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Troy is “robbed of its living remnant, deserted by its dead.” At the end of a ten-year war, the suffering continues as the Greeks divide up the remaining women of Troy.

Euripides shows us that war leaves no heroes. The Trojans have been killed, the women left to lie in the dust. Even the victorious Greeks must suffer the costs of war. The Greeks killed in battle now “lie in alien earth.” To avenge the sacrilege committed by the conquerors as they took the city, the offended gods Poseidon and Athena join forces to inflict on the Greek fleet a terrible storm en route home; the Aegean “blossoms with dead men” as most of the fleet is lost at sea. Odysseus will suffer for ten more years before he reaches home “to find his palace plagued with ills innumerable.”  Agamemnon’s homecoming will “overthrow . . . the whole house of Atreus.”

War has turned the world upside down. “[T]he mean [are] exalted to the sky, the great brought low.” A powerful condemnation of war, this play also explores how we should deal with grief. These women have everything taken from them and yet they still go on.

Hecuba sees her sons “fall to the Greek spears”; her bravest son Hector slain by the Greek’s most formidable warrior, Achilles; her husband “hacked to death at his own altar, and his city laid in dust.” Her daughter, Polyxena, is sacrificed as an offering at the tomb of Achilles; her other daughter, Cassandra, a virgin consecrated to the god of prophecy, Apollo, is sent off as concubine to Agamemnon. Her daughter-in-law, Andromache, Hector’s widow, will “live as a slave / In the house of the very man who struck [her] husband dead,” the concubine of Achilles’ warrior-son Neoptolemos. Hecuba herself must bury her own grandson, abandon her homeland and ancestral dead, and endure slavery under Odysseus, her deadly enemy.

What is phenomenal is that, after all this, the women get up and go “forward into slavery.” They hang onto hope, the idea that one day life will be better, and that this tragedy will become legend. While often hope seems dead, the women continue to get up from the dust after every blow. Hecuba believes that Troy may one day live again and reminds Andromache, “Death is extinction; but in life there is still hope.”

Hecuba recognizes that, as Cassandra puts it, “to avoid war is a wise man’s duty; yet / If war comes, then a hero’s death confers as much / Fame on his city as a coward’s brings infamy.” As she buries her grandson, who was Troy’s hope for the future, she is still able to think of the continuing legacy of her city:

Had not heaven cast down our greatness and engulfed

all in the earth’s depth, Troy would be a name unknown,

our agony unrecorded, and those songs unsung

which we shall give to poets of a future age.

War ravishes both victor and the victim. Yet, when hope seems dead, people manage to “lift their heads from the dust.” Women of Troy reminds us that, despite all odds, humanity perseveres. From despair comes poetry, from loss comes the appreciation of those loved, from the ruin of a glorious city comes legends that have inspired us for thousands of years.
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