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Ajax: Cast of Characters 

ATHENA goddess of wisdom, craft, and strategy 
ODYSSEUS a Greek commander from Ithaca 
AJAX the son of Telamon and a Greek commander 

from Salamis 
CHORUS of Salaminian warriors 
TECMESSA a Phrygian captive, wife of Ajax 
MESSENGER from the Greek camp, loyal to Teucer 
TEUCER the half-brother of Ajax, son of Telamon and 

Hesione, a Trojan 
MENELAUS the youngest son of Atreus and a Greek 

commander from Sparta 
AGAMEMNON the eldest son of Atreus from Mycenae and the 

supreme commander of the Greeks at Troy 

Nonspeaking Roles 
EURYSACES the young son of Ajax and Tecmessa 
ATTENDANTS 

Casting 
In the original production at the Theatre of Dionysus, the 
division of roles between the three speaking actors may have 
been as follows: 

1. Ajax, Agamemnon 
2. Athena, Messenger, Teucer 
3. Tecmessa, Menelaus, Odysseus 

After line 1168, a nonspeaking actor played the role of Tecmessa. 
This translation is based on a version developed by Peter

Meineck for the Aquila Theatre Company in 1993 for a U.S. tour.
The original cast included Donald T. Allen, Tony Longhurst,
James Moriarty, Yasmin Sidhwa, and Andrew Tansey. 

Division of roles: The parts can also be divided as follows: (1) Ajax, Teucer;
(2) Odysseus, Tecmessa; (3) Athena, Messenger, Menelaus, Agamemnon. 
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Ajax 

SCENE: Night. The Greek camp at Troy. It is the ninth year of the 
Trojan War, after the death of Achilles. Odysseus is 
following tracks that lead him outside the tent of Ajax. 

The skene (scene building), with its large central door 
and upper roof level, represents Ajax’s tent. In front of 
the skene is a small wooden stage with steps leading 
down to the orchestra. On each side of the orchestra is a 
long wing entrance. 

(Enter Odysseus through the stage left wing toward the 
orchestra. He is moving very cautiously, reading the ground as 
he goes. Enter Athena on the roof of the skene.) 

ATHENA: 
I’m always watching you, son of Laertes, 
Devising ways to trap your enemies. 
Now you’re on the scene of Ajax’s tent 
By the ships on the edge of camp, 
Doggedly trailing 
His freshly laid tracks 

Enter Odysseus: The texts of Greek plays have come down to us without
any stage directions, so any note pertaining to onstage movement can
only be conjectural based on the archaeology of the Theatre of Dionysus,
our knowledge of the staging of Greek plays in the fifth century, and the
clues inherent in the text. Here we assign the stage left wing as denoting
the direction of the Greek camp and the stage right as the way to the
plain of Troy. 
Enter Athena: We do not think a mechane (stage crane) was used to fly
Athena, who probably stood on the roof of the stage building. 
3: “The scene of Ajax’s tent”—Sophocles uses skene, the Greek word for
“tent” but also the term used for the onstage scene building with a large
central door that is used here to represent the hut or tent of Ajax. 
4: “The edge of camp”—In Homer’s Iliad (11.5–9), Ajax’s camp is at the
far eastern end of the Greek line, while Achilles’ was located on the west-
ern flank. Odysseus’ tents were in the center. 

5
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4 SOPHOCLES

To see if he might be inside. 
Is my Spartan bloodhound 
Sniffing out what he seeks? 
The man you want has gone in there, 
His head and hands splattered by his sword, 
But there’s no need to peer inside the door. 
Speak to me: Why do you search so intently? 
I know the answer; you might learn something. 

ODYSSEUS: 
The voice of Athena, dearest god of all! 
I can’t see you, but I know it’s you. 
My heart grasps every word, as clear 
And crisp as a bronze Etruscan trumpet. 
You see so well: I am circling my enemy, 
Tracking Ajax, the great shield man; 
He is the only one I am hunting. 

Last night he did the unthinkable, 
If it really was him—nothing’s certain yet; 
We’re confused and all adrift— 
So I volunteered to find out for sure. 
We discovered our captured herds 
And their stockmen slaughtered, 
Butchered at the hands of a man. 

8: “Spartan bloodhound”—Spartan dogs were renowned for their hunt-
ing and tracking abilities. 
15: See endnote. 
18: “Circling”—another reference to the Greeks’ stage as Odysseus
remains in the circular orchestra following Ajax’s trail. 
19: “The great shield man”—Ajax was famous for his huge shield,
which is described by Homer as being seven layers of ox-skin thick (Iliad
7.219). This was a tall full-body shield that was considered an antique
weapon even on the Homeric battlefield. This type of shield acts as a
symbol of Ajax’s resolute, stubborn personality and his rigid adherence
to a warrior value system that is already being eclipsed by the new
morality of men like Odysseus. 
25: “Our captured herds”—The Greeks had been raiding the Trojan
allies and had built up a herd of valuable captured livestock, which was
to be divided up among the chiefs. 

