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Three Songs from Euripides’ Helen

Translation and Commentary: Diane Arnson Svarlien

I. First Stasimon
[Strophe 1]

Amid the trees’ deep tresses you trill your songs;

| call to you now, in your green concert hall,

bird of sorrow,

O nightingale, loveliest singer,

bard of lonely tears: 1180
come take your place here by my side;

as the melody melts in your golden throat,

sing with me—we will both lament

the struggles and woes

of Helen, and the tearful fate of Troy’'s women 1185
when their city fell beneath Achaean spears,

thanks to the rover who dipped his barbarian oar

in the rushing gray waves, and came

bringing woe to the sons of Priam—

bringing you, Helen, 1190
his bride from Lacedaemon

Paris, whose marriage was poison,

escorted by Aphrodite.

[Antistrophe 1]

So many Greeks were killed, in a rain of spears

and boulders thrown through the air; their souls sank 1195
down to Hades.

Their wives, all alone in their bedrooms,

cut their hair in grief.

So many Greeks gave up their lives

off the coast of Euboea, deceived by false 1200
beacons set by a lone Greek boat:

a fraudulent star

that dashed them on the rocks of Cape Caphareus,

smashed their ships to fragments on Aegean crags.

This man was driven to woeful barbarian shores, 1205
to harborless landfalls, blown

far away from his home by the storm-winds;

this man, Menelaus,

brought back his prize on shipboard—
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she was no prize, she was trouble:
a phantom contrived by Hera.

[Strophe 2]

What is and isn’t god, and what'’s in-between—
what mortal can say? Human inquiry

reaches its limit as soon as it finds

the ways of the gods cannot be predicted:
they jump around crazily,

constantly changing their course,

bringing fortunes nobody has foreseen.

O Helen, you’re the daughter of Zeus,

who came to Leda as a bird.

And yet throughout Hellas they call you unjust,
a betrayer, impious, faithless wife.

| have never heard a single syllable

spoken by mortals about the gods

that | would call credible.

[Antistrophe 2 ]

All you who strive for excellence, fighting wars
with valorous spears, have you lost your minds?
Seeking release from your struggles in death!

If all things are settled by bloodshed and battles
then trouble will never

be gone from the cities of men.

Many men lie buried in Priam’s land,

O Helen, when they could have resolved

the trouble over you with words.

Instead they are settled in Hades; the walls

of their town were scarred by a killing flame

like the swift bright flame of lightning hurled by Zeus.

And you’'ve had your share of disaster, grief,
and pitiful suffering.

Il. Second Stasimon

[Strophe 1]
The gods’ mountain Mother
once upon a time

raced through woodlands and glades,
waded the streams of rivers,

1210

1215

1220

1225

1230

1235



Arnson Svarlien

traversed the resonant salt sea waves

in longing for her daughter

whose name may not be spoken.

The cymbals crashed and the air rang

with a shrill vibration

when she had yoked wild beasts to her carriage

and rode out to uncover the theft of her daughter
who was snatched from the circling chorus of maidens.
Rushing right after her came the two goddesses,
their feet swift as whirlwinds:

Artemis with her arrows,

Athena, Fierce-Eyed, with her spear

and battle armor.

But Zeus, as he watched from the sky, brought about
a fate for the girl that was very different.

[Antistrophe 1]

Exhausted, the Mother

who’d wandered for so long

called a halt to her chase,

gave up the race and lay down

on Ida’s palisades swathed in snow
where nymphs keep watch. In sorrow
amid the rocks and snowdrifts

she flung herself in a thicket,

helpless in the face of

the underhanded theft of her daughter.
From the fields of mankind she withdrew the rich harvest;

from the flocks she withheld the leaves and green tendrils.

People were perishing, cities were withering,

the altars were empty:

no batter-cakes, no thigh-bones

were laid on the flames for the gods.

She stopped the waters

that once flowed in crystalline springs from the ground,
so broken was she by her dreadful sorrow.

[Strophe 2]

When Deo had put an end to banquets
for the gods and the race of men

Zeus tried to soothe the hateful rage
of the Mother; he spoke

to the Graces and Muses:

“Go, relieve the grieving

Goddess of her anger
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over her stolen maiden

by wailing in your wildest voice,

by singing as you dance.”

