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The Young Sophocles

Sophocles of the Athenian Deme of Colonus

Sophocles, whose life coincided with almost the whole of the fifth century BCE, 
was born in 497/496 or 495/494 in the city of Athens, where he died in 406/405. 
He was about a quarter of a century younger than Aeschylus, and about fifteen 
years older than Euripides. However, since he lived a long time, he died a year 
after Euripides.1

The city- state of Athens included more than the urban area; it extended to 
all Attica. Athens had freed itself from tyranny only a few years before Sophocles’ 
birth. The new Athenian “civic space,” which was the foundation of Athenian 
democracy, had been defined by Clisthenes: the basic unit was the deme. This 
was an administrative territorial district where every free Athenian had to be 
registered upon reaching majority in order to receive his civil and political rights. 
Each Athenian citizen thus belonged to a deme; and Sophocles’ deme was Colo-
nus, where he was born. In actuality, two demes bore the name “Colonus”: one 
was called Kolonos Agoraios, the other Kolonos Hippeios. These two demes 
originally owed their names to a geographical peculiarity. “Kolonos” meant 
“hill.” The first deme was in the city, near the public square or agora, as the adjec-
tive agoraios indicates. The second was outside the walls, northwest of the city, 
some distance from the ramparts of Athens and its acropolis. It was in this deme 
that Sophocles was born. It probably owed its qualifier “Hippeios” to a sanctuary 
of Poseidon Hippeios (“protector of horses”) or to the eponymous hero Kolonos, 
who was a horseman.2

Each deme had been a district belonging to one of the ten tribes since Clis-
thenes’ reform. The tribe to which Colonus belonged was the Aigeis tribe, which 
took its name from Aegeus, the former king of Athens. This tribe was second on 
the official list of the ten tribes.3

The Native Land: A Little Paradise

For every citizen, the deme was not only an administrative district; it was also 
his little homeland. Even though it was part of the great city of Athens, the deme 
was a community of citizens that had its own life, its assemblies, its magistrates, 
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its cults; it was for everyone the native land, the place of childhood, the place 
whose memory was obscured by maturity’s activities and then reemerged with 
all the more power when old age came. It is symbolic that at the end of his long 
career Sophocles brought the deme of his childhood back to life in his last work, 
and even in its title: Oedipus at Colonus.

All through the tragedy, Sophocles repeatedly mentions it. This attention is 
exceptional in his theater, because the tragic author does not usually appear 
behind his characters or his landscapes. Whether the deme is seen for the first 
time by foreign eyes, or presented by people familiar with it, we find the same 
awe before a luxuriant land blessed by the gods. Thus Antigone described the 
place where her blind old father has finally arrived after wandering in exile:

Father, toil- worn Oedipus, the towers that ring the city, to judge by sight, are 
far off; and this place is sacred, to judge from its appearance: laurel, olive, and 
vine grow thick- set; and a feathered crowd of nightingales makes music within. 
So sit here on this unshaped stone; you have travelled a long way for an old 
man.4

These two first impressions—the sacred nature of the place and the richness 
of the land—are repeated and developed by the inhabitants of the deme. Here 
is how the first resident of Colonus met by Oedipus and Antigone presents his 
deme:

This whole place is sacred; august Poseidon holds it, and in it lives the fire- 
bearing god, the Titan Prometheus. But as for the spot on which you tread, it 
is called the bronze threshold of this land, the support of Athens. And the 
neighboring fields claim Colonus, the horse- rider, for their ancient ruler; and 
all the people bear his name in common as their own. Such, you see, stranger, 
are these haunts. They receive their honor not through story, but rather through 
our living with them.5

From this first mention, which explains the name of the deme by the existence 
of a founding hero, emerges the sacred nature of the place. But it is to the song 
of the old men of Colonus that we owe the most vibrant and poetic praise of 
this paradisiacal land where it is good to live, even if one is a god:

Chorus: Stranger, in this land of fine horses you have come to earth’s fairest 
home, the shining Colonus. Here the nightingale, a constant guest, trills her 
clear note under the trees of green glades, dwelling amid the wine- dark ivy 
and the god’s inviolate foliage, rich in berries and fruit, unvisited by sun, 
unvexed by the wind of any storm. Here the reveller Dionysus ever walks the 
ground, companion of the nymphs that nursed him. And, fed on heavenly 
dew, the narcissus blooms day by day with its fair clusters; it is the ancient 
crown of the Great Goddesses. And the crocus blooms with a golden gleam. 
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Nor do the ever- flowing springs diminish, from which the waters of Cephi-
sus wander, and each day with pure current it moves over the plains of the 
land’s swelling bosom, bringing fertility. Nor have the dancing Muses 
shunned this place, nor Aphrodite of the golden rein.

