sweet 
just because it is so short 
and eternity below so long.

You struggled without a blush to hang on to life.

And now you only live because you killed this woman 
and went beyond your span.

Yet I’m the coward, you say, you—you prince of cowards: 
shown up by a woman who died for you—oh, fine young man! 
so smart you’ve found a way to live forever 
if you can wheedle the current wife to die instead.

But don’t revile your friends 
if they won’t do the same.

So keep your mouth shut, coward, and remember: 
if you love your life, so does everybody.

If you speak ill of us, 
you’ll hear ill of you—and true.

LEADER: Ill—there’s been too much already.

Please stop, old man, railing at your son.

ADMETUS: Let him rant. I’ve said what I had to say.

If it hurts him to hear the truth, 
he shouldn’t have hurt me.

PHERES: It would have hurt much more to die for you.

ADMETUS: So a young man’s and an old man’s death are worth 
the same?

PHERES: We each have a single life to live, not two.

ADMETUS: And you’d make yours longer than Zeus’s, wouldn’t you?

PHERES: Must you insult your blameless father?

ADMETUS: Yes, because I see a glutton for longevity.

PHERES: Aren’t you the one that’s burying this body that should 
be you?

ADMETUS: Precisely. Which shows how pusillanimous you are.

PHERES: Say what you like—she didn’t die for me.

ADMETUS: One of these days you’ll need my help, I hope.

PHERES: Meanwhile, keep up the wife supply—with more to die.

ADMETUS: And more disgrace to you—who refuse to die.

PHERES: The light of day is lovely: lovely and god-given.

ADMETUS: What a little soul you have! How cowardly!

PHERES: At least it’s not old me you’re carrying off with glee.

ADMETUS: What a shabby death it’ll be when your turn comes!

PHERES: It won’t concern me what men think when I am dead.

ADMETUS: See how the senile have no self-respect whatever!

PHERES: Self-respect? Had she? Or was she just a simpleton to you?

ADMETUS: Will you kindly leave and let me bury my dead.

PHERES: I am going. You murdered her and you can bury her. 
You will answer to her kin for it.

If Acastus is half a man 
he will require something for his sister’s blood. 
 
[PHERES gathers himself together and departs with his servants  
as ADMETUS shouts after him]

 
ADMETUS: Go, you and that woman who lives with you. 
Grow decrepit together as you deserve: 
a barren pair though your son still lives.

Never come under my roof again.

If I needed town criers to shout out my break with you and yours 
wouldn’t I just use them now!

[He turns back to the bier]


 
Let us move on and bear our burden of the dead, 
and lay this body on its funeral bed.

[ADMETUS moves off with the cortege while the elders of the  CHORUS chant a short dirge for ALCESTIS]


CHORUS: Go, poor blighted lady. 
Great and best of ladies, go. 
Farewell to you! May gentle Hermes 
Pilot you; Pluto receive you. 
And if down there the good have merit, 
Sit beside the bride of Hades.6

 
[Enter BUTLER, disgusted]







FIFTH EPISODE

BUTLER: Every sort of visitor, from every sort of land, 
I’ve known and waited on in Admetus’ house, 
but this guest today 
is the worst ruffian I’ve ever had to serve.

First, though he sees our master is in mourning 
he strides right in and makes himself at home without a blush.

Then, with no consideration for our feelings, 
he isn’t satisfied with what we have to offer 
but hollers out for what we haven’t brought.

He grabs the loving cup with ivy round it 
and swills it down neat like so much grape juice.

Of course the wine’s black fire smothers him 
and he’s in a blaze.

He thrusts twigs of myrtle on his head 
and bellows hideously.

A double discord hits the ears: 
his unstaunchable cacophonies 
(oblivious of Admetus’ sorrows), 
and our household lamentations for our mistress.

Even so, in accordance with our master’s wishes, 
we did not let him see our brimming eyes.

And here I am now regaling him and making him at home—
this robber bandit, probably—
when from this home my lady’s gone 
and I didn’t even follow her last walk 
or lift my hand to say farewell.