The earthy voice of bronze

and drums made of stretched hide
were first taken up by the loveliest deity,
Cypris; at last, then, the Goddess
laughed as she grasped in her hands
the resonant aulos

and took some delight in its wild, wailing voice.

[Antistrophe 2]

It wasn’t correct, it wasn’t holy

what you did in that inner space.

You have incurred the fearsome wrath
of the Mother, my child,

by neglecting her worship.

There’s tremendous power

in wearing dappled fawn-skin,
weaving a crown of ivy

around a sacred fennel stalk,

and whirling overhead

the circling bullroarer;

in hair flying freely

at revels for Bromius, and in the festivals
lasting all night for the Goddess.
When the moon rode overhead,

her chariot climbing

the sky, you exulted in beauty alone.

I1l. Third Stasimon
[Strophe 1]

Swift Phoenician ship, O craft of Sidon,

the waves of Nereus rush to embrace you

O leader of dances

as the circling dolphins respond to your song
in lovely array when the wind has died down
and Galaneia

the pale-eyed daughter of Pontus, speaks these words:
“Let your sails hang down; there is no more breeze.

Take the oars up in your hands
O sailors, sailors, send
Helen home, to reach the pleasant harbor,
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the shores she left long ago,
the city that Perseus founded.”

[Antistrophe 1]

There beside the waters of the river

or by the temple of Pallas, at long last

the festival dances

and Leucippus’s daughters will welcome her home,
perhaps at the revels that gladden the night

for Hyacinthus

whom Phoebus once, when the discus left his hand,
kiled—the endless wheel made a fatal strike.

Then the son of Zeus decreed

for the Laconians

cattle-sacrifice, a day of feasting.

There Helen will find her child,

her calf still at home, still unmarried.

[Strophe 2]

If I had wings | would go flying through the aether
where Libyan birds soar high above in formation,
keeping time with the syrinx-song of their leader,
who guides them beyond

the wintery storms

and calls out as he glides over lands with no rainfall
and fields rich with fruit.

O long-necked flyers,

companions of racing clouds,

set your course by the Pleiades, fly straight
through the night, past Orion.

Touch down by Eurotas, tell them the news:
Menelaus destroyed the Dardanian town,

and he’s on his way back home.

[Antistrophe 2]

Sons of Tyndareos, who dwell beneath the brilliance

of whirling stars in the sky, come leap through the aether

on your steeds, come and be the saviors of Helen:
ride over the pale
salt waves of the sea,

ride above the blue swells and the rushing gray breakers,

and bring gentle winds
from Zeus to sailors.
Come rescue your sister now

11

1545

1550

1555

1560

1565

1570

1575

1580



12 Delos

from the charge of barbarian marriage

that began with the conflict

on Ida, though Helen never set foot

on the shoreline of Troy, and she never laid eyes 1585
on the towers that Phoebus built.

From Euripides: lon, Helen, Orestes, translated by Diane Arnson Svarlien,
© 2016 Hackett Publishing Co. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

Commentary:

Euripides composed his play Helen in 412 BCE; he was in his late
sixties, and had been producing plays in Athens for more than four decades.
Late in his career, Euripides’ work became freer and more experimental, with
fantastic plots, musical innovations, and greater metrical variety and flexibility.
Greek tragedies were composed entirely in verse (spoken or chanted) and
song. The Chorus sang and danced to the accompaniment of the aulos, a
double-reed pipe whose piercing sound is often compared to an oboe’s. The
aulos-player, the only performer who appeared without a mask, also served as
a kind of conductor to the Chorus.

