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the composition  

Euripides’ writing stands as subversive. It reshapes the structure of tragedy by taking the footed 

myth and rubbing against it with a contemporary lens until its raw, both in language and imagery. 

He points at tragedy vivaciously, uprooting reality-illusions with weapons of transcendence. 

Euripides was not as well favored in festivals as his older counter-parts, Aeschylus and Sophocles. 

The stories he told tended to unfavorably exhibit more modern developments in culture and social 

criticism while also giving a greater representation to female voices. His work concerns itself with 

the common build-up of humanity and what composes and individual rather than the heroic trope. 

Though opposed during his lifetime, historically this would render him one of the most renown 

poets. Throughout time, his work has shocked with splendor. The last of the great tragedians, 

Euripides’ extremism works itself into the scandal of a deconstructed worldview.  

The details surrounding this lesser known work of 

Euripides’ become fragmented throughout history. By 

comparing it to other early works of his, it’s estimated it 

was written around 430 BC. Some scholars question the 

integrity of the piece and believe it had endured various 

edits or damage due to some mysterious elements, such as 

the strong shift in the chorus regarding the killing of 

Eurystheus or supposed missing lines. Despite its oddities, 

the play follows a pattern of patriotism found in some of 

his other works produced at the time.  
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“Euripides was born never to live in peace 
with himself and to prevent the rest of 

mankind from doing so.”  
— Bernard Knox

cover of A
nne C

arson’s “N
ox” 



the historical context 
Children of Heracles was devised during a time of great 

uncertainty at the start of the Peloponnesian War. 

Euripides spent the majority of his life in Athens and in 

his youth experienced the fruitfulness of the flourishing 

city. Eurpides’ writing was greatly affected by the rivalry 

between Athens and Sparta over dominance in Greece. 

The familiar peacefulness dissipated, and Athens, once 

known as the strongest city-state in Greece, was 

shrinking in the tumultuous tensions and invasions 

arising.  

 

Children of Heracles works as a patriotic propaganda. 

He exposes the generosity of Athens towards a group of 

refugees in need to rejuvenate some of the lost 

Athenian spirit. He paints Athens as a democratic 

defender and therefore, leader, of freedom while 

painting Argos as tyrannical. In doing this, Euripides confronts the challenges posited against 

Athenian ideas of democracy, justice, and control.  

Historically, the Athenian concept of freedom was 

dependent on imperial rule over others. Freedom was a 

result of power both in terms of economics and 

accumulation of land. Sparta initially calls Athens out on 

this, claiming that its democratic ideas were all a guise to 

partake in the same tyrannical ruling that they were 

opposing. Children of Heracles contextually flips this 

claim by showcasing Athens’ power as a tool to protect 

rather than to rule.  

Demophon’s choice to assist Heracles’ children has everything to do with protecting Athens’ own 

independence and not surrendering to the whims of other powers. In Aeschylus’ Eumenides and 

Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, Athens faces similar threats of security.  
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Athenian naval forces  during the 
Peloponnesian War, 19th-century print.

 Patriotic demonstration heading for Athens,, 
during the war with Ottoman Turkey in 1897



the heracles myth 
Heracles (also known as Alcides or Hercules), the famous demigod born of Zeus and the mortal 

Alcmene, known for his courageous strength, carries a great deal more than just simple weight, he 

carries the burden of a cursed generational existence.  

 

Hera, wife of Zeus, channeled the anger towards her husband’s infidelities towards his illegitimate 

offspring. From the get-go Hera worked to posit difficulties in Heracles’ life. She effectively made 

Eurystheus, Heracles’ cousin, the next king of Argos by manipulating the births of both children, 

stalling Heracles’ and making Eurystheus’ premature,  so that when she made her husband take an 

oath that whatever descendent of Perseus was to be born that night, Heracles would lose inheritance 

of the throne.  

Throughout his childhood and young mortal life in Thebes, Hera tried to terrorize Heracles and his 

twin. Most moments were met with little success due to Heracles’ unusual strength and ability to 

destroy monsters. It wasn’t until after Heracles married Creon’s daughter, Megara, and had a few 

children that Hera would mount her revenge. The number of sons Megara and Heracles is often 

disputed, some say 2, 4, even as much as 8, nonetheless, Hera sent Heracles into a fit of madness 

which led him to murder his wife and children.  
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Mark Spafford, “12 Labors of Hercules” (1995)



 

After realizing what he had done, 

Heracles fled to the Oracle of 

Delphi to seek retribution for his 

crimes. The Oracle, guided by 

Hera, instructed him to serve 

King Eurystheus who ordered the 

completion of Twelve Labors each 

seemingly impossible and most 

requiring the slaying of heinous 

beasts. Upon doubtful success, 

Heracles would be forgiven of his 

sin, made a god, and given 

immortality. 

