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Generations of men are like the leaves.

In winter, winds blow them down to earth,

but then, when spring season comes again,

the budding wood grows more. And so with men:
one generation grows, another dies away. (//iad 6)
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EDITORS’ NOTE

This book presents the Greek text of Aeschylus’ Eumenides with a
facing English translation. The Greek text is that of Herbert Weir Smyth
(1926), which is in the public domain and available as a pdf. This text has
also been digitized by the Perseus Project (perseus.tufts.edu). The English
translation and accompanying notes are those of Ian Johnston of Vancouver
Island University, Nanaimo, BC. This translation is available freely on-
line (records.viu.ca/~johnstoi/). We have reset both texts, making a number
of very minor corrections, and placed them on opposing pages. This fac-
ing-page format will be useful to those wishing to read the English transla-
tion while looking at the Greek version, or vice versa.
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LECTURE ON THE ORESTEIA
by lan Johnston

The following notes began as a lecture delivered, in part, ar Malaspina
College (now Vancouver Island University) in Liberal Studies 301
on September 25, 1995. That lecture was considerably revised in
July 2000. This text is in the public domain, released July 2000.
Note that references to Aeschyluss text are to the translation by Robert
Fagles (Penguin, 1977).

Introduction

My lecture today falls into two parts. In the first I want to offer some
background information for our study of Aeschylus’s Oresteia, specifically
on the Trojan War and the House of Atreus, and in the second I will be ad-
dressing the first play in that trilogy, the Agamemnon, making relatively brief
mention of the other plays in the trilogy. Other speakers today will focus in
more detail on the second and third plays.

The Trojan War

With the possible exception of the narratives in the Old Testament,
no story has been such a fecund artistic resource in Western culture as the
Greeks' favourite tale, the Trojan War. This is a vast, complex story, which
includes a great many subsidiary narratives, and it has over the centuries
proved an inexhaustible resource for Western writers, painters, musicians,
choreographers, novelists, and dramatists. It would be comparatively easy
and very interesting to develop a course of study of Western Culture based
entirely upon artistic depictions of events from this long narrative. So it’s an
important part of cultural literacy for any students of our traditions to have
some acquaintance with the details of this story, which even today shows no
sign of losing its appeal.

There is not time here today to go into the narrative in any depth. So
I’'m going to be dealing only with a very brief treatment of those details most
immediately pertinent to our study of Aeschylus. However, for those who want
to go over a more comprehensive summary of the total narrative, see p. xxiil.

The complete narrative of the Trojan War includes at least six sections:
the long-term causes (the Judgment of Paris), the immediate causes (the se-
duction of Helen of Troy by Paris), the preparations (especially the gathering
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of the forces at Aulis and the sacrifice of Iphigeneia), the events of the war
(climaxing in the Wooden Horse and the destruction of the city), the returns
(most notably the adventures of Odysseus and Aeneas and the murder of
Agamemnon), and the long-term aftermath.

The total narrative is found by putting together many different versions,
not all of which by any means agree on the details. Unlike the Old Testament
narrative which was eventually codified into an official single version (at least
for Christians and Jews), the story of the Trojan War exists in many versions
of separate incidents in many different documents. There is no single au-
thoritative account. Homer’s //iad and Odyssey enjoyed a unique authority
in classical Greece, but those works deal only with a relatively small parts of
the total narrative and are by no means the only texts which deal with the
subject matter they cover.

Was the Trojan War a historical event or an endlessly embroidered fiction?
The answer to this question is much disputed. The ancient Greeks believed
in the historical truth of the tale and dated it at approximately 1200 BC,
about the same time as the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt. Undil the
last century, however, most later Europeans thought of the story as a poetic
invention. This attitude changed quickly when a rich German merchant,
Schliemann, in the nineteenth century, explored possible sites for the city
(using Homeric geography as a clue) and unearthed some archeological remains
of a city, one version of which had apparently been violently destroyed at
about the traditional date. The site of this city, in Hissarlik in modern Turkey,
is now widely believed to be the historical site of ancient Troy (although we
cannot be certain).

What we need to know as background for Aeschylus’s play is a compar-
atively small portion of this total narrative, which Aeschylus assumes his
audience will be thoroughly familiar with. The expedition against Troy was
initiated as a response to the seduction of Helen by Paris, a son of Priam,
King of Troy, and their running off together back to Troy with a great quan-
tity of Spartan treasure. Helen, the daughter of Zeus and Leda, was married
to Menelaus, king of Sparta. His brother, Agamemnon, was king of Argos,
married to Helen’s twin sister Clytaemnestra (but whose father was not Zeus).

As a result of the abduction of Helen, the Greeks mounted an expedition
against Troy, headed up by the two kings, Agamemnon and Menelaus, the
sons of Atreus, or the Atreidai. They summoned their allies to meet them
with troops at Aulis, where the ships were to take the troops on board and
sail to Troy.

However, Agamemnon had angered the goddess Artemis by killing a
sacred animal. So Artemis sent contrary winds, and the fleet could not sail.
The entire expedition was threatened with failure. Finally, the prophet Calchas
informed the Greek leadership that the fleet would not be able to sail unless
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Agamemnon sacrificed his eldest daughter, Iphigeneia. He did so, and the
fleet sailed to Troy, where, after ten years of siege, the city finally fell to the
Greeks, who then proceeded to rape, pillage, and destroy the temples of the
Trojans. The Greek leaders divided up the captive women. Agamemnon took
Cassandra, a daughter of king Priam, home as a slave concubine. Cassandra
had refused the sexual advances of the god Apollo; he had punished her
by giving her the gift of divine prophecy but making sure that no one ever
believed her.

The moral construction put on the Trojan War varies a good deal from
one writer to the next. Homer’s //iad, for example, sees warfare as a condi-
tion of existence and therefore the Trojan War is a symbol for life itself, a
life in which the highest virtues are manifested in a tragic heroism. In the
Odlyssey, there is a strong sense that the warrior life Odysseus has lived at
Troy is something he must learn to abandon in favour of something more
suited to home and hearth. Euripides used the stories of the war to enforce
either a very strong anti-war vision or to promote highly unnaturalistic and
ironic romance narratives.

In Aeschylus’s play there is a strong sense that the Trojan War is, among
other things, an appropriate act of revenge for the crime of Paris and Helen
against Menelaus. And yet, at the same time, it is something which most of
the people at home despise, for it kills all the young citizens and corrupts
political life by taking the leaders away. In fact, the complex contradictions
in the Chorus’s attitude to that war help to bring out one of the major points
of the first play: the problematic nature of justice based on a simple revenge
ethic. According to the traditional conception of justice, Agamemnon is
right to fight against Troy; but the effort is destroying his own city. So how
can that be right?

The House of Atreus

The other background story which Aeschylus assumes his audience will be
thoroughly familiar with is the story of the House of Atreus. This story, too,
is recounted in more detail in the note on the Trojan War mentioned above.

The important point to know for the play is that the House of Atreus
suffers from an ancient curse. As part of the working out of this curse,
Agamemnon’s father, Atreus, had quarreled violently with his brother Thyestes.
As a result of this quarrel, Atreus had killed Thyestes’s sons and fed them
to him at a reconciliation banquet. In some versions of the story, Thyestes,
overcome with horror, produced a child with his surviving daughter in order
to have someone to avenge the crime. The offspring of that sexual union
was Aegisthus (Aeschylus changes this point by having Aegisthus an infant
at the time of the banquet). Aegisthus’ actions in the Oresteia, the seduction
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of Clytaemnestra (before the play starts) and the killing of Agamemnon,
he interprets and excuses as a revenge for what Atreus did to his father and
brothers. (For a more detailed summary account of the story of the House
of Atreus, see p. xxxv.)

