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LYSIS GOES TO THE
PLAY

CHAPTER 1

Lysis was going to the play. It was not the
first time, for he was thirteen years old and his
father, Democrates, had taken him last year.
Plays were still very new in Athens where
Lysis lived. Lysis’ grandfather could perhaps
remember the very first one. And plays were
performed only once a year at the festival of
Dionysus.

But seeing a play once had only made Lysis
wild to see one again. Father had promised
weeks ago, and night and day, night and day



Lysis had looked forward to it.

The last thing before he went to sleep the
play had been on his mind. The first thing when
he awoke this morning came that strange
feeling of delight. What was it? Oh yes, the
play! And Lysis sprang out of bed, threw on his
chiton, and went singing around the house. For
now the day had come. The first day of the
festival of Dionysus.

And tomorrow Lysis was going to the play.

He ran to the door and looked out, hoping to
see his father. The streets were full of people




and all, like Lysis, were in an exceptionally
happy mood. Everyone was carrying
something—garlands of flowers, baskets of
fruit, a cask of wine or masks, and dresses for
the play. Some were wearing crowns of ivy, in
honor of the God, Dionysus. For it was he who
had brought everything to life after the cold of
winter—flowers, the green new-springing
wheat, the songs of birds, the tender leaves of
the grape vines, which later on would produce
grapes, and later still, wine. Today, all Athens
was thanking Dionysus for flowers and
sunshine and life and wine. Most Greeks drank
wine instead of water, for their water was not
always good. They mingled the two together
and despised anyone who drank his wine full
strength.

The noise in the street was growing louder
now. All the slaves were allowed to go free on
this day, and the streets were crowded. People
meeting each other on the street corners felt so
merry that often they would stop and dance
right then and there. There was always
someone standing ready with a flute, for flutes
and pipes were sacred to Dionysus.

Lysis could hardly wait for his father to
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come home. Of course he would take him out to
join the crowd. He would take him to the agora,
he would take him to the Acropolis to see the
new temple of Athena. Every Athenian boy
should see these things and know them,
especially a free citizen like Lysis whose family
has always been citizens.

He kept running to the front door to ask the
old doorkeeper, Leon, “Have you seen my
father?”

Leon laughed at him.

“Little master, one would think there had
never been a festival before.”

“Well, it’s only once a year,” answered
Lysis. He stood in the aula dabbling his hands in
the fountain. The aula was the central open
court, and from it he could watch the front door.

Then all of a sudden, like a whirlwind,
Father was there. He burst in through the door,
hurried across the aula, passed Lysis without
speaking. Then he turned back.

“My son,” he said. “I have bad news. A
dreadful thing has happened. The Dioscuri has
been wrecked.”

“The Dioscuri!” cried Lysis stupidly. It did
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not seem possible that the Dioscuri, that ship
which had always belonged to Father could be
drowned. He felt as if it were a person dead.

“Yes, and two of my best horses were aboard
and many casks of oil. I’'m taking ship this
moment for Samos where the wreck occurred.
Thank Hermes one is sailing now. Memon!
Agnon! Miccus!”

He shouted to his slaves and they came
running to help him get ready. Democrates must
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take food; no ship furnished that. And he must
take an extra cloak. Two staunch friends would
go with him and two slaves to help him win
back his possessions. Shipwrecked goods were
claimed by whoever found them first.

“But Father,” Lysis whispered, pulling his
father’s chiton to get his notice. “The play.”

“Don’t be foolish, Lysis. Of course I cannot
go to the play now.” Democrates was pointing
out things for the slaves to wrap into bundles.
Everybody was running. Democrates turned to
Lysis.

“Well, well, son. This is bad luck—with
Mother away and all. Take care of your sister.
Be a man. Be obedient to Agnon. You will,
won’t you, son?”

He bent and kissed him. Then threw an arm
about him and kissed him again. Callisto, the
little girl, came running into the room. She
clung to her father.

“You will be drowned. Oh, come back
soon!”

“The very first moment I can, darling,” said
Democrates. “Do you think I’d stay in Samos?”

