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PHANTOMS’ LAST WORDS: TWENTIETH-CENTURY AVATARS
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Helen.' Goethe’s Faust is one in a long line of works dating

back to the sixth century B.C.E. that treat Helen of Troy as a
phantom. The disbelief in Helen’s real presence at Troy is matched by
the more common disbelief in the words of Cassandra. Scornful of
Apollo, she would pay for her scorn with the lack of credence granted
her utterances. For one who would be foremost a prophet, incredulity
has the effect of rendering her no less a phantom than Helen’s fate as
wraith, whether their phantomness be conferred by glosses on epic, as
in the case of Helen, or by the ire of a spurned god, as with Cassandra.

There are ample grounds beyond such phantomness for conjoining
Helen and Cassandra. Each suffers a societal death. Cassandra, as a
prophet of Apollo, would have been credible as an extension of the
god’s power. Having rebuked the god’s amorous advances, she is
rendered incomprehensible. Her self-assertion proves a destructive act
that also works contrary to the interest of the community that deems her
mantic pronouncements madness. Her lack of credibility in Troy there-
fore marks her as absent.

Helen too is an absent presence, both in her homeland of Sparta and
as an image of herself, wrought by Zeus, in Troy. The power of her
absence, exacerbated throughout Greece by the ensuing absence of its
able-bodied male population, gone to war in Troy for her retrieval,
condemns Helen for breach of fidelity to home and country. This
condemnation prevails as well amongst the Trojans who abhor the fatal
image of the Spartan queen. Popularly construed as willful defiance of
social norms by Helen herself, her rape by Paris is assimilable to
Cassandra’s defiance of Apollo’s amatory insistence. Both are deemed
socially reprehensible and equally disruptive of community.

! Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: Part I & 2, trans. Charles E. Passage
(Indianapolis: Bobbs, 1965), part 2, line 8881, 304.
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(4 ‘I FADE AWAY, and to myself am an eidolon,” says Faust’s
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