The House of Atreus is probably the most famous secular family in our
literary history, partly because it tells the story of an enormous family curse,
full of sex, violence, horrible deaths going on for generations. It also throws
into relief a theme which lies at the very centre of the Oresteia and which
has intrigued our culture ever since, the nature of revenge.

The Revenge Ethic

Aechylus’s trilogy, and especially the first play, calls our attention repeatedly
to a central concept of justice: justice as revenge. This is a relatively simple
notion, and it has a powerful emotional appeal, even today. The revenge
ethic, simply put, makes justice the personal responsibility of the person
insulted or hurt or, if that person is dead, of someone closely related to him,
almost invariably a close blood relative. The killer must be killed, and that
killing must be carried out personally by the most appropriate person, who
accepts that charge as an obvious responsibility. It is a radically simple and
powerfully emotional basis for justice, linking retribution to the family and
their feelings for each other and for their collective honour.

We have already met this ethic in the Old Testament and in the Odjssey.
In the latter book, the killing of Aegisthus by Orestes is repeatedly referred
to with respect and approval: it was a just act because Aegisthus had violated
Orestes’s home and killed his father. And we are encouraged to see Odysseus’s
extraordinarily violent treatment of the suitors and their followers as a suitable
revenge, as justice, for what they have done or tried to do to his household,
especially his goods, his wife, and his son. Justice demands a personal, violent,
and effective response from an appropriate family member.

And we are very familiar with this ethic from our own times, because
justice as revenge seems to be an eternally popular theme of movies, tele-
visions, books. It has become an integral part of the Western movie and of
the police drama. Some actors create a career out of the genre (e.g., Charles
Bronson and Arnold Swartzenegger and the Godfather).

We may not ourselves base our justice system directly and simply upon
revenge, but we all understand very clearly those feelings which prompt a
desire for revenge (especially when we think of any violence done to mem-
bers of our own family), and we are often very sympathetic to those who do
decide to act on their own behalf in meting out justice to someone who has
killed someone near and dear to them.
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So in reading the Oresteia we may be quite puzzled by the rather strange
way the story is delivered to us, but there is no mistaking the importance or
the familiarity of the issue. One way of approaching this play, in fact, is to
see it primarily as an exploration of the adequacy of the revenge ethic as a
proper basis for justice in the community and the movement towards a more
civilized, effective, and rational way of judging crimes in the polis.

An Important Preliminary Interlude

Before going on to make some specific remarks about the Agamemnon,
I'd like to call attention to an interpretative problem that frequently (too
frequently) crops up with the Oresteia, especially among students, namely,
the desire to treat this work as if it were, first and foremost, a philosophical
investigation into concepts of justice rather than a great artistic fiction, a
poetic exploration.

Why is this important? Well, briefly put, treating the play as if it were a
rational argument on the order of, say, a Socratic enquiry, removes from our
study of it the most important poetic qualities of the work. We concentrate
all our discussions on the conceptual dimensions of the play, attending to
the logic of Agamemnon’s defense of his actions, or Clytaemnestra’s of hers,
or the final verdict of Athena in the trial of Orestes at the end, and we strive,
above all, to evaluate the play on the basis of our response to the rational
arguments put forward.

This approach is disastrous because the Oresteia is not a rational argument.
It is, by contrast, an artistic exploration of conceptual issues. What matters
here are the complex states of feeling which emerge from the characters, the
imagery, the actions, and the ideas (as they are expressed by particular char-
acters in the action). What we are dealing with here, in other words, is much
more a case of how human beings feel about justice, about the possibilities for
realizing justice in the fullest sense of the word within the human community,
than a rational blueprint for implementing a new system.

I'll have more to say about this later, but let me give just one famous
example. The conclusion of the trilogy will almost certainly create problems
for the interpreter who seeks, above all else, a clearly worked out rational
system for achieving justice in the community (understanding the rational
justification for Athena’s decision in the trial or the reconciliation with the
Furies, for example, will be difficult to work out precisely). But Aeschylus, as
a poet, is not trying to offer such a conclusion. What he gives us is a symbolic
expression of our highest hopes, our most passionate desires for justice (which
is so much more than a simple objective concept). The ending of the trilogy,
with all those people (who earlier were bitter opponents) on stage singing
and dancing in harmony, is a celebration of human possibility (and perhaps
a delicate one at that), not the endorsement of a clearly codified system.
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In the same way Athena’s decision to acquit Orestes is not primarily
the expression of a reasoned argument. It is far more an artistic symbol
evocative of our highest hopes. This point needs to be stressed because (for
understandable reasons) this part of the play often invites a strong feminist
critique, as if what is happening here is the express desire to suppress feminine
power. Now, I would be the last to deny the importance of the gendered
imagery in the trilogy, but here I would also insist that Athena is a goddess,
and her actions are, in effect, endorsing a shift in power from the divine to
the human. Justice will no longer be a helpless appeal to the justice of Zeus
in an endless sequence of killings: it will be the highest responsibility of the
human community. The play does not “prove” that that’s a good idea. It
celebrates that as a possibility (and it may well be significant that that im-
portant hope is realized on stage by a divine power who is fernale but who
is not caught up in the powerful nexus of the traditional family, since she
sprung fully grown from Zeus’ head).

This does not mean, I hasten to add, that we should abandon our reason
as we approach the play. It does mean, however, that we must remain alert
to the plays in the trilogy as works of art, and especially as dramatic works,
designed to communicate their insights to us in performance. Yes, the plays
deal with ideas, and we need to come to terms with those. But these ideas
are never separate from human desires, motives, and passions. To see what
Aeschylus is doing here, then, we need to look very carefully at all the various
ways in which this emotional dimension, the full range of ambiguity and
irony, establishes itself in the imagery, metaphors, and actions. We need, for
example, always to be aware of how the way characters express their thoughts
(especially the images they use) qualifies, complicates, and often undercuts
the most obvious meanings of their words.

You will get a firm sense of what I mean if you consider that no one would
ever put the Oresteia on a reading list for a philosophy course (except perhaps
as background). Yet the work obviously belongs on any list of the world’s
great poetic dramas. We need to bear that in mind in our discussions, basing
what we say on close readings of the text rather than on easy generalizations
imposed on complex ironies.

Revenge in the Agamemnon

In the Agamemnon, revenge is the central issue. Agamemnon interprets his
treatment of Troy as revenge for the crime of Paris and Helen; Clytaemnestra
interprets her killing of Agamemnon as revenge for the sacrifice of Iphigeneia;
Aegisthus interprets his role in the killing of Agamemnon as revenge for
the treatment of his half-brothers by Agamemnon’s father, Atreus. We are
constantly confronted in this play with the realities of what revenge requires
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and what it causes, and we are always being asked to evaluate the justification
for killing by appeals to the traditional revenge ethic.

But there’s more to it than that. For in this play, unlike the Odyssey,
revenge emerges as something problematic, something that, rather than
upholding and restoring the polis, is threatening to engulf it in an unending
cycle of destruction, until the most powerful city in the Greek world is full
of corpses and vultures. In fact, one of the principal purposes of the first play
of the trilogy is to force us to recognize that justice based on revenge creates
special difficulties which it cannot solve. To use one of the most important
images in the play, the city is caught in a net from which there seems to
be no escape. The traditional revenge ethic has woven a cycle of necessary
destruction around the city, and those caught in the mesh feel trapped in a
situation they do not want but cannot alter.