All these details help make this deme where the Cephisus flows a land of 
prosperity, made fertile by the pure water, protected from storms, rich in pas-
turelands in the valleys where horses graze, rich in flowers and fruits, and 
covered with forests where nightingales nest and gods and goddesses abide. To 
be sure, this enthusiastic description is that of old residents of the deme who 
are a little chauvinistic. The “imitating” poet necessarily distances himself from 
the characters he creates. But at the same time, the praise is sincere. It was not 
only to please his deme, as one ancient critic suggested, that Sophocles com-
posed such a eulogy to Colonus.6 It was a way for the poet, who was approach-
ing the end of his life, to immortalize his modest native land and probably to 
express his gratitude to it. Is it unimportant to see him noting that the choruses 
of the Muses do not despise this bit of earth? Perhaps as a child Sophocles saw 
his vocation as a poet born there, like Hesiod who met the Muses on Mount 
Helicon.

The Redoubtable Sanctuary of the Venerables

This deme was not only inhabited by familiar gods. It also was the home of re-
doubtable powers, “the daughters of Earth and Darkness,”7 who were also called, 
by antiphrasis, the Eumenides (i.e., “the Benevolent,” to avert misfortune), or, 
using an ambiguous term, the Semnai, that is, both the Venerable and the Re-
doubtable. It was their sanctuary in Colonus that Sophocles represented in his 
Oedipus at Colonus. When the old men who form the chorus come to the sanctu-
ary of these divinities, they express their fear of the invincible goddesses whose 
name they are afraid to utter, and the holy terror they feel in passing by this 
sanctuary they are forbidden to enter: “Their name we tremble to speak; we pass 
them by with eyes turned away, moving our lips, without sound or word, in still 
devotion.”8

We can imagine, without much risk of error, that even in his childhood 
Sophocles had felt that same sacred horror when he walked past the sanctuary 
of the Erinyes while holding his father’s hand.

Sophocles, the Son of Sophillos

The Athenian citizen drew his identity from his deme and, within the deme, 
from his family and especially his father. Sophocles, of the deme of Colonus, was 
the son of Sophillos (or Sophilos).9 The information given by the ancients regard-
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ing Sophocles’ father diverges significantly. The Life of Sophocles mentions a 
discussion:

Sophillos was not, as Aristoxenes says, a carpenter or blacksmith, nor, as Istros 
says, a dagger- maker by trade, but he did possess slaves who were blacksmiths 
or carpenters. For it is not likely that a man born of such a modest father would 
have been deemed worthy of the office of strategos along with Pericles and 
Thucydides, the most prominent men in the city.10 And neither did he escape 
the barbs of the comic poets, who did not spare even Themistocles.11

To judge by this text, it is clear that the oldest evidence we have regarding 
Sophocles’ father’s trade presents him as a craftsman. The oldest source, Aristox-
enes of Tarentum, one of Aristotle’s pupils (fourth century BCE), says that he 
was a carpenter or a blacksmith; a source a century later, Istros, representing the 
erudition of the time of the Library of Alexandria,12 attributes to him the trade 
of a dagger maker. These differences concerning Sophillos’s trade, whether car-
penter, blacksmith, or armorer, are of little importance. In any event, he prac-
ticed a trade that, in the society of the time, was in no way noble.

The modesty of Sophocles’ origins later shocked biographers and scholars. 
We can admire the cleverness of the author of the Life in the first century BCE 
in arguing that Sophocles’ father’s status could not have been so humble. But 
Sophocles’ later success cannot provide a basis for judging his origins. When 
modern writers present Sophocles as the son of a rich Athenian with slaves 
who were blacksmiths or carpenters, they are relying on the fallacious argu-
ment of a relatively recent biographer and not on the most ancient sources. 
This tendency to elevate Sophocles’ father’s status only increased in the course 
of antiquity. Pliny the Elder (first century CE) went so far as to claim that he 
was born into a prominent family.13 In Pliny, as in Sophocles’ biographer, 
though more implicitly, this high birth is related to the political role Sophocles 
played.

Let us be clear. Sophocles did not belong to an aristocratic family, as was 
assuredly the case for Pericles, and probably also for Aeschylus; but neither did 
he come from a low- class background, as Euripides did, if we believe the mock-
ery of the comic poet Aristophanes, who claimed that Euripides’ mother sold 
aromatic or medicinal herbs at the market in Athens.14 He came from a class 
wealthy enough to qualify him to hold the office of strategos.15 And it is certain 
that his father had the means to give his son a good education.