10

15

20

25

SophoclesFourTrag-00Bk  Page 4  Thursday, July 26, 2007  3:56 PM



AJAX 5

Now everyone thinks he is to blame; 
A lookout saw him rushing across 
The plain clutching a bloody sword 
And came and told me, so I set out on his trail. 
I found his footprints, but what are these? 
I’m confused. You have come just in time; 
I need your guidance now as much as ever; 
Your hand has always steered me well. 

ATHENA: 
I know, Odysseus, I’ve been here awhile now, 
Watching you. I’ll help you on your hunt. 

ODYSSEUS: 
My beloved lady, am I on the right track? 

ATHENA: 
Indeed. That man did those things. 

ODYSSEUS: 
Such a senseless attack. Why? 

ATHENA: 
His anger over the arms of Achilles. 

ODYSSEUS: 
Then why slaughter our herds? 

ATHENA: 
He thought he was bathing his hands in your blood. 

ODYSSEUS: 
He meant to do this to his fellow Greeks? 

ATHENA: 
And he would have succeeded if I had not been diligent. 

ODYSSEUS: 
The audacity. How did he think he would get away with it? 

30

35

41: “The arms of Achilles”—After the death of Achilles, the Greek chiefs
voted to award his arms to Odysseus. Ajax considered himself by far the
better man and was severely insulted. The armor of Achilles was espe-
cially prized not only because it had belonged to the Greeks’ best fighter
but also because Hephaestus, the god of the forge, had made it. 

40

45
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6 SOPHOCLES

ATHENA: 
By stealth, in the night, acting alone. 

ODYSSEUS: 
And how far did he get? Was he close? 

ATHENA: 
Yes, he reached the doors of the two commanders. 

ODYSSEUS: 
Then what stopped him when he was so set on murder? 

ATHENA: 
I held him at the brink of his deadly moment of joy, 
Deluding his eyes with visions of his own obsession. 
Then I turned his rage against the livestock, 
Your undivided spoils guarded by the herdsmen. 
He attacked the horned beasts, smashing 
Their spines, then hacking out a circle of carcasses. 
He thought he had hold of the two sons of Atreus 
And was slaughtering them with his own hands. 
Then he hacked at this chief and that chief, 
Hurling himself on and on, deeper into madness; 
And I was there to urge him on into the trap. 
Once he tired of the slaughter, he tied up the surviving 
Sheep and cows and dragged them back to his camp 
As if he had captured men, not horned beasts. 
Now he is torturing them, tied up inside his tent. 

I will show you the state of his sickness 
So you will tell everything to your fellow Greeks. 
Be strong; stay and see him for yourself. 
You’ve nothing to fear; I’ll avert his eyes— 
He will never know that you are here. 

(Shouting toward the skene door.) 

You in there, roping the arms of your captives, 

47: “By stealth, in the night, acting alone”—the antithesis of how an
Athenian soldier of the fifth century would fight. The hoplite fought in a
line shoulder to shoulder with his fellow troops and fought by day. 
49: “The two commanders”—Agamemnon and Menelaus, the sons of
Atreus and leaders of the war on Troy. 

 50

55

60

 65

70
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AJAX 7

Pinning them back! I’m calling you; come out! 
Ajax! Come out of your tent! 

ODYSSEUS: 
What are you doing, Athena? Don’t call him out. 

ATHENA: 
Quiet! Don’t be a coward. 

ODYSSEUS: 
By all the gods, let him stay inside! 

ATHENA: 
What could he do? He’s just a man, the same as before. 

ODYSSEUS: 
He was my enemy; he still is. 

ATHENA: 
But isn’t it satisfying to laugh at your enemy? 

ODYSSEUS: 
It’s enough for me to have him stay inside. 

ATHENA: 
Are you afraid to see a madman face-to-face? 

ODYSSEUS: 
I would not avoid him if he were sane. 

ATHENA: 
He won’t see you, however close he gets. 

ODYSSEUS: 
How can that be if he still has his eyes? 

ATHENA: 
I can darken the sharpest eyes. 

ODYSSEUS: 
Gods can do anything when they want to. 

ATHENA: 
Keep quiet, and stay just where you are. 

ODYSSEUS: 
I’d rather be anywhere than here, but I’ll stay. 

75
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8 SOPHOCLES

ATHENA: 
Ajax! I’m calling you again! 
Is this any way to treat your ally? 

(Enter Ajax through the door of the skene that represents his 
tent. He is covered in blood and gore and holding a 
bloodstained whip.) 

AJAX: 
Welcome, Athena, daughter of Zeus! 
You stood by me, and I will dedicate golden 
Trophies to thank you for this hunt. 

ATHENA: 
Fine words, but tell me: Did you bathe 
Your sword well in the blood of the Greeks? 

AJAX: 
I’ll shout it out! There’s no denying it. 

ATHENA: 
Did you get your hands on the sons of Atreus? 