The Chorus in the Agamemnon

The major way in which Aeschylus presents revenge to us as a problem
in the Agamemnon is through the actions and the feelings of the Chorus. For
us the huge part given to the Chorus is unfamiliar, and we may be tempted
from time to time to skip a few pages until the next person enters, and the
action moves forward. That is a major mistake, because following what is
happening to the Chorus in the Agamemnon is essential to understanding the
significance of what is going on. They provide all sorts of necessary background
information, but, more important than that, they set the emotional and moral
tone of the city. What they are, what they say, and how they feel represent
the quality of life (in the full meaning of that term) available in the city.

First of all, who are these people? They are adult male citizens of Argos,
those who ten years ago were too old to join the expedition to Troy. Hence,
they are extremely old and very conscious of their own physical feebleness.
And they are worried. They know the history of this family; they know very
well about the sacrifice of Iphigeneia; and they have a very strong sense of
what Clytaemnestra is about to do. They are full of an ominous sense of what
is in store, and yet they have no means of dealing with that or even talking
about it openly. Thus, in everything they say until quite near the end of the
play, there is a very strong feeling of moral evasiveness: Agamemnon is com-
ing home, and justice awaits. They know what that means. It is impossible
to read very much of those long choruses without deriving a firm sense of
their unease at what is going to happen and of their refusal and inability to
confront directly the sources of that unease.

Why should this create problems for them? Well, they are caught in
something of a dilemma. On the one hand, the only concept of justice they
understand is the traditional revenge ethic: the killer must be killed. At the
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same time, they are weary of the slaughter. They are fearful for the future of
their city, since the revenge ethic is destroying its political fabric. And they
don’t approve of what Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus are up to. They may sense
that there’s a certain “justice” in the revenge for Iphigeneia, but they are not
satisfied that that is how things should be done, because Agamemnon, or
someone like him, is necessary for the survival of the city.

In that sense their long account of the sacrifice of Iphigeneia is much
more than simply narrative background. They are probing the past, search-
ing through the sequence of events, as if somehow the justice of what has
happened will emerge if they focus on the history which has led up to this
point. But the effort gets them nowhere, and they are left with the desperately
weak formulaic cry, “Let all go well,” a repetitive prayer expressing a slim
hope for a better future. They don’t like what's happened in the past, but
they cannot come to a mature acceptance of it, because it scares them. The
actions of Agamemnon seem to fit the concept of justice, as they understand
the term, but the actions themselves are horrific. They want it to make sense,
but they cannot themselves derive any emotional satisfaction from the story
or from what they suspect will happen next.

Thus, everything they utter up to the murder of Agamemnon is filled with
a sense of moral unease and emotional confusion. They want the apparently
endless cycle of retributive killings to stop, but they have no way of concep-
tualizing or imagining how that might happen. Their historical circumstances
are too emotionally complex for the system of belief they have at hand to
interpret the significance of those events. Since the only system of justice
they have ever known tells them that the killings must continue and since
they don’t want them to continue, they are paralyzed. The physical weakness
throughout much of the play is an obvious symbol for their moral and emo-
tional paralysis. In fact, the most obvious thing about Argos throughout this
first play is the moral duplicity and evasiveness of everyone in it.

This moral ambiguity of Argos manifests itself repeatedly in the way
the Chorus and others refuse to reveal publicly what they are thinking and
feeling. Right from the very opening of the play, in the Watchman’s speech,
what is for a brief moment an outburst of spontaneous joy at the news that
Agamemnon will be returning is snuffed out with a prudent hesitancy and
an admission that in Argos one does not dare utter one’s thoughts. “I could
tell you things if I wanted to,” admits the Watchman, “but in this city an ox
stands on my tongue.”

The way in which the watchman’s joy is instantly tempered by his guarded
suspicion indicates, right at the very opening of the play, that we are in a
murky realm here, where people are not free to state what they feel, where
one feeling cancels out another, and where there’s no sense of what anyone
might do to resolve an unhappy situation.
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It’s important to note here that the political inertia of the old men of
the chorus is not a function of their cowardice or their stupidity. They are
neither of these. It comes from a genuine sense of moral and emotional
confusion. As mentioned above, in order to understand their situation they
are constantly reviewing the past, bringing to our attention the nature of
the warfare in Troy (which they hate), the terrible destruction caused by
Helen (whom they despise), the awful sacrifice of Iphigeneia (for whom
they express great sympathy), and so on. The moral code they have inherited
tells them that, in some way or another, all these things are just. But that
violates their feelings. Revenge, they realize, is not achieving what justice in
the community is supposed, above all else, to foster, a secure and fair life in
the polis, an emotional satisfaction with our communal life together. On the
contrary, it is destroying Argos and will continue to do so, filling its citizens
with fear and anxiety.

This attitude reaches its highest intensity in the interview they have with
Cassandra. She unequivocally confronts them with their deepest fears: that
they will see Agamemnon dead. Their willed refusal to admit that they un-
derstand what she is talking about is not a sign of their stupidity--they know
very well what she means. But they cannot admit that to themselves, because
then they would have to do something about it, and they have no idea what
they should or could do. If they do nothing, then perhaps the problem will
go away. Maybe Agamemnon can take care of it. Or, put another way, before
acting decisively, they need a reason to act. But the traditional reasons behind
justice are telling them that they have no right to intervene.

The situation does not go away of course. Agamemnon is killed, and
Clytaemnestra emerges to deliver a series of triumphant speeches over his
corpse. It is particularly significant to observe what happens to the Chorus
of old men at this point. They have no principled response to Clytaemnestra,
but they finally are forced to realize that what has just happened is, in some
fundamental way, a violation of what justice in the polis should be all about,
and that they therefore should not accept it. And this emotional response
rouses them to action: for the first time they openly defy the rulers of the
city, at some risk to themselves. They have no carefully worked out political
agenda, nor can they conceptualize what they are doing. Their response is
radically emotional: the killing of the king must be wrong. Civil war is averted,
because Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus do not take up the challenge, retiring
to the palace. But the end of the Agamemnon leaves us with the most graphic
image of a city divided against itself. What has gone on in the name of justice
is leading to the worst of all possible communal disasters, civil war, the most
alarming manifestation of the total breakdown of justice.

This ending is, in part, not unlike the ending of the Odyssey, where
Odysseus’s revenge against the suitors initiates a civil war between him and
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his followers and those whose duty it is to avenge the slain. But Homer does
not pursue the potential problem of justice which this poses. Instead he
wraps the story up quickly with a divine intervention, which forcibly imposes
peace on the antagonists. We are thus not invited to question the justice of
Odysseus’s actions, which in any case have divine endorsement throughout.
In Aeschylus’ first play, by contrast, the problems of a city divided against
itself by the inadequacy of the revenge ethic become the major focus of the
second and third plays, which seek to find a way through the impasse.

Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra

In contrast to the moral difficulties of the Chorus, the two main characters
in the Agamemnon, Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra, have no doubts about
what justice involves: it is based upon revenge. And the two of them act
decisively in accordance with the old ethic to destroy those whom the code
decrees must be destroyed, those whom they have a personal responsibility
to hurt in the name of vengeance for someone close to them.

Now, in accordance with that old revenge code, both of them have a
certain justification for their actions (which they are not slow to offer). But
Aeschylus’s treatment of the two brings out a very important limitation of the
revenge ethic, namely the way in which it is compromised by the motivation
of those carrying out justice.

For in spite of their enmity for each other, Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra
have some obvious similarities. They live life to satisfy their own immediate
desires for glory and power, and to gratify their immoderate passions, partic-
ularly their blood lust. Whatever concerns they have for the polis take second
place to the demands of their own passionate natures. They do not suffer the
same moral anguish as the Chorus because they feel powerful enough to act
on how they feel and because their very strong emotions about themselves
are not in the slightest tempered by a sense of what is best for the city or for
anyone else. Their enormously powerful egos insist that they dont have to
attend to anyone else’s opinion (the frequency of the personal pronouns “I,
“me,” “mine,” and “my” in their speech is really significant). They answer
only to themselves.