This was a joke to make them laugh. The
idea of Father staying anywhere but Athens was
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ridiculous. A free citizen whose family had
always been citizens! Why, his father felt he
owned Athens as we feel we possess our
clothes, our minds or souls.

Then Father was gone. The house was as still
as the graves in the burial place, and Lysis’
heart was like one of the gravestones. He went
dragging into his own room. There was no door
for shutting, so he could not shut himself in. But
it was dark, for there was no window. Lysis
went to the darkest corner and flung himself on
the bed.

The play, the play! He just could not believe
he was not to see it, not hear the chorus, not
watch the dancing. Not hear the gods speak! He
curled himself up into a ball and pushed his
head deeper into the pillow so no one could hear
him crying.

Suddenly there was a soft touch on his
shoulder. It was his sister, Callisto. She was
crying, too. She had a honey cake in her hand,
offering it to him.

15



“Go away,” he said roughly. “Do you think I
am a baby to be comforted with honey cake? Go
away, I say.”

He spoke to Callisto in a barbarous dialect.
She was a girl, and hence did not speak the
beautiful clear Greek of men. She bent her head
low and went away.

It would have been better if Mother had been
at home. She might have taken him to the play
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herself, for women were allowed to go if they
sat in the highest seats. But Mother was away at
the farm where Father kept his horses.

In the winter Mother had been very ill. They
thought she would die. Then when she grew
better, Father had sent her to the country. The
two smaller children and Amycla, the old nurse,
had gone with her. How Lysis wished Mother
were home again.

Old Agnon could take him to the play if he
wanted to. But he knew Agnon wouldn’t. He
was mean, was Agnon. Father never new how
mean he was. Agnon was a slave. He had been
Father’s pedagogue when Father was little. And
now he was Lysis’ pedagogue, taking him to
school, carrying his books, and waiting upon
him. But he’d been well-thought-of for so long
that he was entirely spoiled. He treated Lysis as
if he had complete authority.

Callisto came into the room again. She came
very timidly this time. She had something in her
hand. It was her own little image of Athena, a
small image exactly like the great new one up in
the new Parthenon temple. Exquisitely carved of
marble, it had been painted and gilded the same
colors as the big one made by the sculptor
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Phidias.

Callisto loved it better than anything else she
possessed. She worshiped it. And she was
offering it to Lysis.

“You can have it,” she faltered, “because you
can’t go to the play.”

“Go away!” he shouted. “Do you think I
want your doll? Don’t come here again.”

Callisto ran out.

Lysis was ashamed of himself, but he
pretended he was not. He had called Athena’s
image a doll. Suppose Athena heard him. The
punishment of a goddess was swift. Besides
being ashamed, Lysis was frightened.

Gradually, piercing through his troubled
thoughts, came a sound like chanting. Now low,
now high, not just a tune. What was it? What in
the world could it be? Lysis scrambled off the
bed and went out into the aula. There was
Callisto. She had set her Athena on the small
family altar in the corner. And now, standing
very straight in her long white chiton, her hands
lifted high, her face looking toward heaven
where Athena dwelt, she was praying to it. The
small fire was burning on the altar, a flickering
light in the afternoon sunshine.
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“Oh Athena, hear my prayer.” This is what
Lysis heard. “If thou art far away, fasten thy
golden sandals upon thy feet and come down the
bright ways of heaven to answer me. As thou
lovest thy city, Athens, love also thy son of
Athens, Lysis. Take him to the play. The play is
not in thy honor, oh, dear goddess, but this, my
web, which I have woven is in thy honor. I have
embroidered thee upon it with fine colored
thread—as thou sprangest from the head of
Zeus. Oh, dear Athena, for more than a year
have I woven and stitched to make it. But now
I give it to thee. In this fire will I burn it, so it is
no longer mine, but thine. Only hear my payer
for Lysis. Hear-”

Lysis had never realized that Callisto was
beautiful. He had thought of her hardly at all.
But beautiful she certainly was, standing there
so straight and still, giving her web to Athena.
Her beauty rang in Lysis’ heart like a loud clear
song. He ran leaping across the aula and caught
her uplifted hands. He was so sudden about it
that Callisto cried out in the midst of her chant.
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