She was like a mother to me 
and all us servants.

She fended off a thousand ills 
and calmed her husband down.

Am I not right to abominate 
this insensitive, intruding man?

 
[HERACLES lurches in, garlanded, cup in hand, drunk]


HERACLES: You there, 
why that glum and priggish look?

A servant shouldn’t show a guest a vinegary face: 
he should beam and serve.

You see before you your master’s pal, 
and you greet him with a scowl and a face like doom, 
sunk in some private trouble of your own. 
Come over here and learn a thing or two.

Do you understand the secret of mortality?

I don’t suppose you do. How should you?

But listen to me. Take death.

All men have to pay that debt, 
yet not one man jack of them can tell 
if he’ll be around tomorrow.

Fortune is mysterious: the march of events.

It can’t be foreseen or taught or caught by any trick.

There you have it! 
I’ve told you now and now you know and now cheer up.

Have a drink and think: 
each day is yours to live—just as it comes—
the rest is luck.

And one thing more: 
pay homage to the sweetest power of all, 
Aphrodite, 
mankind’s most gracious goddess.

For the rest, forget it . . . 
but don’t forget my words.

They do make sense—do they not?

I think they do.

Go on, let your heartache go, it’s overdone.

Put a garland on and move off from that door, 
and take a swig with me.

I have no doubt the wine splashing in your cup 
will change your mood 
and free you from your dumps.

We are but human. We should keep a human mind.

You solemn scowling worriers—if you ask me—
do not lead lives at all but plain catastrophes.

BUTLER: [stiffly] I know all this, but our position here 
hardly calls for merriment and gaiety.

HERACLES: But the dead woman’s an outsider, isn’t she? 
why overdo the grief?

Your lord and lady are alive.

BUTLER: Alive? So you know nothing of our sorrows here?

HERACLES: Well, no . . . unless your master lied to me.

BUTLER: He’s just too considerate, too hospitable.

HERACLES: Considerate? When I’m neglected for some dead 
outsider?

BUTLER: Oh, she’s an outsider now, all right.

HERACLES: So there’s something that he didn’t tell me, eh?

BUTLER: [hedging] Please . . . go in peace. 
Our master’s woes are our concern.

 
[BUTLER turns to go, but HERACLES seizes him]


HERACLES: So it wasn’t really all about some dead outsider?

BUTLER: No. That’s what so upset me when I saw you rollicking.

HERACLES: So I’ve been deluded by my host?

BUTLER: You came at a time inopportune for guests. 
We’re in mourning black—as you see. 
Our heads are shaven.

HERACLES: Who is dead, then? One of the children? Surely not! . . . 
His old father?

BUTLER: [reluctantly] If you must, sir . . . it’s Admetus’ wife. 
She’s gone forever.

HERACLES: [slowly putting down his cup] What are you saying? . . . 
And he went and welcomed me!

BUTLER: He was embarrassed to turn you away.

HERACLES: Unhappy man—what a soulmate he has lost!

BUTLER: And we are lost—not she alone.

HERACLES: Yes, I felt it. I saw it in his eyes—the brimming—
the shaven head, the drawn face.

But when he said it was a stranger’s funeral, 
I was convinced 
and against my deeper instincts passed in through these doors, 
then made merry in this kind man’s house—
this stricken man.

And here I am in my cups and garlanded! . . .

[HERACLES throws his cup down and tears off his garlands]


 
The whole house laid flat and you didn’t say a thing! 
Where is he burying her? Where can I find him?

BUTLER: Straight along the road that takes you to Larissa . . . 
You’ll see a hewn sepulcher outside the city.

HERACLES: Come, reckless heart and sturdy hand, 
and show what sort of son Alcmena bore—
she queen of Tiryns and Electryon’s child—
bore to Zeus.

I must go at once and save this lately dead, 
restore Alcestis to this home of hers, 
and make Admetus some return.

