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ὁρῶμεν αὐτὴν ἀμφιπλῆγι φασγάνῳ
πλευρὰν ὑφ’ ἧπαρ καὶ φρένας πεπληγμένην.

We saw that she, with a double-edged blade,
had struck her side under the liver and the diaphragm.1

Editors of Sophocles are hesitant to take ‘under the liver’ in the literal ana-
tomical sense, and since antiquity it has been common practice not to specify 
any precise location for Deianira’s tragic wounding. The ancient scholiast to 
931 was non-committal, ignoring the curious use of ὑπό, and only sought to 
justify the pairing of ἧπαρ and φρένες with a Homeric parallel.2 A minority of 
manuscripts contain the variant ἐπί instead of ὑπό, a rare tragic pairing with 
ἧπαρ.3 Modern editors of the Trachiniae do not accept this variant,4 but where 
they do not simply reproduce the Homeric comparison from the scholiast, 
they downplay the preposition ὑπό; the site of the wounding is consistently 
described as being given a vague location by Sophocles.5

1 S. Tr. 930-931. My translations follow, unless otherwise indicated.
2 Citing Od. 9.301: περὶ τὸ ἧπαρ γὰρ φρένες εἰσὶ παχεῖαι· Ὅμηρος | ὅθι τε φρένες ἧπαρ ἔχουσιν.
3 As the reviewer noted, this is likely a scribal error; for this construction see A. Ag. 792, where 

grief ‘extends to the liver,’ ἐφ’ ἧπαρ προσικνεῖται.
4 But as we shall see below, one scholar (Reiske 1753) proposes it as an emendation in his criti-

cal notes on Sophocles.
5 The scholiast Od. reference is quoted verbatim in Schneidewin and Nauck 1880, 116. Paley 

1880, 71 takes the ‘under’ phrasing as suggesting that Deianira “stabs herself in the region of 
the liver and diaphragm”, and ἧπαρ serves only as a metonym, having “the general sense of 
any vital part”. Both Jebb 1892, 137 (“to be understood in a general sense”) and Easterling 1982, 
191 (“poetic descriptions of anatomy tend to be vague”) follow this same line of thought.
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Against the consensus of editors, some scholars have speculated that the 
location of Deianira’s wounding may possess gendered significance. Wohl, for 
instance, suspected that Deianira’s liver stabbing also bore associations with 
the womb.6 Mitchell-Boyask committed to this view more overtly, speculated 
that Deianira did in fact stab herself in that location; he concluded that “she 
destroys herself thus as a mother and as a possible productive bed partner of 
any male”.7 Based on the literal sense of the passage, and Deianira’s characteri-
sation in Sophocles generally, these are both reasonable conjectures. But the 
evidence both scholars provide is incomplete. Once we consider further pas-
sages that have been overlooked in scholarship on the Trachiniae, this inter-
pretation is not just compelling, but surely correct: in Greek poetry, ὑπὸ ἧπαρ 
can serve as a periphrastic expression for the ‘belly’,8 but more pertinently 
for female characters, it refers to the womb.9 In this latter context, the phrase 
appears elsewhere in tragedy, providing a much clearer anatomical picture 
compared to the Trachiniae. In a lyric choral passage in Euripides Supp., the 
chorus of Argive women lament for their unburied sons and address them in 
the singular:

ἰὼ τέκνον, δυστυχῆ
σ’ ἔτρεφον ἔφερον ὑφ’ ἥπατος
πόνους ἐνεγκοῦσ’ ἐν ὠδῖσι· καὶ
νῦν τὸν ἐμὸν Ἀίδας
ἔχει μόχθον ἀθλίας,
ἐγὼ δὲ γηροβοσκὸν οὐκ ἔχω, τεκοῦσ’
ἁ τάλαινα παῖδα.10

6    Wohl 1998, 36. Ibid: “The part of the body below the belt is generally associated with the 
womb”. Wohl still seems to have thought, however, that the wounding as a ‘liver stabbing’ 
had some literal significance, accepting the contention of Loraux 1987, 55 that this implies 
an anatomical error. On this view see below.

7    Mitchell-Boyask 2007, 83.
8    See the female chorus in E. Supp. 599: μοι ὑφ’ ἥπατι †χλωρὸν δεῖμα ταράσσει† (‘pallid fear 

sits under my liver’). This is metrically dubious, but this stomach-anxiety imagery also 
appears earlier with a male character in A. Ch. 271-272: δυσχειμέρους | ἄτας ὑφ’ ἧπαρ θερμόν 
(the ‘freezing doom under [Orestes’] hot liver’).

9    With ἧπαρ taking either an accusative or a genitive. Similar phrases to ὑπὸ ἧπαρ are not 
always strictly anatomical, as Wohl 1998, 36 seems to have observed: see A. Ch. 992: τέκνων 
ἤνεγχ’ ὑπὸ ζώνην βάρος, ‘(she) bore the burden of her children under her girdle (i.e. below 
the midriff)’; in the anastrophic word order of E. Hec. 761: ἔφερον ζώνης ὕπο, ‘I kept him 
under (my) girdle’; more similarly, ὑπὸ σπλάγχνοισι φέρει, (‘(the offspring she) keeps under 
(her) guts’), A.R. Arg. 4.1109.