While completing his labors, Heracles was involved in many more adventures, affairs, and slayings of 

sorts. Some of these secondary exploits include joining the search for the Golden Fleece, rescuing 

Alcestis from the Underworld, and sacking Troy. Of course, Heracles also succeeded in fulfilling his 

labors, thereby instilling fear in Eurystheus for years to come.  
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His Death  
After marrying, Heracles and Deianeira, decided to settle in 

Tiryns. They met a centaur, Nessos, who was supposed to carry 

them safely across the River Eunos. The centaur sexually 

assaulted Deianeira, and Hercules shot the centaur with a 

poisoned arrow. On his deathbed, Nessos lied to Deianeira 

telling her to collect some of his spilling blood as it was an 

aphrodisiac. Years later, when Hercules seemed to have a 

couple wandering eyes, Deianeira decided to put the centaur’s 

blood to use in order to gain her husband’s affections again. 

She covered a cloak in the blood and had a messenger take it 

to her husband. He wore it, though it caused his skin 

to burn terribly. Heracles realizing his body’s 

impending doom, ordered their son, Hyllus, to burn 

his body on a funeral pyre. Due to his success with the 

Twelve Labors, he was in fact made a god and granted 

immortality. Athena descended, taking Heracles to 

Mount Olympus.  After Heracles’ death, Eurystheus 

fears his cousin’s children will enact revenge against 

him for the suffering he caused their father 

throughout the years. He set out to persecute the sons 

of Heracles, gathering a large army, and sending out 

the warning that anyone who dared help the Heraclids 

would face the same wrath.
Howard Pyle, ”Deianeira and 

the dying centaur Nessus” (1888)



His Children 
Seeing as he has multiple affairs and marriages throughout his life, Heracles had quite the long list 

of children. There is much debate as to the exact numbers and names, though this is a brief picture 

of his offspring with female lovers, give or take: 
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+ 4 sons by Megara 

  
+ 2 sons by Omphale  

+ 2 sons by Hebe  

+ 1 son by Chalkiope  

+ 1 son by Epikaste  

+ 1 son by Parthenope  

+ 1 son by Auge  

+ 1 son by Bolbe  

+ 1 son by Celine  

+ 1 son by Chalciope  

+ 1 son by Lavinia  

+ 1 son by Astyoche 

+ 1 son by Astydameia  

+ 1 son by Meda 

+ 1 son by Autonoe  

+ 1 son by Omphale  

+ 1 son by Melite  

+ 2 sons by Psophis  

+ 1 son by Rhea  

+ 1 son by Tinge  

+ 1 daughter by Myrto 

+ 50 sons by the daughters of Thespios  

 

 
 
 
+ 4 sons and 
+ 1 daughter by Deianeira  

  
 
 
 
 

———————————————————— 

=  approximately 

children  

after killing the Lion of Cithaeron, the King 
of Thespiae “let Heracles have sex” with all 
fifty of his daughters who each became 
pregnant with fifty sons

whom he committed infanticide on 

the daughter, Macaria, eventually would 
sacrifice her life to save her brothers 
*though it is not directly specified, the 
Euripides play concentrates on these 
children of  heracles or “herakleidai"

82
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the temples 
Ancient greek temples housed statues and tributes to the gods. The temple itself contained a cult 

image of whatever deity resided there and stood within an enclosed area. Immediately outside the 

temple, there was space enclosed by nature where the public was allowed open access to practice 

their faith. It was important to keep the various deities content, so various offerings and some 

sacrifices of livestock did occur.  