The most formally elaborate songs were the choral odes, or stasima.
These were written in pairs of stanzas—strophes and antistrophes—that
matched each other rhythmically. The metrical repetition from strophe to
antistrophe was reinforced by the melody and by the Chorus’ dance
movements. Using a traditional technique of Greek choral poetry, Euripides
often places sound-echoes or strategic thematic repetitions in the same
metrical spot in strophe and antistrophe; for example, in the First Stasimon,
Euripides closes each of the first two stanzas with a rhythmically-matching
phrase that points to the agency of a goddess: “escorted by Aphrodite” at the
end of strophe 1, “a phantom contrived by Hera” at the end of antistrophe 1. In
the Second Stasimon, Euripides places the word “Mother” (for the goddess
Demeter) in matching spots in both pairs of stanzas (at the beginning of
strophe and antistrophe 1, and the fourth line of strophe and antistrophe 2),
and the phrase “the Goddess” in the same metrical spot in strophe and
antistrophe 2 (the fourth line from the end of each). In the Third Stasimon, the
word “dances” (chorois in Greek) appears in the same spot in strophe and
antistrophe 1.

Euripides’ Helen departs from the usual account of the Trojan War
and takes as its premise the alternative story that the real Helen of Sparta
never went to Troy; in order to sabotage Aphrodite’s promise to the Trojan
Paris that he could have Helen, the goddess Hera made a phantom Helen and
gave the phantom to Paris. The real Helen was whisked away by Hermes to
Egypt, where she has been all this time; Greeks and Trojans fought for ten
years over the phantom. Menelaus finds Helen in Egypt on his way home from
Troy; after some confusion, husband and wife have a joyful reunion. Helen
can’t simply go home with Menelaus, though, because the king of Egypt is
pursuing Helen and planning to marry her, and he will kill any Greek who sets
foot on his shores. So Helen and Menelaus come up with a clever plan to steal
a ship and escape, and at the end of the play they are sailing safely home to
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Greece together, escorted by Helen’s brothers, the heavenly twins Castor and
Polydeuces (“Sons of Tyndareos”).

The songs of Helen refer to music and dance repeatedly. The First
Stasimon begins with the Chorus calling on the nightingale to sing a sorrowful
song with them as they recall the pointless deaths of the Trojan War. The
Second Stasimon tells the story of Demeter (here called Deo) searching for her
abducted daughter. Zeus sends her consolation in the form of ecstatic music,
of the type associated with rituals of the eastern mother-goddess Cybele and
of Dionysus (Bromius). The ode seems to end with a reproach of Helen, but
the Greek text is corrupt at both the beginning and the end of the second
antistrophe, and the meaning is uncertain. In the Third Stasimon the Chorus
sings joyfully of Helen and Menelaus’ escape: dolphins dance around them as
they sail home; music and dance will greet them when they return home to
Sparta; birds sing high overhead.
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Greek Text:
l. First Stasimon

[Strophe 1]

o£ TAV £vaUAoIg UTTO OEVOPOKOUOIG
Mouoeia kai Bakoug £vi-

{oucav avaBodow,

ot Tav doidotaTav 6pviBa yeAWdOV
andova dakpudeoaay,

ENB’ (O Sir Eoubdv

vyevuwv €AeAifopéva

Bprvwv époi Euvepyag,

‘EAévag peAéag mévoug

TOV INIGdWV T GEl-

doUoa OAKPUOEVTA TTOTHUOV

Axai®v 01To AOyXaIG:

01’ Edpape pobia TToAia BapBdpw TTAGTA
0¢ €UoAev EuoAe péhea Mpiapidaig dywv
Nakedaipovog amo Aéxea

0£0ev, M EAéva, Mapig aivoyauog
TTouTTaICIV AQPOdITAG.

[Antistrophe 1]

TTOAAOI &° Axalv dopi Kai TTETPIVAIG
piraiolv ékrveloavteg ‘Al-

dav yéAeov Exoualy,

TaAaIVayY AAOXWV KeipavTeg £Bgipav:
Gvupga d¢ péAabpa KeiTal:

TTOAAOUG B¢ TTUPOEUCaG

@Aoyepov agéAag AugipuToV
EdBoiav €A’ Axaidv

MOVOKWTTOC Avrp TTETPAIC
Kapnpiolv éuRaiwv

Aiyaiaig évaloic 60Aiov

aKTOTG doTépa Aduyag.