 
[He begins to fasten his lion skin securely and picks up his club]


 
I’ll go and hunt out Death, 
that gloom-draped king of corpses; 
and I think I’ll find him knocking back libations near the tomb.

I’ll leap out from an ambush, grab him, 
weld my arms around him, 
and no matter how he heaves and strains 
no man alive shall prize him from my bone-crushing vise 
until he has handed back this woman.

But if by chance my quarry balks me, 
doesn’t come to get his bait of blood and porridge,7  
I’ll take myself below 
to the sun-starved halls of Persephone and Pluto 
and do my asking there.

I am sure I shall fetch Alcestis up 
and put her in the arms of my most generous host, 
who made me at home and did not turn me out 
though he was struck to the heart with grief: 
yes, hid his feelings, heroic man, and did me honor.

Is there anyone in Thessaly more hospitable than he?

Anyone in Greece?

Never let him say that such nobility 
was answered by a lack of generosity.

 
[HERACLES stomps out followed by the BUTLER just as the funeral procession is heard returning. ADMETUS enters with his train]





CHORAL DIALOGUE

ADMETUS: Oh, my return to my home, return to lament! Oh, the emptiness in these unwelcoming rooms! Go where? Be where? What say? What not?

I wish I were dead. 
What doom-laden doom, what mother produced me? 
I yearn for the shade. I lust after phantoms. 
Theirs are the homes I crave to indwell. 
The joy in my eyes is a light gone dim. 
The joy in the tread of my feet is gone. 
Death has cleft me from half my life—

Traded to Hades.

LEADER: Take a step forward! Go into the house!

ADMETUS: Aiai! Aiai!

CHORUS: You’ve suffered enough to make you wail.

ADMETUS: Weep—aiai! Aiai!

LEADER: Your agony—I understand.

ADMETUS: Aiai! Aiai!

CHORUS: It is no help to her below.

ADMETUS: Aiai!

LEADER: Bitter indeed never more to behold 
The face of your loved one.

ADMETUS: The mere recall of it batters my heart. 
What greater pain can any man face 
Than suffer the loss of a faithful wife? 
I wish I had never married or lived 
Inside this house with her I loved. 
I covet the ones who never wedded: 
The childless ones; their single life 
Only a measured grief begets. 
The ills of children, the nuptial bed 
Blasted by death, are all a scourge 
Compared to lives that can be led 
Without a child and still unwed.

CHORUS: Fate has struck, ineluctable fate!

ADMETUS: Aiai!

LEADER: Your lamentations have no limit.

ADMETUS: Aiai!

LEADER: It is a bitter load to bear but . . .

ADMETUS: Aiai!

LEADER: You’re not the first to lose . . .

ADMETUS: Aiai! Aiai!

LEADER: A wife . . .

Disaster strikes at many in many a guise.

ADMETUS: The lasting sorrow, the long lament 
For those underground . . . Oh why did you 
Hold me back from the leap in the grave 
That gaped, to lie along her side, 
Dead with her that had no peer? 
Hades would then have been able to take 
Two devoted souls, not one, 
To cross the land of the nether lake.

LEADER: There was in my own family a man 
Whose only son died in his home: 
A stripling worthy of his tears. 
Yet he tempered his grief, this childless man, 
Although his hair was turning white 
And he gone far into life.

[ADMETUS stops in front of the house, unable to proceed inside]


ADMETUS: Ah! palace, my home, how shall I go in? 
How dwell in you with all my luck reversed? 
Everything is changed from what it was at first. 
Once, by torchlight to the strain of wedding songs, 
Holding her beloved hand, I went in. 
And after us trooped a merry shouting throng 
Cheering my dead one, cheering me: 
A comely and noble couple we were seen to be. 
But now instead of the wedding march and glittering dress, 
I am led to a lonely deserted bed.

CHORUS: [severally]1. : Sorrow was strange to you, yours a happy life.
2. : Then sorrow struck . . . nevertheless . . .
3. : It saved your life, and though your consort has gone, Leaving her beloved behind, is this so rare?
4. : Many a man has death severed from his wife.


