Antigone Close Reading Passage #1
ANTIGONE:

You asked me just now why I was wearing Ismene’s dress, her perfume and make-up.  Well, I was a fool – I wasn’t sure it was me you really wanted, and I was trying to make you want me by being more like the other girls. 

HAEMON:

So that was it!

ANTIGONE:

Yes.  And you laughed, and we quarrelled.  My bad temper got the better of me and I flounced off.  (Pause.  Lower.)  But I really came to see you yesterday evening so that you might make love to me – so that I might be your wife already.  Before … (He draws back and is about to speak, but she cries out.)  You promised not to ask!  (Humbly.)  Please … (Turning away; harshly.)  Anyway, let me explain.  I wanted to become your wife because that’s how I love you … And because – forgive me for hurting you, my darling – because I can never marry you.

He is dumbfounded.  She runs over to the window and cries out.

Haemon, you promised!  Go now.  If you speak, or take one step towards me I’ll jump out of this window.  I swear it on the head of the son we had in our dreams.  The only son I’ll ever have.  Go now, quickly.  You’ll understand tomorrow.  Soon.  (She sounds so despairing that HAEMON does as she says.)  That’s right, Haemon, leave me.  It’s the only thing you can do right now to show that you love me.
Antigone, p. 20
Antigone Close Reading Passage #2

CREON (pause):

A child … The opposition may be crushed, but it’s already working away underground.  Polynices’ friends, with their gold all frozen in Thebes … The leaders of the plebs, reeking of garlic, suddenly in alliance with the princes … The priests, trying to fish up something for themselves, out of these murky waters … A child … Yes, they must have thought that would make it more touching, more pathetic.  I can just see them and their ‘child’ – a hired assassin, more like, with his toy spade hidden under his coat.  Unless they talked a real child into doing it.  What a bonus to have innocence on their side!  A genuine little white-faced brat ready to spit down the barrel of my guns!  My hands stained with fresh young blood!  (He goes over to JONAS.)  But they must have had accomplices.  Perhaps among my guards … Here, you –

JONAS:  

Sir, we did all we were supposed to do!  Snout may have sat down for half an hour because his feet hurt, but I stayed standing up the whole time!  The Corp’ll back me up, sir!

CREON:

Who’ve you told about this?

JONAS:

No one, sir.  We drew lots right away and I came straight here.

CREON:

Now listen to me.  Your watch is doubled.  Send the relief away when it comes.  I don’t want anyone else but you three near that body.  And not a word to anyone!  You and your mates are already guilty of negligence and will be punished for that anyway – but if you talk, and the rumour gets about that someone’s covered up Polynices’ corpse, all three of you will die.
Antigone, p. 24
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CHORUS:


So.  Now the spring is wound.  The tale will unfold all of itself.  That’s the convenient thing about tragedy – you can start it off with a flick of the finger:  a glance at a girl going past with uplifted arms in the street; a sudden hunger for fame when you wake up one day – as if it were something to eat; asking yourself one question too many some evening … That’s all it takes.  And afterwards, no need to do anything.  It does itself.  Like clockwork set going since the beginning of time.  





Death, treachery, despair – all there ready and waiting … And noise, and storms, and every kind of silence.  The silence when the executioner lifts his arm at the end.  The silence at the beginning, when the two lovers are naked together for the first time, and at first, in the dark, don’t dare to move.  The silence when the shouts of the crowd rise up around the victor – like a film with the sound-track stuck … all these open mouths with nothing coming out of them, all that clamour no more than an image.  And the victor already vanquished, there in the midst of his silence.  





Nice and neat, tragedy.  Restful, too.  In a drama, with its traitors, its desperate villains, its innocent victims, avengers, devoted followers and glimmers of hope, death becomes something terrible, a kind of accident.  You might have arrived in time with the police.  But tragedy’s so peaceful!  For one thing, everybody’s on a par.  All innocent!  It doesn’t matter if one person kills and the other is killed – it’s just a matter of casting … And above all, tragedy’s restful, because you know there’s no lousy hope left.  You know you’re caught, caught at last like a rat in a trap, with all heaven against you.  And the only thing left to do is shout – not moan, or complain, but yell out at the top of your voice whatever it was you had to say.  What you’ve never said before.  What perhaps you didn’t even know till now … And to no purpose – just so as to tell it to yourself … to learn it, yourself.  In drama you struggle, because you hope you’re going to survive.  It’s utilitarian – sordid.  But tragedy is gratuitous.  Pointless, irremediable.  Fit for a king!

Enter ANTIGONE, hustled in by GUARDS.

Now it’s beginning.  Little Antigone has been caught – and handcuffed.  She can be herself at last.