ahipeva &’ 6pla péhea BapBdapou aToAdg

TOT’ £0UTO TTATPIOOG ATTOTIPO XEIUATWY TTVOQ

vépag, ol yépag aAN’ Eplv,
Aava®v Mevéhag £TTi vauoiv dywv,
eidwAov iepdv "Hpag.
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[Strophe 2]

O T1 Bed0¢ R WN B€0g N 10 péaov,

Tic PNO’ épeuvioag BpPoTv;

HaKPOTATOV TTEPAS NUPEV

0¢ T4 BV £00pd 1140
delpo kai albig ékeioe

Kai TTaAIv avTIAGyoIg

TNOWVT’ AveATTioTOIG TUXAIG.

oU Aid¢ £@ug, O ‘EAéva, Buyatnp:

TITavOCg yap €v KOATTOIG o€ Anj- 1145
0ag ETEKVWOE TTOTAP.

KAT faxréng kad’ EAAaviav

TIPOJOTIC ATTIOTOG AdIKOG ABE0G: 0Ud’ EXWw

O T oagég, O TI TTOT” €v BPOTOIG TMYV Bedv

€mog aAaBeg elpw. 1150

[Antistrophe 2]

Gepoveg 6001 TOG APETAG TTOAEUW

Aéyxaioi 7" aAkaiou 50podg

KT000, Auabic BavaTw TTGVOUG KATAAUOUEVOL.

€l yap AuIAAa KPIVET viv

aipartog, oUToT’ £pIg 1155
Agiel kat’ AvepwTTwV TTOAEIC:

& Npiapidog yag Ehayov Barduoug,

£¢OV dlopBoal Adyoig

oav £piv, 0 EAéva. 1160
vOv O’ ol pév "AIda pélovTal KATw,

Teixea O PAOYHOG WaTe AIOG ETTEGUTO PAOE,

émmi ¢ MéBea TTaBeo1 Pépeig GOAia

OUUQOPOTG EAEIVOTG.

Il. Second Stasimon

[Strophe 1]

‘Opcia Toté dpouddi Kw-

Aw patnp Bedv 00BN av’

UAGevTa vaTn

TTOTAUIOV TE XeUU™ UBATWY

BapUBpouodV Te KUY’ AAlov 1305
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60w TAG ATTOIXONEVAG
appriTou Koupag.

KpoTaAa o¢ Bpduia diatrpuaiov
iEvta kéAadov aveBoa,

Onpv Ote Cuyioug

Ceutdoa Bed oarivag

TAV ApTTAcOEicav KUKAIWY
XopGv EEw TTapOeviwv

META KOUpav, AeANOTTODEG,

4 pév 10¢0IG "ApTEIg, G &'
£yxel Fopy®TTIC TTAVOTTAOG,
oguveitrovTto. Zeug &’ £dpdvwy
atyalwv &€ oUpaviwy

AdAAav poipav Ekpaive.

[Antistrophe 1]

Opouaiov &’ O1e TTOAUTTAGVN-
Tov PaTtnp Eauce Tévov,
pjaoTevouoa T Tovous T
BuyaTpodg apTTaydg doAioug,
XIOVOBPEUUOVAG ¥ ETTEPAC’
16aidv Nupedv okoTTidg:
PITITEl T €V TTEVOEI

TETPIVA KT Opia TTOAUVIQEQ:
Bpotoiol &’ ayxAoa Tredia yag
oU kapTTifoua’ apoToIg
AaQv 6¢ @Beipel yevedv:
Troiuvalg & oUy il Balepag
Bookag eUPUAAWV EAIKWV,
TOAewv &’ améheitre Biog:
00d’ Aoav BV Buaial,
Bwpoic &' GpAekTol TTEAQVOL:
TTNYag &’ autralel dpooePAg
AEUK@V EKBANAEIV UBATWY
TévOel TaIdOG GAGOTW.