[End of Choral Dialogue]

ADMETUS: Friends, although it might not seem to be, 
I think my wife’s fate is happier than mine:  
She never can be hurt again.

For her a thousand cares are over—she is sublime.

But I, who have no title to be living 
and have overstepped my mark, 
must go on and on—most melancholy—alive.

Too late, too late I learn this now!

How shall I enter my empty home?

Whom shall I greet inside? By whom be greeted?

Which way to look?

The wilderness there will drive me, 
the empty bed, her favorite chairs, 
the unswept floors throughout the house, 
the children clinging to my knees and crying for their mother, 
the servants all in tears 
for the tender queen this house has lost.

Thus will it be at home, 
but, oh, in the world outside!

Young unmarried women with weddings in their eyes 
will frighten me away—
buzzing around in female swarms . . .

No, I shall not be able to brave the sight 
of my wife’s compeers.

And any man who does not like me 
will seize his chance and jeer: 
“Look at the cheap coward, alive and well, 
who ran away from death—
so small he got his wife to die instead. 
Do you call that a man? 
He execrates his parents but could not die himself.”

Yes, that’s the charming reputation I shall earn 
on top of all my sorrows.

Tell me, dear friends, 
is there any point in going on, 
with such a stigma and a life so wrong?




FIFTH CHORAL LYRIC

[The old men of the CHORUS sing first of the inescapable weight of the bleak goddess Necessity; and then they chant a panegyric of ALCESTIS, who will be famous forever]


STROPHE I

High as the Muses I 
Have sung and searched the sky 
Where great ideas lie 
But have never found as yet 
A stronger thing than Fate; 
Nor any drug in Thrace 
Prescribed by Orpheus 
Listed and engraved 
On tablets; nor his voice, 
Nor what Apollo gave 
Asclepius and his race: 
No anodyne that can 
Cure the fate of man.

 
ANTISTROPHE I

Necessity alone 
Although she is divine 
Is accessible to none 
Through effigy or shrine. 
She heeds no sacrifice. 
O Mistress, do not move 
To make me less alive. 
Even mighty Zeus 
Needs you to fulfill 
His work, and so his will . . . 
Chalybian steel 
Is far less hard, for she’ll 
Bend to none or feel 
Soft for us.

 
STROPHE II

And now in the clamp of her grip, Admetus, she 
Holds you fast; but bear it, for never will weeping 
Raise the dead from the dead. Even the children 
Of gods Death fades into his shades. 
Loved she was among us; loved she will be

Even though dead: the noblest woman you could 
Hold to your bed.

ANTISTROPHE II

Never think of her tomb as the same as the mounds 
Of the dead gone by, but more like a shrine of the gods 
And a pilgrim’s place to pray. Climbing the path 
That winds along, a passerby will say: 
“Here lies she that saved her consort. Now 
She is a hallowed spirit . . . Lady, I 
Salute you. Bless us.” Thus will pilgrims cry.

LEADER: Look, Admetus, 
I think I see Alcmena’s son—Heracles—
heading for your home.

 
[Enter HERACLES, leading a woman heavily veiled]





SIXTH EPISODE AND DENOUEMENT

HERACLES: One should be candid with a friend, Admetus, 
not keep grudges smoldering within.

Coming upon you in your house of sorrow 
I might have thought to share it like a friend.

Why then did you never tell me 
that the body which you had to bury was your wife’s?

You made me at home and welcomed me 
as if the one you mourned were just a far-off friend.

I garlanded my brow deliriously 
and tossed libations to the gods—
all in a stricken home.

 
[He wags a finger]


 
That was reprehensible of you—reprehensible!—
but I shall not tax you with it 
seeing how great your sufferings are.

Well, what I’ve come back to tell you is: 
take this woman and keep her for me, please, 
till I return here with the Thracian thoroughbreds, 
having done to death the Bistonian king.

If I fail to come back safe and sound, 
as I certainly hope and pray I do, 
the woman’s yours to fetch and carry in your house. 