More than this, the way in which each of the two main characters justifies
the bloody revenge carried out in the name of justice reveals very clearly that
they revel in blood killing. Shedding blood with a maximum of personal
savagery, without any limit, gratifies each of them intensely, so much so
that their joy in destruction calls into question their veracity in talking of
themselves as agents of justice.

This is so pronounced a feature of these heroic figures that the play puts
a certain amount of pressure on us to explore their motivation. They both
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claim they act in order to carry out justice. But do they? What other motives
have come into play? When Agamemnon talks of how he obliterated Troy
or walks on the red carpet or Clytaemnestra talks with delight about what a
sexual charge she is going to get by making love to Aegisthus on top of the
dead body of Agamemnon, we are surely invited to see that, however much
they justify their actions with appeals to divine justice, their motivation has
become very muddied with other, less noble motives.

Such observations may well occasion some dispute among interpreters.
But in order to address them we need to pay the closest possible attention
to the language and the motivation of these characters (as that is revealed in
the language), being very careful not to accept too quickly the justifications
they offer for their own actions. We need to ask ourselves repeatedly: On the
basis of the language, how am I to understand the reasons why Agamemnon
killed Iphigeneia and wiped out Troy? Why does Clytaemnestra so enjoy
killing Agamemnon? If a disinterested sense of justice is all that is in play
here, they why does she so enjoy killing Cassandra? Why, for that matter,
does Agamemnon talk about the total destruction of Troy with such grim
pleasure? Why does he get so much joy in talking about how he is going to
bring justice back to Argos with a sword?

And this, [ take it, is for Aeschylus a very important limitation on the
revenge ethic. It brings into play concerns which have, on the face of it, no
immediate connections with justice and everything to do with much baser
human instincts. People like Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra, who claim
(after the fact) to kill in the name of justice, actually are carrying out the
destruction to satisfy much deeper, more urgent, and far less worthy human
urges (a fact which may account for the fact that in their killing they go to
excess, well beyond the strict demands of justice).

For that reason, Aeschylus gives us a very close look at the characters of
Clytaemnestra and Agamemnon. As I say, we need to pay the closest attention
to their language, trying to get a handle, not just on the surface details of what
they are saying, but on the emotional complexities of the character uttering
the lines. We need to ask ourselves the key question: In acting the way they
do and for the reasons they state or reveal to us in their language, are they
being just? Or is their sense of justice merely a patina covering something
else? Or are both possibilities involved?

For instance, Clytaemnestra states that she killed Agamemnon in order
to avenge Iphigeneia. Is that true? If it is a reason, how important is it?
What else is involved here? In the second play, she confronts Orestes with
this justification. But what is our response right at the moment after she has
just done the deed? One needs here not merely to look at what she says but
at how she says it. What particular emotions is she revealing in her style of
speech and what do these reveal about her motives?
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Such questions become all the more important when we compare how
they set about their acts of “justice” with the opening of the second play,
when we see Orestes return to carry out the next chapter in the narrative
of the House of Atreus. For there’s a really marked difference between his
conduct and that of his parents. A great deal of the second play is taken up
with Orestes’ preparations to carry out his vision of justice. Its not unim-
portant that much of that time he’s questioning himself, seeking advice from
others, involving others publicly in what he feels he has to do. In a sense, he
is trying to purge himself of those emotions which drive Agamemnon and
Clytaemnestra to their acts of “justice,” to make himself an agent of divine
justice rather than serving his own blood-lust.

This, I take it, is a key element in Aeschylus’s treatment of the theme
of justice. So long as the revenge ethic rests in the hands of people like
Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra, tragically passionate egotists who answer
only to their own immediate desires, the cycle of killing will go on for ever,
and cities will destroy themselves in the blood feud. The only way out (and
it is a hope) is that someone like Orestes will act out of a love of justice as
a divine principle, setting aside as best he can (or even acting against) his
deepest, most irrational blood feelings, thus moving beyond the revenge ethic.

We will get little sense of why Orestes deserves to be declared innocent
unless we attend very carefully to the difference between his motives and
those of his parents, for it is surely an important element in Athena’s final
judgment that the traditional revenge ethic, as embodied in the Furies and
manifested in the conduct of Agamemnon, Clytaemnestra, and Aegisthus,
is no longer compatible with justice in the community and that Orestes’
actions in killing his mother are, as much as he can make them, undertaken
in the service of others (Apollo and the community), rather than stemming
from a passionate blood-lust (the fact that Orestes is willing to stand trial
and abide by the verdict is one important sign of the difference between
him and his parents).

A Final Postscript

Human beings think about justice as a rational concept, institutionalized
in their communities, but they also have strong emotions about justice,
both within the family and the community. The revenge ethic harnessed to
those powerful feelings in Aechylus’s play stands exposed as something that
finally violates our deepest sense of any possibility for enduring justice in
our community, for it commits us a never-ending cycle of retributive killing
and over-killing.

The Oresteia ends with a profound and very emotionally charged hope
that the community can move beyond such a personally powerful emotional
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basis for justice and, with the sanction of the divine forces of the world,
establish a system based on group discussion, consensus, juries (through
what Athena calls persuasion)--in a word, can unite a conceptual, reasonable
understanding of justice with our most powerful feelings about it. This work
is, as Swinburne observed, one of the most optimistic visions of human life
ever written, for it celebrates a dream we have that human beings in their
communities can rule themselves justly, without recourse to blood vengeance,
satisfying mind and heart in the process.

At the same time, however, Aeschylus is no shallow liberal thinker telling
us to move beyond our brutal and unworkable traditions. For he understands
that we cannot by some sleight of hand remove the Furies from our lives.
They are ancient goddesses, eternally present. Hence, in the conclusion of the
play the Furies, traditional goddesses of vengeance, are incorporated into the
justice system, not excluded. And the powers they are given are significant:
no city can thrive without them. Symbolically, the inclusion of the Furies
in the final celebration, their new name (meaning “The Kindly Ones”), and
their agreement fuse in a great theatrical display elements which were in open
conflict only a few moments before.

Its as if the final image of this play stresses for us that in our justice we
must strive to move beyond merely personal emotion (the basis of personal
revenge) towards some group deliberations, but in the new process we must
not violate our personal feelings or forget they have their role to play. If
justice is to be a matter of persuasion, it cannot violate the deepest feelings
we have (and have always had) about justice. If such violation takes place,
the city will not thrive.

Every time I read the conclusion of this great trilogy, I think of how we
nowadays may well have lost touch with that great insight: that justice is not
just a matter of reasonable process and debate but also a matter of feeling.
For a city to thrive justice must not only be reasonably done but must be
felt to be done. Once our system starts to violate our feelings for justice, our
city does not thrive. The Furies will see to that.
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Tue LEGEND OF THE TROJAN WAR
by lan Johnston

This summary, which has been prepared by Ian Johnston of Malaspina

University-College, Nanaimo, BC (now Vancouver Island University), for
students in Classics 101 and Liberal Studies, is a brief account of a number
of different old stories about the Trojan war, arranged in more or less chrono-

logical sequence. There are several different, even contradictory, versions of
events. There is no one authoritative narrative of the whole war. Many of
these stories were obviously current before Homer, and the story continued
to be embellished by the Romans and Medieval writers]

I.

The gods Apollo and Poseidon, during a time when they were being
punished by having to work among men, built the city of Troy for
Priam’s father, Laomedon. They invited the mortal man Aeacus (the
son of Zeus and Aegina and grandfather of Achilles) to help them,
since destiny had decreed that Troy would one day be captured in a
place built by human hands (so a human being had to help them).