[Strophe 2]

émrel & €mmaua’ eikativag
B¢e0ig BpoTeiw TE yével,
ZeUg peINioowv oTuyioug
MaTpdg Opyag EVETTEL
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BdTe, oeuvai XApITeg,

iTe, 10 TTEPI TTAPOEVW

Anoi Bupwaoauéva

AUTTaV EEOANGEOT  AACAG,
ModGaoai 6’ Guvoiol xopGv.
xaAkoU &’ audav xBoviav
TUTTAVA T EAaBe BUPOOTEV]
KaAAioTa T16TE TTPQWTA POKA-
pwv Kutrpig: yéhaoév de Bed
0ECaTO T’ €C XEpag
BapUppouov auAov
TEPQPOETT” AAaAaYUG).

[Antistrophe 2]

1 Qv ol Béuig o° 08’ doia
EmUpwaoag év BaAdapolg, T
piviv & €oxeg peydhag
MaTpdg, M Tral, Buaiag

oU oefiouca Bedg.

Méya ToI duvartal veRpv
TTAUTTOIKIAOI OTOANIDEG
KioooU Te aTepBeioa xAda
vapOnkag €ig iepouc,
pouBou B’ eiliooopéva
KUKAIOG £voolc aiBepia,
BakyxeUouad 1’ £€Bgipa Bpopi
w Kai ravvuyideg Bedg.

t €0 8¢ viv duaciv
UtrépBahe oeAdva t
Hop@d pévov nUxes.

Il. Third Stasimon

[Strophe 1]

doiviooa ZIBWVIAG

Tayeia KWTTa, pobiolal yatnp
cipeoia @iAa,

Xopaye TV KAaAAIXopwv
deAivwy, 6Tav alpaig
éAayog AvrAveUov R,
yAaukd 6¢ MNoévTou BuydTtnp
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laAdaveia 1ad° €imn;:

KaTQ pév ioTia TeTdoaT’ al-

pag AITTévTEG givahiag,

A&Bete & eilativag TTAGTAG,

w vadTal, vadral,

TEUTTOVTEG EUAINEVOUG

MNepoeiwv oikwyv EAévav € dkTdc.

[Antistrophe 1]

A TTou KOpPAg Av TTOTaPOU

TTap’ oidpa AcuKITITTidag f TTPO vaod
MaAA&dog av Adpol

XPOvw EuveABolaa Xopoig

A Kwoig ‘Yakivlou

vuxlov ¢ elppooivav,

OV £€apIAANCAPEVOg

TpoX® TépHOva diokou

gkave PoiBog, T8 Aakai-

va y& BouBuTov auépav

6 Nid¢ giTre GEBEIV YOVOG:

poéoxov 0’ av T Aitroir” oikoig

ac oUTTw Tredkal TTPO yauwy EAapyav.

[Strophe 2]

O’ a1Bépog €ibe TToTavoi
yevoiued’ 6mra AiBuag
0iwVoi OTOXAdES

Ouppov Aimoldaoai xeiépliov
vioovtal TTpeGRUTATOU
ouplyy! TTEIBOpEvVaI
TTOINEVOG, OC APRpoxa TTedia KapTTopdpa T€ YaG
ETTITTETOPEVOG faXET.

W TITavai SoAIXaUXEVEG,
ouvvopol veEQEwvY dpoloU,
Bare MAeiadag UTTO péoag
‘Qpiwvad 1" €vviyiov:
kapugat’ dyyehiav,
Evupwrtav épeldueval,
MevéAewg 61 Aapddavou
TTOAIV EAWV dOUoV REEL.
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[Antistrophe 2]

pOAOITE TTOB’ TTTTTIOV OiuoV

01’ aiBépog iéuevol

Taideg Tuvdapidal,

AautTp@V doTpwyv UTT AEAAQIOIV:
ol vaieT’ oUpaviol,

owThApe T8¢ ‘EAévag,

YAQUKOV ETTIT' 0IOMG KUAVOXPOG TE KUPATWY
poBIa TToAid BaAdooag,

vauTalg EUAEG AVEPWY
TTEPTTOVTEG AIGBEV TTVOAG:
dUokAelav &’ &1od ouyyovou
BaAete BapBapwv Aexéwv,

av 15aiwyv £pidwv

TroIvaBeio’ ékTioaTo, yav

oUK ¢ABolod TroT’ ’IAiou
doiBeioug i TTUPYOUG.
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