She came into my hands after quite a struggle.

It was at a public tournament 
organized by people that I met: 
a real test of strength for athletes.

I won her as a prize. That’s her origin.

The winners in the lighter heats led horses off, 
but in the major events—boxing and wrestling—
the prize was cattle, and a woman was thrown in.

To decline such a splendid offering once I’d won it 
seemed to me a shame.

So, as I said, 
I place this woman in your hands.

She isn’t something I just grabbed: 
I won her with my sweat and blood.

In time, perhaps, you’ll even come to thank me.

ADMETUS: It was not to snub you, Heracles, 
nor because I was embarrassed, 
that I hid my poor wife’s fate from you, 
but simply that—had you gone off to stay with someone else—
it only would have added one anguish to another.

There were tears enough for the sorrows that I had.

As to this woman, I beg you, sir, 
if it is remotely possible, 
ask some other Thessalian man, 
who hasn’t had to face what I have faced, 
to care for her.

You have many friends in Pherae.

Don’t bring home my grief to me.

I could not see her in the house and keep from tears.

I am sick to the heart, weighted down with sorrow.

Do not make me sadder.

Where, moreover, in my house 
could a young woman properly be lodged? . . . 
for young she seems to be, from her pretty style and dress.

Is she to be housed under the same roof as men, 
and she remain untouched lodging with young men?

For it is not easy, Heracles, 
to check a young man in his prime . . . 
I’m only thinking of what’s suitable. 

Or am I to intrude her into my dead wife’s room, 
lodge her there?

But how could I? . . .Give her my own wife’s bed?

I recoil from a double accusation that might bring: 
first the charge from some citizen 
that I was being unfaithful to one who saved me, 
falling into bed with another woman—and a young one too; 
then from the deceased herself, 
who merits my adoration . . .

Oh, I must be circumspect!

 
[ADMETUS turns towards the veiled figure with a start]


Young lady, whoever you are, 
know that you have the build and figure of Alcestis.

 
[He turns his back]


 
By the gods, 
remove this woman from my vision!

Don’t trample on a man that’s down.

For when I look at her it seems I see my wife; 
my heart is in a turmoil, 
my eyes brim.

Stricken to the soul, at last I taste 
the full peculiar bitterness of fate.

LEADER: There’s nothing good about your lot that I can say. 
Heaven’s visitations we must shoulder as we may.

HERACLES: I wish I had the power to march 
your consort from the mansions of the dead 
into the day and give you some delight.

ADMETUS: I’m well aware you would. There is no way, however. 
The dead once dead never come into the light again.

HERACLES: Bear up! Don’t overdo your grief.

ADMETUS: Oh, it’s easier to advise the sufferer than to suffer!

HERACLES: Maybe, but what is the good of endless mourning?

ADMETUS: None, I know. It is love compels me.

HERACLES: Yes, love for the departed compels our tears.

ADMETUS: Oh, she has undermined me to the core!

HERACLES: You’ve lost a perfect wife, there’s no denying.

ADMETUS: So perfect, I’ll not enjoy this life again.

HERACLES: Time softens pain . . . Your grief is young.

ADMETUS: Time, you say. If only time spelt death!

HERACLES: A new bride could change all that: the love of a woman.

ADMETUS: Stop it! What a thing to say! How could you?

HERACLES: And why not? You’ll not remarry? Will hug an empty bed?

ADMETUS: No woman alive shall ever bed with me.

HERACLES: And you imagine this will profit your deceased?

ADMETUS: I must revere her . . . wherever she may be.

HERACLES: Fine! Fine! But simple, men will say.

ADMETUS: All right! But make no bridegroom out of me.

HERACLES: I admire this dedication to your wife.

ADMETUS: I’d rather die than be disloyal, even though she’s dead.

HERACLES: In which case, take this woman now into your noble home.

ADMETUS: No, by Zeus, your own father! I implore you.

HERACLES: You’ll be making a mistake if you say no.

ADMETUS: And I’ll be wounded to the heart if I say yes.