A Talented, Well- Trained Young Man

We have hardly any information about Sophocles’ intellectual training and the 
way in which he acquired the immense culture that made him so brilliant at 
banquets.16 He is supposed to have learned the tragic art from Aeschylus.17 As 

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



the young sophocles  9

a youth, he distinguished himself in two domains that played a capital role in 
the education of young Greek men, gymnastics and music. In these two disci-
plines, he won a prize and was rewarded with a crown of laurels. It is true that 
he received a good education: he studied music with a famous teacher, Lampros, 
who taught him to play the lyre and dance. It was probably due to this instruc-
tion and his natural talents that at the age of fifteen or seventeen, at the height 
of his attractiveness, he made his first public appearance during an exceptional 
ceremony held in the city in 480.18

Sophocles’ Homeland in 480

At that time, the city of Athens and the Greek world in general witnessed, after 
the naval battle won at Salamis, the decline of the barbarian threat that had 
compromised its independence.

As we have seen, shortly before Sophocles’ birth the Athenians had rid them-
selves of internal tyranny by driving out Hippias, the son and heir of the tyrant 
Pisistratos, and they had organized the administrative and political frameworks 
of their nascent democracy in such a way as to prevent the return of tyranny. 
But then they had been compelled to confront the threat of an external tyranny, 
that of the Persians. Moreover, the two dangers were partly linked, because as a 
result of the first Persian expedition sent by King Darius in 490 BCE, Hippias, 
who was advising the leaders of the expedition, Datis and Artaphernes, hoped 
to return to power in Athens. What was at stake in the battle of Marathon, where 
Athens repelled the twofold danger of external and internal tyranny, is clearly 
outlined in Herodotus by the man who played a crucial role at the beginning of 
the battle, the Athenian strategos Miltiades:

Now the Athenians have come to their greatest danger since they first came 
into being, and, if we surrender, it is clear what we will suffer when handed over 
to Hippias. But if the city prevails, it will take first place among Hellenic 
cities.19

Sophocles was five or seven years old at the time of the victory won by the 
Athenians at Marathon with the help of the Plataeans—the triumph of the men 
who were later called the Marathonomachs (“the fighters at Marathon”) and who 
remained, in the Greek imagination, the courageous defenders of freedom and 
democracy against tyranny and barbarian imperialism. Aeschylus fought in the 
battle, and for the rest of his life he remained proud of having repelled the “long- 
haired Persian.”20

But ten years after this first Persian war, Xerxes, the son of Darius, personally 
led a powerful expedition by land and by sea that emerged from the whole of 
Asia with the intention of punishing Athens. It had already been the desire for 
vengeance that had moved Darius to launch the first expedition against Greece, 
and especially against the cities of Athens and Eretria in Euboea, which he 
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 accused of having helped the Greek colonies in Ionia, who paid him tribute, to 
rebel against his control. This attempt had failed at Marathon. This time, his son 
Xerxes intended to complete the punitive expedition. But his real goal was more 
ambitious: he wanted to secure a universal empire by joining Europe to Asia. 
The young Sophocles, who was old enough, or almost, to enter his name on the 
registers of the deme of Colonus and thus to acquire the title of citizen, could 
not help strongly resenting the threat that once again weighed on Athens.

The threat was in fact serious. While during the first Persian war the invaders 
had been defeated in northern Attica, at Marathon, and had not penetrated the 
city of Athens despite the barbarian fleet’s incursion into the Athenian port of 
Phalerus, during the second Persian war Athens experienced the most dramatic 
hours in its history. Xerxes broke through the gate constituted by the pass at 
Thermopylae, despite the heroic resistance of a battalion of three hundred Spar-
tans commanded by their king Leonidas. He then pushed on into Attica, which 
he ravaged, and occupied Athens, which had been almost completely deserted 
by its residents, who had taken refuge on the island of Salamis, and seized the 
Acropolis, whose temple was pillaged and burned. To the Athenians, the situa-
tion appeared hopeless, but the Greek fleet that had fallen back on Salamis 
succeeded in defeating the Persian fleet, which was too numerous to maneuver 
in the narrow strait separating the island of Salamis from the Attic coast. The 
Greek fighters saw clearly what was at stake in the battle. At dawn, when the 
attack began, they sang a song whose words the poet Aeschylus, who fought at 
Salamis as well as at Marathon,21 reported in his tragedy The Persians produced 
eight years later:

Now, sons of Hellas, now!
Set Hellas free, set free your wives, your homes,
Your gods’ high altars and your fathers’ tombs.
Now all is on the stake!22

In this war of liberation, the Greeks’ naval victory was crushing. However, it 
was unhoped for, because the barbarians’ forces were significantly superior to 
those of the Greeks. They had four times as many ships. Thus we can imagine 
what the Athenians must have felt after the naval battle, during the religious 
ceremony that took place around the trophy, that is, around the monument 
formed by the bodies of the enemies near the place where their rout had begun: 
relief regarding the threat that had retreated at least temporarily, pride regarding 
the Greeks’ courage and wiliness, but above all gratitude to the gods to whom 
they spontaneously attributed this “divine surprise.”