It was a commonly believed by archaeologists in the 20th 

century that human sacrifice was not practiced in Ancient 

Greece, setting it apart from some other civilizations at the 

time. Despite the fact that multiple texts have alluded to the 

practice, including the sacrifice of Iphigenia and Polyxena, the 

lack of archaeological evidence and overall disbelief that a 

culture so democratic for its time would participate in the act 

overshadowed its acceptability. In 2016, male skeletal remains 

were found at Mount Lykaion, where offerings to Zeus were 

made, thereby changing the narrative of Greece’s history with 

sacrifice.  
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Temple of Olympian Zeus sketch

Jan Willem Pieneman, “Louis 
Royer…” Details (1825) 

There isn’t a great deal of literature on the sacrifice of maidens 

in Ancient Greece. Though there’s often the popularized 

expectation of virginal blood offerings as a staple in religious 

rites, there’s little evidence supporting the scope of how often 

this occurred historically. The idea or story of a virgin sacrifice 

really comes to focus in the 2nd and 3rd century in European  

Christian and Pagan religions. It’s expected by some that 

historically it was used to comment on other culture’s or 

religion’s lack of humanity, the subject of the virgin brings issues 

of gender and bestial sexuality into play as well. As a whole, the 

so-called trope of the virginal sacrifice has been utilized to frame 

others. Additionally, it’s widely accepted that in Greek Theatre 

sacrifice is utilized as an allegorical device rather than a literal 

historical depiction of that time.  



the role of gender 
After Heracles’ daughter, Macaria, offers her life as a sacrifice and leaves, there is no further 

mentioning of her or her noble act. In some translations she’s even listed as Maiden, stripping her 

identity and namesake from her directly. When the oracle states that the success of Athens against 

the Argive army depends on a virginal sacrifice, Macaria says that she’ll offer up her life before she’s 

ordered to do so. In this way, the social constructs within the world dynamics point at the heavy 

expectations and ultimate lack of regard for women. Female bodies are expected to fit the gender 

role of nurturer-protector and Macaria’s performance of 

femininity requires this act of generosity.  

That being said, Macaria’s character shows a great deal 

of agency within her situation. She’s aware of the 

realities that shape and limit her life, and she makes an 

active choice before she’s bent to someone else’s force. Because it is in fact an action that she takes, 

not an event that consequently happens to her, Macaria becomes involved in the politics.  Not only 

does she participate in the public sphere which is sequestered off from women, she takes a stand for 

marginal voices, expresses an ideological idea of justice, and transcends the binds thrust upon the 

collective group. When she first exits the temple where the rest of the women in the family are, she 

points at the fact that silence is expected from her and that ultimately she’s breaking that code of 

conduct because she believes she has a right to participate in the discourse happening outside. This 

vocalization brings her into the militaristic circle and the acts of violence she’s bound to encounter 

are much like that of a soldier taking a dutiful and patriotic risk. Euripides takes the notion of 

female sacrifice and flips the way audiences see it so that a woman’s death mirrors the nobility of a 

warrior’s. Though Euripides often writes about the everyman, Macaria exhibits a lot of the same 

actions and behaviors as the traditional hero in greek tragedy. Though, this is not dismiss the 

inescapability of the expectations and objectification projected onto Macaria based on her gender.  
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“I firmly believe that when the nation shuts its eyes to justice 
and prefers to have women who are not only denied justice 

but who are ill treated and tortured, then I say that this action 
of mine should be understandable.”  

—  
Mary Richardson 

Diego Velázquez, “The Toilet of Venus” (1692)  in 1914 after 
suffragette Mary Richardson attacked it with a cleaver



this moment 

To modern sensibilities, the play tells a story of a group of humans plagued with loss, 
dislocated from their home, and seeking asylum. The threat of violence and persecution 
looms over them wherever they go as they desperately attempt to heal and mourn the 
rooted past that follows them.  

This story explores issues of immigration, war, ethics of power and revenge. It poses 
questions on our humanity. Why we choose to help others. Whether it’s for our own 
advancement or stability or out of sheer goodness. And if the reason behind a helpful 
act ultimately matters. It’s a timeless story. It’s one riddled in authority, conformity, 
religion, racism, ethnicism, sexism, etc etc etc. It’s the story of the Jewish population. 
From 740 BCE to this moment today. The Armenian population. Serbian. Bosnian. 
Rohingya. Palestinian. Syrian. South Sudanese. Venezuelan. Mexican. Democratic 
Republic of Congo. Just to name a few.  

Today about 26 million people have fled their countries due to violation of their 

human rights. 79.5 million have been forcibly displaced. 4.2 million people who are 

still seeking asylum. Women and children, who make up a little over half of these 
numbers, are at a greater risk of exploitation and abuse with fewer educational 
resources, minimal access to reproductive health, and 8a higher exposure to 
sexually transmitted diseases.  
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David Foldvari, “Boat” (2015)
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