AJAX: 
They will never disgrace the name of Ajax again! 

ATHENA: 
Are they dead? Is that what you mean? 

AJAX: 
Dead! Now let them try and steal my arms. 

ATHENA: 
Indeed. And Laertes’ son, what of him? 
Did he manage to escape you? 

AJAX: 
You want to hear about that conniving fox? 

ATHENA: 
Oh yes! Odysseus was your great rival. 

90

94: “Bathe”—baphas, a word that means both to plunge a sword and to
dye fabric. It has a ritual connotation akin to the word “baptize,” which
derives from it. 

95

100
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AJAX 9

AJAX: 
Lady, he’s inside and most welcome. 
I’m not ready for him to die just yet. 

ATHENA: 
What’s first? What are you going to do? 

AJAX: 
First, I will lash him to a pole in my tent. 

ATHENA: 
The poor man. Are you going to hurt him? 

AJAX: 
I’ll bloody his back with my scourge before he dies. 

ATHENA: 
Oh, please don’t torture the wretched man. 

AJAX: 
Athena, in everything else I will do what you want, 
But nothing will stop him from receiving this punishment. 

ATHENA: 
Since this brings you so much pleasure, 
You have a free hand; stop at nothing. 

AJAX: 
To work! But let me say this: 
Always stand by my side; be my ally forever. 

(Exit Ajax through the skene door.) 

ATHENA: 
You see, Odysseus, the power of the gods. 
Once, you couldn’t find a sounder man, 
Always in the right place at the right time. 

105

 110

117: “Be my ally”—Ajax places himself on the same level as the gods
when he declares Athena his “ally.” 
120: Homer depicted Ajax as a great bulwark, holding the Greek line
and flying into battle in the nick of time. In the Iliad, Ajax saves Odysseus
by planting his great shield and defending Odysseus from a Trojan
attack (11.473–88). 

115

120
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10 SOPHOCLES

ODYSSEUS: 
No, I could not; but I pity the poor man 
Yoked to this insatiable evil, 
Even though he is my enemy. 
It could just as easily be me. 
We are all insubstantial shadows, 
And life is just a flickering dream. 

ATHENA: 
Look on these things and remember: 
Never arrogantly boast before the gods, 
Nor raise yourself up because you measure 
More in strength or weight of wealth. 
Just one day can tip the balance of a life. 
The gods love the temperate 
And hate the transgressor. 

(Exit Athena from the roof of the skene. Exit Odysseus 
through the stage left wing. Enter the chorus through the stage 
right wing into the orchestra.) 

CHORUS: 
Telamon’s son, from the wave-washed 
Isle of Salamis, embedded by the sea, 
When all is well with you, I take heart; 
But when the wrath of Zeus comes 

125

132: “The temperate”—sophrosunê, the concept of moderate behavior or
having a sound mind. Ajax’s excessive personality, great strength, and
steadfastness all go far beyond the bounds of well-balanced conduct in
Athena’s view. 
Enter the chorus . . . into the orchestra: In the Greek, Ajax’s Salaminian war-
riors are called both nautes (usually translated as “sailors”) and aspisteres
(“shield-bearing fighters”). They crew Ajax’s ships and make up his
infantry force at Troy. In modern terms, they resemble marines. Accord-
ing to Homer, Ajax has twelve ships (Iliad 2.557)—a force of around
seven hundred men, here represented by a chorus of twelve or fifteen. 
134: Telamon—the father of Ajax and Teucer, the king of Salamis, and
the brother of Peleus. 
135: Salamis—an island off the Saronic coast of Attica. At the battle of
Salamis in 480 B.C.E., an Athenian-led force defeated the Persian invasion. 

130

135
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Or furious words from the Greeks, 
Then I shudder in fear, nervous 
As the darting eye of a dove. 
The night passed, and we woke 
To an almighty uproar and threats 
Of great disgrace. They say 
You came to the horse fields 
And slew the captured cattle 
Not yet portioned to the Greeks, 
Killing them with flashing iron. 
These words are being whispered 
By Odysseus and poured in every ear, 
Persuasive, credible words— 
Consuming each listener who revels 
In your misfortune, relishing the rumor 
Far more each time it’s told. 

If you aim at a great soul, you cannot miss. 
If such things were said of me, 
They would never be believed. 
Envy creeps against the mighty, 
But small men make flimsy walls 
Without a powerful buttress. 
The great support the small, 
And the weak prop up the strong, 
But the fool will never learn 
The wisdom of these truths. 
Men like this rail against you, 
And without you, lord, we lack 
The strength to defend ourselves. 
Out of your sight they cluck 
Like a flock of prattling birds; 
But if you appeared before them, 
A great vulture in their midst, 
They’d be struck with fear and silenced. 

140

145

150

155

152: “The rumor”—The chorus introduce the idea of the power of
words. Rumors tarnish their chief’s reputation, diminishing his status
and allowing his enemies to mock rather than fear him. 

160

165

170
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