When newly constructed, Troy was attacked and captured by Herakles
(Hercules), Telamon (brother of Peleus and therefore the uncle of
Achilles and father of Telamonian Ajax and Teucros), and Peleus (son
of Aeacus and father of Achilles), as a punishment for the fact that
Laomedon had not given Hercules a promised reward of immortal
horses for rescuing Laomedon’s daughter Hesione. Telamon killed
Laomedon and took Hesione as a concubine (she was the mother of
Teucros).

Priam, King of Troy and son of Laomedon, had a son from his wife
Hekabe (or Hecuba), who dreamed that she had given birth to a
flaming torch. Cassandra, the prophetic daughter of Priam, foretold
that the new-born son, Paris (also called Alexandros or Alexander),
should be killed at birth or else he would destroy the city. Paris was
taken out to be killed, but he was rescued by shepherds and grew up
away from the city in the farms by Mount Ida. As a young man he
returned to Troy to compete in the athletic games, was recognized,
and returned to the royal family.

Peleus (father of Achilles) fell in love with the sea nymph Thetis,
whom Zeus, the most powerful of the gods, also had designs upon.
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But Zeus learned of an ancient prophecy that Thetis would give
birth to a son greater than his father, so he gave his divine blessing to
the marriage of Peleus, a mortal king, and Thetis. All the gods were
invited to the celebration, except, by a deliberate oversight, Eris, the
goddess of strife. She came anyway and brought a golden apple, upon
which was written “For the fairest.” Hera (Zeus’s wife), Aphrodite
(Zeus’s daughter), and Athena (Zeus’s daughter) all made a claim for
the apple, and they appealed to Zeus for judgment. He refused to
adjudicate a beauty contest between his wife and two of his daugh-
ters, and the task of choosing a winner fell to Paris (while he was still a
herdsman on Mount Ida, outside Troy). The goddesses each promised
Paris a wonderful prize if he would pick her: Hera offered power,
Athena offered military glory and wisdom, and Aphrodite offered
him the most beautiful woman in the world as his wife. In the famous
Judgement of Paris, Paris gave the apple to Aphrodite.

Helen, daughter of Tyndareus and Leda, was also the daughter of
Zeus, who had made love to Leda in the shape of a swan (she is the
only female child of Zeus and a mortal). Her beauty was famous
throughout the world. Her father Tyndareus would not agree to any
man’s marrying her, until all the Greeks warrior leaders made a prom-
ise that they would collectively avenge any insult to her. When the
leaders made such an oath, Helen then married Menelaus, King of
Sparta. Her twin (non-divine) sister Klytaimnestra (Clytaemnestra),
born at the same time as Helen but not a daughter of Zeus, married
Agamemnon, King of Argos, and brother of Menelaus. Agamemnon
was the most powerful leader in Hellas (Greece).

Paris, back in the royal family at Troy, made a journey to Sparta as
a Trojan ambassador, at a time when Menelaus was away. Paris and
Helen fell in love and left Sparta together, taking with them a vast
amount of the city’s treasure and returning to Troy via Cranae, an
island off Attica, Sidon, and Egypt, among other places. The Spartans
set off in pursuit but could not catch the lovers. When the Spartans
learned that Helen and Paris were back in Troy, they sent a delega-
tion (Odysseus, King of Ithaca, and Menelaus, the injured husband)
to Troy demanding the return of Helen and the treasure. When the
Trojans refused, the Spartans appealed to the oath which Tyndareus
had forced them all to take (see 5 above), and the Greeks assembled
an army to invade Troy, asking all the allies to meet in preparation for
embarkation at Aulis. Some stories claimed that the real Helen never
went to Troy, for she was carried off to Egypt by the god Hermes, and
Paris took her double to Troy.
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Achilles, the son of Peleus and Thetis, was educated as a young man
by Chiron, the centaur (half man and half horse). One of the con-
ditions of Achilles’s parents’ marriage (the union of a mortal with a
divine sea nymph) was that the son born to them would die in war
and bring great sadness to his mother. To protect him from death in
battle his mother bathed the infant in the waters of the river Styx,
which conferred invulnerability to any weapon. And when the Greeks
began to assemble an army, Achilles’s parents hid him at Scyros dis-
guised as a girl. While there he met Deidameia, and they had a son
Neoptolemos (also called Pyrrhus). Calchas, the prophet with the
Greek army, told Agamemnon and the other leaders that they could
not conquer Troy without Achilles. Odysseus found Achilles by trick-
ing him; Odysseus placed a weapon out in front of the girls of Scyros,
and Achilles reached for it, thus revealing his identity. Menoitios, a
royal counsellor, sent his son Patroclus to accompany Achilles on the
expedition as his friend and advisor.

The Greek fleet of one thousand ships assembled at Aulis.
Agamemnon, who led the largest contingent, was the command-
er-in-chief. The army was delayed for a long time by contrary winds,
and the future of the expedition was threatened as the forces lay idle.
Agamemnon had offended the goddess Artemis by an impious boast,
and Artemis had sent the winds. Finally, in desperation to appease the
goddess, Agamemnon sacrificed his daughter Iphigeneia. Her father
lured her to Aulis on the pretext that she was to be married to Achilles
(whose earlier marriage was not known), but then he sacrificed her
on the high altar. One version of her story claims that Artemis saved
her at the last minute and carried her off to Tauris where she became
a priestess of Artemis in charge of human sacrifices. While there, she
later saved Orestes and Pylades. In any case, after the sacrifice Artemis
changed the winds, and the fleet sailed for Troy.

On the way to Troy, Philoctetes, the son of Poeas and leader of the
seven ships from Methone, suffered a snake bite when the Greeks
landed at Tenedos to make a sacrifice. His pain was so great and his
wound so unpleasant (especially the smell) that the Greek army aban-
doned him against his will on the island.

The Greek army landed on the beaches before Troy. The first man
ashore, Protesilaus, was killed by Hector, son of Priam and leader of
the Trojan army. The Greeks sent another embassy to Troy, seeking to
recover Helen and the treasure. When the Trojans denied them, the
Greek army settled down into a siege which lasted many years.
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In the tenth year of the war (where the narrative of the //iad begins),
Agamemnon insulted Apollo by taking as a slave-hostage the girl
Chryseis, the daughter of Chryses, a prophet of Apollo, and refusing
to return her when her father offered compensation. In revenge,
Apollo sent nine days of plague down upon the Greek army. Achilles
called an assembly to determine what the Greeks should do. In that
assembly, he and Agamemnon quarrelled bitterly, Agamemnon
confiscated from Achilles his slave girl Briseis, and Achilles, in a rage,
withdrew himself and his forces (the Myrmidons) from any further
participation in the war. He asked his mother, Thetis, the divine
sea nymph, to intercede on his behalf with Zeus to give the Trojans
help in battle, so that the Greek forces would recognize how foolish
Agamemnon had been to offend the best soldier under his command.
Thetis made the request of Zeus, reminding him of a favour she had
once done for him, warning him about a revolt against his authority,

and he agreed.