HERACLES: Trust me. This little favor may win a great reward.

ADMETUS: I wish to God you’d never won that competition.

HERACLES: But I did, and now you’re going to share my winnings.

ADMETUS: Kind of you, I’m sure, but the woman has to go.

HERACLES: If she must, she must, but let’s consider if she must.

ADMETUS: She must. Unless of course it makes you hate me.

HERACLES: In which case, I insist. I know what I am doing.

ADMETUS: All right, you win. But it doesn’t give me pleasure.

HERACLES: One day you’ll thank me. Just trust me now.

 
[ADMETUS turns to the servants]


 
ADMETUS: Take the woman in, since I have to have her in my house.

HERACLES: I’m not putting her in any servant’s hands.

ADMETUS: Then take her in yourself, if that’s what you would rather.

HERACLES: I’d rather place her in your hands.

ADMETUS: And I’d rather keep them off her . . . Can’t she just walk in?

HERACLES: Only in the security of your own right hand.

ADMETUS: Sir, you are forcing me against my will.

HERACLES: Just take the risk. Put out a hand and touch her.

 
[ADMETUS, gingerly with the tips of his fingers and looking away, touches the veiled figure]


ADMETUS: My hand is out.

HERACLES: You look as though you were beheading a Medusa.

Have you got her?

ADMETUS: I have.

HERACLES: Then hold on to her. 
One day you’re going to say that Zeus’s son 
was a most rewarding guest to entertain.

 
[HERACLES steps towards the veiled figure and lifts her veil]


Take a look at her.

Does she strike you like . . . anything like your wife?

 
[ADMETUS staggers back]


Let your tears give place to joy.

ADMETUS: O you gods, what shall I say? 
An apparition beyond the wildest dreams! 
Am I really looking at my wife? Really her, 
not some hallucination from the shades?

HERACLES: No delusion, truly. You really see your wife.

ADMETUS: Are you sure she’s not some ghost rising from the shades?

HERACLES: That would make your guest a spirit-raiser.

ADMETUS: But is she—do I really see—the wife I buried?

HERACLES: You do indeed . . . I don’t wonder that you doubt your luck.

ADMETUS: Can I touch her? Can I speak to her . . . my living wife?

HERACLES: By all means, speak. You have your heart’s desire.

ADMETUS: Sweet wife! Sweet face! Sweet form! 
Beyond all hope I hold you, 
whom I never thought to see again.

HERACLES: You hold her, yes: and may no deity be jealous. 

ADMETUS: Most illustrious son of mighty Zeus, 
be blessed forever. Your father keep you.

You alone have raised me up . . . 
but how ever did you bring her back from shadows into light?

HERACLES: By battling with the Lord of Ghosts.

ADMETUS: Battling with Death, you mean? Where was that?

HERACLES: At the tomb. I darted out and locked him in my grip.

ADMETUS: [suddenly apprehensive] Why does she stand here without a word?

HERACLES: She is forbidden to talk with you 
until three days have passed and she be purged 
of her consecration to the powers below.

But now take her into the house.

And, Admetus, for the future, 
go on being kind to guests . . . Farewell.

There is a labor that I have to deal with, 
set by that king the son of Sthenelus.

ADMETUS: No no, stay and make your home with us.

HERACLES: Another time . . . I must be going.

ADMETUS: The best of luck, then. Come this way again.

 
[HERACLES moves off and ADMETUS, holding ALCESTIS’ hand, addresses the citizens of Pherae]


 
ADMETUS: In every province and township of my realm 
I proclaim a festival of choruses and dance 
to celebrate this happy happy happening.

Let altars fume with sacrifice of kine.

We have our former state reversed 
to a better kind of life.

I shall not disavow that I am happy now.

 
[As ADMETUS leads ALCESTIS into the palace, the whole CHORUS  chants the envoi]


 
CHORUS: Many the forms of divine intervention, 
Many the marvels the gods entertain. 
What was expected was never perfected 
And God found a way for the unexpected.

So ends this story today.
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