10  E. Supp. 918-924.
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Ah child, unlucky
that I nurtured you, that I kept you under my liver
and endured suffering in labour: and
now Hades has taken the reward
for my hardship,
and I have no one to care for me in old age;
wretched me, for bringing a child into the world.

Kovacs, in his translation, takes 919 as suggesting that the Argive mother 
nurtured her son and carried him ‘next to [her] heart’,11 implying that she is 
nursing him in her arms; but this lends the sequencing of the passage an unin-
tentionally comic effect. How could an Argive woman carry the child in her 
arms, and then painfully give birth to him? A loose translation does not work. 
Alternatively, scholars from Markland et al. to Morwood are correct that a lit-
eral reading suggests, again, ‘the womb’.12

In reference to childbearing, ὑπὸ ἧπαρ is not just a tragic expression; 
Morwood was incorrect to suggest that the reference in E. Supp. is the only 
extant Greek reference where “the pregnant womb is given this location”.13 
We also see it appear in the hexameter poem Megara by the Hellenistic poet 
Moschus, where Alcmene laments for her son Heracles, with another vivid 
description of a mother’s suffering:

οὐδὲν γὰρ νεμεσητὸν ὑπὲρ τέκνου γοάασθαι
μητέρι δυσπαθέοντος· ἐπεὶ δέκα μῆνας ἔκαμνον
πρὶν καί πέρ τ’ ἰδέειν μιν, ἐμῷ ὑπὸ ἥπατ’ ἔχουσα.14

For a mother is not to be resented for grieving for her son
undergoing a terrible fate; since I toiled away for ten months
before even seeing him, keeping him under my liver.

Because we can say that Deianira is striking her womb in the Trachiniae, we 
can solve another textual puzzle that has bothered commentators for some 
time. The problem is one of anatomy. If Deianira was striking just below her 

11  Kovacs 1998, 105.
12  Markland et al. 1822, 168-169 and Morwood 2007, 155.
13  Morwood 2007, 155.
14  Mosch. 83-85. The Gow OCT marks 85 as corrupt, but there is nothing formally objection-

able about this passage.
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liver, an organ on the right side of the body, why does Sophocles insist that she 
strike her left hand side? Did he get the basic anatomy wrong? The passage is 
damningly clear—before she strikes herself with the blade, Deianira

 … συντόνῳ χερὶ
λύει τὸν αὑτῆς πέπλον, οὗ χρυσήλατος
προὔκειτο μαστῶν περονίς, ἐκ δ᾿ ἐλώπισεν
πλευρὰν ἅπασαν ὠλένην τ’ εὐώνυμον.15

 … With a quick hand
loosened her robe, on which a gold-wrought
pin lay in front of her breasts, from which she uncovered
her entire left side and arm.

One cannot get away with the special pleading that Sophocles viewed Deianira’s 
liver from the perspective of the audience before the stage—the speech is in 
reference to an offstage event, and the ‘left’ is clearly in reference to her side. In 
an attempt to overcome the problem, to ‘acquit’ Sophocles from accusations of 
ignorance as to the liver’s proper place, Reiske proposed ἐπί as an emendation, 
giving the construction a directional sense.16 On this view, Deianira drove her 
weapon “all the way to (usque ad) the liver and diaphragm”, suggesting here 
that the blade went so far that it reached the other side! Suitably gory imag-
ery for a Greek tragedy, but the present evidence suggests this measure is not 
necessary.17 Loraux had reasonable grounds to suggest that Sophocles picked 
the ‘feminine’ left side to suit Deianira’s sex,18 but she errs towards esotericism 
when we are told that Sophocles made the anatomical error deliberately as a 

15  S. Tr. 923-926.
16  Reiske 1753, 42.
17  We might also add that the ὑπὸ ἧπαρ phrase is not unattested elsewhere in Sophocles. 

It appears in another female suicide at Ant. 1315, in reference to Eurydice fatally stab-
bing herself ‘by her own hand’ (αὐτόχειρ, with a ξίφος, 1301). Immediately beforehand, the 
herald reports, the queen ‘chanted for bad consequences’ (κακὰς πράξεις | ἐφυμνήσασα, 
1304-1305) to befall her husband Creon for being responsible for the death of their son 
Haemon. On this reading, the phallic destruction of her womb is as much a signal of ven-
geance as it is a suicide, depriving Creon of a sexual partner and eliminating the prospect 
of further offspring between them. In Sophocles, therefore, both womb-stabbings sym-
bolise the forfeiture of a woman’s marital status; to stab oneself ὑπὸ ἧπαρ is not a death 
for a male hero.

18  Loraux 1987, 55. On the symbolism of left-handedness in Graeco-Roman texts, encom-
passing femininity, weakness and misfortune, see Wirth 2010.
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“textual ruse”, to highlight that a woman’s ‘masculine’ death by sword is contra-
dictory, and therefore anatomically suspect. If ‘under the liver and midriff ’ is 
just a poetic expression for the womb, Deianira could strike from the left hand 
side and eventually reach her womb in doing so. Reiske’s emendation was incor-
rect, but perhaps his morbid imagination aligned with that of Sophocles’.19
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