During the course of the war, numerous incidents took place, and
many died on both sides. Paris and Menelaus fought a duel, and
Aphrodite saved Paris just as Menelaus was about to kill him. Achilles,
the greatest of the Greek warriors, slew Cycnus, Troilus, and many
others. He also, according to various stories, was a lover of Patroclus,
Troilus, Polyxena, daughter of Priam, Helen, and Medea. Odysseus
and Diomedes slaughtered thirteen Thracians (Trojan allies) and
stole the horses of King Rhesus in a night raid. Telamonian Ajax (the
Greater Ajax) and Hector fought a duel with no decisive result. A
common soldier, Thersites, challenged the authority of Agamemnon
and demanded that the soldiers abandon the expedition. Odysseus
beat Thersites into obedience. In the absence of Achilles and follow-
ing Zeus’s promise to Thetis (see 11), Hector enjoyed great success
against the Greeks, breaking through their defensive ramparts on the
beach and setting the ships on fire

While Hector was enjoying his successes against the Greeks, the lat-
ter sent an embassy to Achilles, requesting him to return to battle.
Agamemnon offered many rewards in compensation for his initial
insult (see 11). Achilles refused the offer but did say that he would
reconsider if Hector ever reached the Greek ships. When Hector did
so, Achilles’s friend Patroclus (see 7) begged to be allowed to return
to the fight. Achilles gave him permission, advising Patroclus not to
attack the city of Troy itself. He also gave Patroclus his own suit of
armour, so that the Trojans might think that Achilles had returned to
the war. Patroclus resumed the fight, enjoyed some dazzling success
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(killing one of the leaders of the Trojan allies, Sarpedon from Lykia),
but he was finally killed by Hector, with the help of Apollo.

In his grief over the death of his friend Patroclus, Achilles decided to
return to the battle. Since he had no armour (Hector had stripped
the body of Patroclus and had put on the armour of Achilles), Thetis
asked the divine artisan Hephaestus, the crippled god of the forge, to
prepare some divine armour for her son. Hephaestus did so, Thetis
gave the armour to Achilles, and he returned to the war. After slaugh-
tering many Trojans, Achilles finally cornered Hector alone outside
the walls of Troy. Hector chose to stand and fight rather than to
retreat into the city, and he was killed by Achilles, who then mutilated
the corpse, tied it to his chariot, and dragged it away. Achilles built
a huge funeral pyre for Patroclus, killed Trojan soldiers as sacrifices,
and organized the funeral games in honour of his dead comrade.
Priam travelled to the Greek camp to plead for the return of Hector’s
body, and Achilles relented and returned it to Priam in exchange for
a ransom.

In the tenth year of the war the Amazons, led by Queen Penthesilea,
joined the Trojan forces. She was killed in batte by Achilles, as
was King Memnon of Ethiopa, who had also recently reinforced
the Trojans. Achilles’s career as the greatest warrior came to an end
when Paris, with the help of Apollo, killed him with an arrow which
pierced him in the heel, the one vulnerable spot, which the waters of
the River Styx had not touched because his mother had held him by
the foot (see 7) when she had dipped the infant Achilles in the river.
Telamonian Ajax, the second greatest Greek warrior after Achilles,
fought valiantly in defense of Achilles’s corpse. At the funeral of
Achilles, the Greeks sacrificed Polyxena, the daughter of Hecuba,
wife of Priam. After the death of Achilles, Odysseus and Telamonian
Ajax fought over who should get the divine armour of the dead hero.
When Ajax lost the contest, he went mad and committed suicide. In
some versions, the Greek leaders themselves vote and decide to award
the armour to Odysseus.

The Greeks captured Helenus, a son of Priam, and one of the chief
prophets in Troy. Helenus revealed to the Greeks that they could not
capture Troy without the help of Philoctetes, who owned the bow and
arrows of Hercules and whom the Greeks had abandoned on Tenedos
(see 9 above). Odysseus and Neoptolemus (the son of Achilles) set
out to persuade Philoctetes, who was angry at the Greeks for leaving
him alone on the island, to return to the war, and by trickery they
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succeeded. Philoctetes killed Paris with an arrow shot from the bow
of Hercules.

Odysseus and Diomedes ventured into Troy at night, in disguise,
and stole the Palladium, the sacred statue of Athena, which was sup-
posed to give the Trojans the strength to continue the war. The city,
however, did not fall. Finally the Greeks devised the strategy of the
wooden horse filled with armed soldiers. It was built by Epeius and
left in front of Troy. The Greek army then withdrew to Tenedos (an
island off the coast), as if abandoning the war. Odysseus went into
Troy disguised, and Helen recognized him. But he was sent away by
Hecuba, the wife of Priam, after Helen told her. The Greek soldier
Sinon stayed behind when the army withdrew and pretended to the
Trojans that he had deserted from the Greek army because he had
information about a murder Odysseus had committed. He told the
Trojans that the horse was an offering to Athena and that the Greeks
had built it to be so large that the Trojans could not bring it into their
city. The Trojan Laocoon warned the Trojans not to believe Sinon
(“I fear the Greeks even when they bear gifts”); in the midst of his
warnings a huge sea monster came from the surf and killed Laocoon
and his sons.

The Trojans determined to get the Trojan Horse into their city. They
tore down a part of the wall, dragged the horse inside, and celebrated
their apparent victory. At night, when the Trojans had fallen asleep,
the Greek soldiers hidden in the horse came out, opened the gates,
and gave the signal to the main army which had been hiding behind
Tenedos. The city was totally destroyed. King Priam was slaugh-
tered at the altar by Achilles’s son Neoptolemos. Hector’s infant son,
Astyanax, was thrown off the battlements. The women were taken
prisoner: Hecuba (wife of Priam), Cassandra (daughter of Priam),
and Andromache (wife of Hector). Helen was returned to Menelaus.

The gods regarded the sacking of Troy and especially the treatment of
the temples as a sacrilege, and they punished many of the Greek lead-
ers. The fleet was almost destroyed by a storm on the journey back.
Menelaus’s ships sailed all over the sea for seven years—to Egypt
(where, in some versions, he recovered his real wife in the court of
King Proteus—see 6 above). Agamemnon returned to Argos, where
he was murdered by his wife Clytaemnestra and her lover, Aegisthus.
Cassandra, whom Agamemnon had claimed as a concubine after
the destruction of Troy, was also killed by Clytaemnestra. Aegisthus
was seeking revenge for what the father of Agamemnon (Atreus) had
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done to his brother (Aegisthus’ father) Thyestes. Atreus had given a
feast for Thyestes in which he fed to him the cooked flesh of his own
children (see the family tree of the House of Atreus given below).
Clytaemnestra claimed that she was secking revenge for the sacrifice
of her daughter Iphigeneia (see 8 above).

Odysseus (called by the Romans Ulysses) wandered over the sea
for many years before reaching home. He started with a number of
ships, but in a series of misfortunes, lasting ten years because of the
enmity of Poseidon, the god of the sea, he lost all his men before
returning to Ithaca alone. His adventures took him from Troy to
Ismareos (land of the Cicones); to the land of the Lotos Eaters, the
island of the cyclops (Poseidon, the god of the sea, became Odysseus’s
enemy when Odysseus put out the eye of Polyphemus, the cannibal
cyclops, who was a son of Poseidon); to the cave of Aeolos (god of
the winds), to the land of the Laestrygonians, to the islands of Circe
and Calypso, to the underworld (where he talked to the ghost of
Achilles); to the land of the Sirens, past the monster Scylla and the
whirlpool Charybdis, to the pastures of the cattle of Helios, the sun
god, to Phaiacia. Back in Ithaca in disguise, with the help of his son
Telemachus and some loyal servants, he killed the young princes who
had been trying to persuade his wife, Penelope, to marry one of them
and who had been wasting the treasure of the palace and trying to kill
Telemachus. Odysseus proved who he was by being able to string the
famous bow of Odysseus, a feat which no other man could manage,
and by describing for Penelope the secret of their marriage bed, that
Odysseus had built it around an old olive tree.

