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VORTEXES

The ancient world held many representations of
vortexes. From the swirls on a conch shell horn
to the mythical whirlpools of Scylla and
Charybdis in the Odyssey, twisting and turning
movements appear in a vast and diverse array in
material culture, literature, and the dramatic
performances derived from the latter. Other
instances include dancing in circles, thoughts
revolving through the mind, and a body’s
organs and mind twisting in torment. Themes
such as madness and serpents have emerged as
more often than not containing vortex terms.
The À travers le vortex project studies these
vortexes and their context, attempting to
understand the significance that the cultures of
the ancient world assigned them.

Indeed, their abundance and significant
placement in texts indicate a meaning that we
have yet to fully decipher. Multiple theories
have arisen as to the implications of vortexes,
such as their denoting a change of state either
in certain cases or a broader sense. However,
they have yet to be thoroughly explored as it
requires a large amount of data, which
researchers involved in the project have been
working on compiling and analyzing over the
past few years.

DATA WORKSHEETS

The data worksheets have been invaluable to
the project and in comparing large amounts of
instances of vortex terms in Classical literature.
They allow researchers to see exactly which
terms are more frequent and the contexts in
which they were used. The worksheets also
involve the exact form of the term, listing its
linguist root, morphology, and dictionary form.

The fluid format, already divided by authors,
allows for sorting by specific texts, vortex
terms, key words, and more. This will help
researchers form conclusions more easily in the
future by facilitating comparisons between
aforementioned categories in order to form
theories about vortexes and their meaning.

VORTEX EXAMPLES

Vortexes occur frequently in some texts while
disappearing almost completely in others.
Context is often key, as some words may simply
be descriptive terms used in a meaningless
manner, while others hold a wealth of
significance for their audience. For instance, in
Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis, the chorus
describes the Achaean camp in Aulis, stating
that the twelve ships under the command of
Ajax are the most easily turned (Eur. IA 288-
293). Though εὔστροφος, the term used, is a
vortex word, it holds no particular significance
in this specific context.

However, in Euripides’ Bacchae, vortex words
abound and hold tremendous meaning.
Dionysus’ hair is described as curls, possibly
implying he is a vortex himself, and the
description of Dionysus’ bending of a tree for
Pentheus to perch on while spying on the
maenads is full of vortex terms, as is the
messenger’s account of queen Agave’s eyes
swirling in madness as she advances into
Thebes with her son’s decapitated head, which
she describes as a twisted seedling. Vortexes
seem to have an extremely important place in
this text, as they do in many others, and further
research will hopefully indicate why.
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