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 Kitzinger studies the choruses in Sophocles' Antigone and Philoctetes, combining the 
perspectives of a philologist with those of a practitioner of the theater. She proceeds song by 
song, her method of treatment being "close reading."  The book's many detailed analyses 
cannot be summarized here, but Kitzinger's clearly articulated vision of the nature of the 
Sophoclean chorus can. It is the book's thematic core and the basis throughout for Kitzinger's 
interpretations. . . . 

 First, a paraphrase of Kitzinger's approach: The chorus' mode of expression is 
fundamentally different from that of the actors. Actors speak and act, while the chorus sings 
and dances. This distinctly choral mode of expression is connected with a distinctly choral 
worldview, also different from that of the actors. Sophocles thus presents the action of his 
plays from two different, irreconcilable but complementary, viewpoints. Neither of them is 
superior to the other; instead they reflect different ways of understanding and responding to 
the world. The actors' words and actions are situated on the level of the plot. The notions of 
causality and responsibility and of time and place are fundamental to them in their decisions 
and their actions. The chorus, on the other hand, is essentially situated outside the plot. Its 
performance refers to other traditions of choral lyric and their ritual contexts. The chorus 
recognizes and expresses the divine order of things and the human condition, namely the 
limitations of men's reasoning and actions. [Emphasis added. TL] This choral worldview can 
be expressed only through its singing and dancing. 

 The chorus in Antigone and actually in most Sophoclean plays (Kitzinger claims that 
her approach has a general validity) is mostly true to its typical function. Philoctetes is chosen 
as a second test case because of the chorus' close, if sometimes questionable or unclear, 
involvement in the action. But it too serves to confirm the outlined understanding. Rejecting 
common explanations (psychological realism, decline of the chorus' importance), Kitzinger 
argues that in this pessimistic play Sophocles has intentionally undermined and fragmented 
the usual choral perspective, depriving the audience of a worldview that would meaningfully 
complement that of the actors. 

 Kitzinger's approach, to put it briefly, works for some choral passages and songs, but 
for others it does not. In any given Greek tragedy, the chorus' multifaceted role is among its 
most striking features. Kitzinger rightly argues (72 n.6) against an approach that "reduces the 
complexity and variety of the playwrights' uses of the chorus to a single issue" . . . 

… Whenever the chorus does sing what according to Kitzinger it should, she makes insightful 
observations on differences and tensions between the action on stage and the choral 
performance. The book is a powerful reminder to take seriously the chorus' special role and 
the distinct nature of choral performance.  . . . 

                                                   
1   Mnemosyne Supplements, 292. Leiden: Brill, 2008. 