Sophocles must have shared such feelings with the rest of the Athenian com-
munity; but in his case, there was also the emotion and pride at having been 
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chosen to dance and sing in honor of the victory, accompanying himself on his 
lyre. Here, in any case, is what Athenaeus reports:

After the battle of Salamis, at any rate, he danced to the accompaniment of his 
lyre round the trophy, naked and anointed with oil. Others say he danced with 
his cloak on.23

Was he one performer among others in the chorus of young people? Or did 
he play, as the author of the anonymous Life suggests, the role of exarch, that is, 
the head of the chorus, singing as a solo the paean in honor of the victory before 
the chorus as a whole echoed it? In any case, Sophocles’ grace and talent during 
this first performance before all the assembled Athenians are not in doubt. To 
confirm Sophocles’ gifts as a musician and dancer, in this same passage Athe-
naeus recalls that later on, when he had become an author of tragedies, Sophocles 
acted in his own plays on two occasions:

when he brought out the Thamyris he played the lyre himself. He also played 
ball with great skill when he produced the Nausicaä.

His tragedy entitled Thamyris (or Thamyras) is now lost, and the meager frag-
ments still extant do not allow us to reconstruct the details of the action. But 
that does not prevent us from gauging the dexterity required to play the role of 
Thamyris, a cithara player from Thrace who belonged to the group of legendary 
musicians of whom Orpheus is the most illustrious. The best- known episode of 
the legend of Thamyris is the battle he fought against the Muses, as Homer al-
ready reported:

the Muses met Thamyris the Thracian and made an end of his singing, even as 
he was journeying from Oechalia, from the house of Eurytus the Oechalian: 
for he vaunted with boasting that he would conquer, were the Muses them-
selves to sing against him, the daughters of Zeus that beareth the aegis; but they 
in their wrath maimed him, and took from him his wondrous song, and made 
him forget his minstrelsy.24

When Sophocles represented in the theater this competition between Tha-
myris and the Muses—which ended tragically for the singer—he had once again 
to prove before the Athenian people his talent as a musician.25 And he showed 
off his talent as a dancer by playing ball in his play entitled Nausicaa or The 
Washerwomen (Plyntriai).26 This play, whether it is a tragedy or a satyr play, is 
also lost. Its subject was the mythical sequence in the Odyssey in which Nausicaa, 
the daughter of the king of the Phaeacians, and her servants, who have come to 
wash their laundry in the river at the seaside, play ball and dance while the 
laundry dries, while Odysseus, shipwrecked on the Phaeacians’ island, sleeps not 
far away, sheltered and hidden under a thick bed of leaves. Nausicaa leads the 
chorus of girls who sing and dance while throwing her the ball. One servant’s 
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clumsiness—provoked by the goddess Athena—causes the ball Nausicaa throws 
to fall into the river. The girls shriek. Odysseus wakes and sits up. The servants 
flee; only Nausicaa remains. This is their meeting.27

Although the extant fragments of this play are particularly few,28 by referring 
to the Odyssey we can very well reconstruct the scene in which Sophocles, playing 
the role of Nausicaa, sings and dances and throws the ball to the fifty servant 
girls who form the chorus, which also sings and dances, until one servant misses 
the ball, the chorus’s cry leads to Odysseus’s appearance, and the latter provokes 
the terrified flight of the servants running off to hide.

Sophocles’ Song at Salamis

To conclude this significant episode in Sophocles’ youth in Salamis, we might 
mention that it inspired Victor Hugo to write a “Chanson de Sophocle à Sala-
mine” (“Sophocles’ Song at Salamis”), which he inserted into La Légende des 
siècles:

Here I am, a callow youth,
My sixteen years bathed in azure;
War, goddess of Erebus,
Somber war with outraged cries,

I come to you, the night is dark!
Since Xerxes is the stronger,
Take me for battle and for glory,
And for the tomb; but first

You, whom the sword obeys,
And the lightning bolt follows,
Choose me with your left hand
A beautiful girl with soft eyes,

Who knows nothing but how
To laugh an innocent laugh,
Who is divine, pink at the two
points of her naked breast.

Don’t be harder on the man
Full of dark destiny
Than is on profound Neptune
The vivid morning star.

Give her to me, that I might quickly
Press her to my flaming heart;
I’m willing to die, oh Goddess,
But not before I’ve loved.
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The poet, as we see, has taken great liberties with the ancient sources. He 
makes the young Sophocles a combatant, whereas at the time he was not yet old 
enough to fight. And he imagines him before the battle, and not afterward, at 
the time when the dark power of Xerxes is still threatening, when “the enormous 
blackness seeks to kill the star,” and not when bright light of victory has shone 
forth and “restored hope to the convict universe.”29 In Hugo’s work, the only 
light the young Sophocles hopes for before the battle, and perhaps before death, 
is that of love.
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