After the murder of Agamemnon by his wife Clytaemnestra (see 19
above), his son Orestes returned with a friend Pylades to avenge his
father. With the help of his sister Electra (who had been very badly
treated by her mother, left either unmarried or married to a poor
farmer so that she would have no royal children), Orestes killed his
mother and Aegisthus. Then he was pursued by the Furies, the god-
desses of blood revenge. Suffering fits of madness, Orestes fled to
Delphi, then to Tauri, where, in some versions, he met his long-lost
sister, Iphigeneia. She had been rescued from Agamemnon’s sacrifice
by the gods and made a priestess of Diana in Tauri. Orestes escaped
with Iphigeneia to Athens. There he was put on trial for the matricide.
Apollo testified in his defense. The jury vote was even; Athena cast the
deciding vote in Orestess favour. The outraged Furies were placated
by being given a permanent place in Athens and a certain authority
in the judicial process. They were then renamed the Eumenides (The
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Kindly Ones). Orestes was later tried for the same matricide in Argos,
at the insistence of Tyndareus, Clytaemnestra’s father. Orestes and
Electra were both sentenced to death by stoning. Orestes escaped by
capturing Helen and using her as a hostage.

22.  Neoptolemus, the only son of Achilles, married Hermione, the only
daughter of Helen and Menelaus. Neoptolemus also took as a wife
the widow of Hector, Andromache. There was considerable jealously
between the two women. Orestes had wished to marry Hermione; by a
strategy he arranged it so that the people of Delphi killed Neoptolemus.
Then he carried off Hermione and married her. Menelaus tried to kill
the son of Neoptolemus, Molossus, and Andromache, but Peleus,
Achilles’s father, rescued them. Andromache later married Helenus.
Orestes’s friend Pylades married Electra, Orestes sister.

23.  Aeneas, the son of Anchises and the goddess Aphrodite and one of
the important Trojan leaders in the Trojan War, fled from the city
while the Greeks were destroying it, carrying his father, Anchises, his
son Ascanius, and his ancestral family gods with him. Aeneas wan-
dered all over the Mediterranean. On his journey to Carthage, he had
an affair with Dido, Queen of Carthage. He abandoned her without
warning, in accordance with his mission to found another city. Dido
committed suicide in grief. Aeneas reached Italy and there fought a
war against Turnus, the leader of the local Rutulian people. He did
not found Rome but Lavinium, the main centre of the Latin league,
from which the people of Rome sprang. Aeneas thus links the royal
house of Troy with the Roman republic.

The Cultural Influence of the Legend of the Trojan War

No story in our culture, with the possible exception of the Old Testament
and the story of Jesus Christ, has inspired writers and painters over the cen-
turies more than the Trojan War. It was the fundamental narrative in Greek
education (especially in the version passed down by Homer, which covers
only a small part of the total narrative), and all the tragedians whose works
survive wrote plays upon various aspects of it, and these treatments, in turn,
helped to add variations to the traditional story. No one authoritative work
defines all the details of the story outlined above.

Unlike the Old Testament narratives, which over time became codified
in a single authoritative version, the story of the Trojan War exists as a large
collection of different versions of the same events (or parts of them). The
war has been interpreted as a heroic tragedy, as a fanciful romance, as a satire
against warfare, as a love story, as a passionately anti-war tale, and so on. Just
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as there is no single version which defines the “correct” sequence of events,
so there is no single interpretative slant on how one should understand the
war. Homer’s poems enjoyed a unique authority, but they tell only a small
part of the total story.

The following notes indicate only a few of the plays, novels, and poems
which have drawn on and helped to shape this ancient story.

1. The most famous Greek literary stories of the war are Homer’s //iad
and Odyssey, our first two epic poems, composed for oral recitation
probably in the eighth century before Christ. The theme of the /liad
is the wrath of Achilles at the action of Agamemnon, and the epic
follows the story of Achilles’ withdrawal from the war and his subse-
quent return (see paragraphs 11, 12, 13, and 14 above). The Odyssey
tells the story of the return of Odysseus from the war (see 20 above).
A major reason for the extraordinary popularity and fecundity of the
story of the Trojan War is the unquestioned quality and authority
of these two great poems, even though they tell only a small part of
the total narrative and were for a long time unavailable in Western
Europe (after they were lost to the West, they did not appear until
the fifteenth century). The //iad was the inspiration for the archaeo-
logical work of Schliemann in the nineteenth century, a search which
resulted in the discovery of the site of Troy at Hissarlik, in modern

Turkey.

2. 'The Greek tragedians, we know from the extant plays and many frag-
ments, found in the story of the Trojan War their favorite material,
focusing especially on the events after the fall of the city. Aeschylus’s
famous trilogy, The Oresteia (Agamemnon, Choephoroi [Libation
Bearers], and Eumenides [The Kindly Ones)), tells of the murder of
Agamemnon and Cassandra by Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus, the
revenge of Orestes, and the trial for the matricide. Both Sophocles
and Euripides wrote plays about Electra, and Euripides also wrote a
number of plays based on parts the larger story: 7he Trojan Women,
The Phoenissae, Orestes, Helen, and Iphigeneia in Tauris (see 21 and 22
above). Sophocles also wrote Philoctetes (see 16) and Ajax (see 15) on
events in the Trojan War.

3. Greek philosophers and historians used the Trojan War as a common
example to demonstrate their own understanding of human conduct.
So Herodotus and Thucydides, in defining their approach to the his-
torical past, both offer an analysis of the origins of the war. Plato’s
Republic uses many parts of Homens epics to establish important
points about political wisdom (often citing Homer as a negative
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example). Alexander the Great carried a copy of the //iad around with
him in a special royal casket which he had captured from Darius,
King of the Persians.

4. 'The Romans also adopted the story. Their most famous epic, Virgil’s
Aeneid, tells the story of Aeneas (see 23). And in the middle ages, the
Renaissance, and right up to the present day, writers have retold parts
of the ancient story. These adaptations often make significant changes
in the presentation of particular characters, notably Achilles, who in
many versions becomes a knightly lover, and Odysseus/Ulysses, who
is often a major villain. Ulysses and Diomedes appear in Dante’s
Inferno. Of particular note are Chaucer’s and Shakespeare’s treat-
ments of the story of Troilus and Cressida.

Modern writers who have drawn on the literary tradition of this
ancient cycle of stories include Sartre (7he Flies), O’Neill (Mourning
Becomes Electra), Giradoux (Tiger at the Gates), Joyce (Ulysses), Eliot,
Auden, and many others. In addition, the story has formed the basis
for operas and ballets, and the story of Odysseus has been made into a
mini-series for television. This tradition is a complicated one, howev-
er, because many writers, especially in Medieval times, had no direct
knowledge of the Greek sources and re-interpreted the details in very
non-Greek ways (e.g., Dante, Chaucer, and Shakespeare). Homer’s
text, for example, was generally unknown in Western Europe until the
late fifteenth century.

5. For the past two hundred years there has been a steady increase in the
popularity of Homer’s poems (and other works dealing with parts of
the legend) translated into English. Thus, in addition to the various
modern adaptations of parts of the total legend of the Trojan war
(e.g., Brad Pitt’s 77oy), the ancient versions are still very current.

The Royal House of Atreus

The most famous (or notorious) human family in Western literature is
the House of Atreus, the royal family of Mycenae. To follow the brief outline
below, consult the simplified family tree on p. xxv. Note that different versions
of the story offer modifications of the family tree.

The family of Atreus suffered from an ancestral crime, variously de-
scribed. Most commonly Tantalus, son of Zeus and Pluto, stole the food
of the gods. In another version he kills his son Pelops and feeds the flesh to
the gods (who later, when they discover what they have eaten, bring Pelops
back to life). Having eaten the food of the gods, Tantalus is immortal and
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so cannot be killed. In Homer’s Odyssey, Tantalus is punished everlastingly
in the underworld.