Antigone, pp. 25-26
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CREON:


The pride of Oedipus.  You’re its living image.  And now I see it again in your eyes.  I believe you.  You thought I would have you put to death, and that struck you, in your vanity, as a very suitable end for you.  For your father, too, ordinary human misery – there was no question of happiness! – wasn’t enough.  In your family, what’s human only cramps your style – you have to have a private confrontation with destiny and death.  You have to kill your father and sleep with your mother, and then find out about it later on, and drink it all in word by word.  Some drink, eh, the words of doom?  And how greedily you swig them down if your name’s Oedipus – or Antigone.  The next thing to do, of course, is to put your own eyes out and trail around with your children, begging.  Well, all that’s over and done with – times have changed in Thebes.  What Thebes needs now is an ordinary king with no fuss.  My name’s only Creon, thank God.  I’ve got both feet on the ground and both hands in my pockets.  I’m not so ambitious as your father was, and all I aim at now I’m king is to try to see the world’s a bit more sensibly run.  There’s nothing very heroic about it – just an everyday job, and, like the rest of them, not always very amusing.  But since that’s what I’m here for, that’s what I’m going to do.  And if some scruffy messenger comes down from the mountains tomorrow and tells me he’s none too sure about my parentage, I’ll just send him packing.  I shan’t go comparing dates and looking askance at my aunt.  Kings have other things to do besides souping up their own woes.  (Goes over and takes her by the arm.)  Now listen carefully.  You may be Antigone, Oedipus’s daughter – but you’re only twenty.  It isn’t long since all this would have been sorted out with bread and water and a box on the ears.  (Smiling.)  Have you put to death!  You can’t have looked at yourself in the glass, you little sparrow!  You’re too thin!  You want to fatten yourself up a bit and give Haemon a nice sturdy son!  You’d do Thebes more good that way than by dying, believe me.  Now you go straight back to your room, do as I told you and say nothing.  I’ll see everyone else keeps quiet.  Go along.  And don’t glare like that.  You think I’m a brute, of course, and horribly unpoetic.  But, handful that you are, I’m fond of you.  Don’t forget it was I gave you your first doll, and not very long ago either!
Antigone, pp. 33-34
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CREON (low):

Heaven knows I’ve got other demands on my time today, but I’m going to spend however long it takes to save you, you little pest.

He makes her sit on a chair in the middle of the room, then takes off his jacket and advances on her in his shirtsleeves, heavy, powerful.

There are plenty of urgent matters to attend to after a failed revolution, you know.  But they can wait.  I don’t want you to die mixed up in a political scandal.  You deserve better than that.  Because it is only a political scandal, you know – this brother of yours, this forlorn ghost, this body decomposing as the guards watch over it … All this pathos you get so worked up about.  I may not be soft, but I am particular – I like things to be clean, neat, wholesome.  Don’t you think I’m as revolted as you are by that flesh rotting in the sun?  You can smell it in the palace already, at night when the wind blows from the sea.  It makes me feel quite sick. But I shan’t even shut my window.  The whole business is not only horrible, but also – between ourselves – abysmally stupid.  But it’s necessary that Thebes should smell the body for a while.  I myself would have preferred to have your brother buried, just for reasons of hygiene.  But to make those clods I govern understand what’s what, the city has to stink of Polynices’ corpse for a month.

ANTIGONE:


You’re loathsome.

CREON:  


Yes, child.  It’s my job.  Whether that job should or shouldn’t be done is a matter for discussion.  But if it is done, it has to be done like this.

ANTIGONE:


Why do you have to do it?

CREON:


One morning I woke up King of Thebes.  Though heaven knows there were things in life I loved better than power.

ANTIGONE:


Then you should have said no!

CREON:


I might have.  But suddenly I felt like a workman refusing a job.  It didn’t seem right.  I said yes.

Antigone, pp. 37-38
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CREON (suddenly shaking her, beside himself):
For God’s sake!  Try to understand for a minute, you little fool!  I’ve tried hard enough to understand you!  Someone has to say yes.  Someone has to steer the ship.  It’s letting in water on all sides.  It’s full of crime and stupidity and suffering.  The rudder’s adrift.  The crew won’t obey orders – all they’re interested in is looting the cargo.  The officers are busy building a comfortable raft for themselves and cornering all the fresh water.  But the mast’s split, the wind’s howling, the sails will soon be in shreds, and the whole lot of them will die together because they think of nothing but their own skins and their own petty concerns.  And do you really think this is time to debate whether you say yes or no, to wonder whether some day the price isn’t going to be too high, whether afterwards you’re going to be able to call yourself a man again?  No!  You grab the tiller, you stand up to the mountains of water, you shout an order – and if you’re attacked you shoot the first comer.  The first comer!  He hasn’t got a name.  He’s like the wave that’s just broken over the deck, like the wind tearing at your limbs.  He may be the man who smiled at you and gave you a light yesterday.  He hasn’t got a name any more.  And neither have you, as you hang on desperately to the tiller.  The only things that have got a name now are the ship and the storm.  Do you understand?

ANTIGONE (shaking her head):


I don’t want to.  It’s all very well for you, but I’m not here to understand.  I’m here to say no to you, and to die.

CREON:





It’s easy to say no!

ANTIGONE:





Not always.

CREON:





To say yes you have to sweat, roll up your sleeves, grab hold of life, plunge in up to the neck.  It’s easy to say no, even if it means dying.  All you have to do is keep still and wait.  Wait to live.  Wait to die, even.  It’s feeble! –  something human beings have thought up for themselves.  Can you imagine a world where trees have said no to the sap?  Where the animals have said no to the instincts of hunting and love?  Brute beasts at least are good and natural and tough.  They all jostle each other bravely along the same path.  If any fall, others trample them.  No matter how many die there’ll always be one of every species left to reproduce and follow the same path with the same courage.
ANTIGONE:





What a dream for a king!  To be like an animal!  Wouldn’t that make life easy!
Antigone, pp. 39-41