The family curse originates with Pelops, who won his wife Hippodamia
in a chariot race by cheating and betraying and killing his co-conspirator
(who, as he was drowning, cursed the family of Pelops). The curse blighted
the next generation: the brothers Atreus and Thyestes quarrelled. Atreus killed
Thyestes’s sons and served them to their father at a reconciliation banquet.

To obtain revenge, Thyestes fathered a son on his surviving child, his
daughter Pelopia. This child was Aegisthus, whose task it was to avenge the
murder of his brothers. When Agamemnon set off for Troy (sacrificing his
daughter Iphigeneia so that the fleet could sail from Aulis), Aegisthus seduced
Clytaemnestra and established himself as a power in Argos.

When Agamemnon returned, Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus killed him (and
his captive Cassandra)--Aegisthus in revenge for his brothers, Clytaemnestra
in revenge for the sacrifice of Iphigeneia. Orestes at the time was away, and
Electra had been disgraced.

Orestes returned to Argos to avenge his father. With the help of a friend,
Pylades, and his sister Electra, he succeeded by killing his mother, Clytaem-
nestra, and her lover, Aegisthus. After many adventures (depending upon
the narrative) he finally received absolution for the matricide, and the curse
Wwas over.

Many Greek poets focused on this story. Homer repeatedly mentions
the murder of Agamemnon in the Odyssey and the revenge of Orestes on
Aegisthus (paying no attention to the murder of Clytaemnestra); Aeschylus’s
great trilogy 7he Oresteia is the most famous classical treatment of the tale;
Sophocles and Euripides both wrote plays on Orestes and Electra.

One curious note is the almost exact parallel between the story of Orestes
in this family tale and the story of Hamlet. These two stories arose, it seems,
absolutely independently of each other, and yet in many crucial respects are
extraordinarily similar. This match has puzzled many a comparative literature
scholar and invited all sorts of psychological theories about the trans-cultural
importance of matricide as a theme.

For a more detailed account of the House of Atreus, see the following
section.
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Tue House or ATREUS:
A Note on the Mythological Background to the Oresteia
by lan Johnston

Introduction

The following paragraphs provide a brief summary of the major events
in the long history of the House of Atreus, one of the most fecund and
long-lasting of all the Greek legends. Like so many other stories, the legend
of the House of Atreus varies a good deal from one author to the next and
there is no single authoritative version. The account given below tries to
include as many of the major details as possible. At the end there is a short
section reviewing Aeschylus’ treatment of the story in the Oresteia.

Family Tree (Simplified)

Tantalus
|
Pelops
|
| |
Thyestes Atreus
Aegisthus  Menelaus Agamemnon

(= Helen) (= Clytaemnestra)

Iphigeneia  Electra Orestes

1. The family of Atreus (father of Agamemnon and Menelaus) traces its
origins back to Tantalus, king of Sipylos, a son of Zeus (famous for
his eternal punishment in Hades, as described in the Odyssey, where
he is always thirsty but can never drink, hence the origin of the word
tantalizing). Tantalus had a son called Pelops, whom Poseidon loved.

2. DPelops wished to marry Hippodameia, daughter of king Oenomaus.
Oenomaus set up a contest (a chariot race against the king) for all
those who wished to woo his daughter. If the suitor lost, he was killed.
A number of men had died in such a race before Pelops made his
attempt. Pelops bribed the king’s charioteer (Myrtilus) to disable the
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king’s chariot. In the race, Oenomaus’ chariot broke down (the wheels
came off), and the king was killed. Pelops then carried off Hippodameia
as his bride. Pelops also killed his co-conspirator Myrtilus by throw-
ing him into the sea. Before he drowned Myrtilus (in some versions
Oenomaus) cursed Pelops and his family. This act is the origin of the
famous curse on the House of Atreus.

Pelops does not seems to have been affected by the curse. He had a
number of children, the most important of whom were his two sons,
the brothers Atreus and Thyestes. Atreus married Aerope, and they
had two sons, Agamemnon and Menelaus. And Thyestes had two sons
and a daughter Pelopia.

Atreus and Thyestes quarrelled (in some versions at the instigation of
the god Hermes, father of Myrtilus, the charioteer killed by Pelops).
Thyestes had an affair with Atreus’ wife, Aerope, and was banished
from Argos by Atreus. However, Thyestes petitioned to be allowed to
return, and Atreus, apparently wishing a reconciliation, agreed to allow
Thyestes to come back and prepared a huge banquet to celebrate the
end of their differences.

At the banquet, however, Atreus served Thyestes the cooked flesh of
Thyestes’ two slaughtered sons. Thyestes ate the food, and then was
informed of what he had done. This horrific event is the origin of
the term 7hyestean Banguet. Overcome with horror, Thyestes cursed
the family of Atreus and left Argos with his one remaining child, his
daughter Pelopia.

Some versions of the story include the name Pleisthenes, a son of
Atreus who was raised by Thyestes. To become king, Thyestes sent
Pleisthenes to kill Atreus, but Atreus killed him, not realizing he was
killing his son. This, then, becomes another cause of the quarrel. In
yet other accounts, someone called Pleisthenes is the first husband of
Aerope and the father of Agamemnon and Menelaus. When he died,
so this version goes, Atreus married Aerope and adopted her two sons.
In Aeschylus’ play there is one reference to Pleisthenes; otherwise, this
ambiguous figure is absent from the story.

In some versions, including Aeschylus’ account, Thyestes had one small
infant son who survived the banquet, Aegisthus. In other accounts,
however, Aegisthus was the product of Thyestes” incestuous relation-
ship with his daughter Pelopia after the murder of the two older sons,
conceived especially to be the avenger of the notorious banquet.
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8. Agamemnon and Menelaus, the two sons of Atreus, married
Clytaemnestra and Helen respectively, two twin sisters, but not iden-
tical twins (Clytaemnestra had a human father; whereas, Helen was a
daughter of Zeus). Helen was so famous for her beauty that a number
of men wished to marry her. The suitors all agreed that they would act
to support the man she eventually married in the event of any need
for mutual assistance. Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra had three chil-
dren, Iphigeneia, Orestes, and Electra.

9. When Helen (Menelaus’ wife) ran off to Troy with Paris, Agamemnon
and Menelaus organized and led the Greek forces against the Trojans.
The army assembled at Aulis, but the fleet could not sail because of
contrary winds sent by Artemis. Agamemnon sacrificed his daughter
Iphigeneia in order to placate Artemis.

10. With Agamemnon and Menelaus off in Troy, Aegisthus (son of Thyes-
tes) returned to Argos, where he became the lover of Clytaemnestra,
Agamemnon’s wife. They sent Orestes into exile, to live with an ally,
Strophius in Phocis, and humiliated Electra, Agamemnon’s surviving
daughter (either treating her as a servant or marrying her off to a com-
mon farmer). When Agamemnon returned, the two conspirators suc-
cessfully killed him and assumed royal control of Argos.

11. Orestes returned from exile and, in collaboration with his sister Electra,
avenged his father by killing Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus. In many
versions this act makes him lose his self-control and he becomes tem-
porarily deranged. He then underwent ritual purification by Apollo
and sought refuge in the temple of Athena in Athens. There he was
tried and acquitted. This action put the curses placed on the House of
Atreus to rest.

Some Comments

The story of the House of Atreus, and particularly Orestes’ and Electra’s
revenge for their father’s murder, is one of the most popular and enduring
of all Greek legends, a favourite among the classical tragedians and still very
popular with modern playwrights (e.g., T. S. Eliot, Eugene O’Neill, Jean
Paul Sartre). However, different writers tell the story in very different ways.

Homer, for example (in the Odjyssey) sets up Orestes’ killing of Aegisthus
as an entirely justified way to proceed (Homer ascribes the main motivation
and planning to Aegisthus, who has to persuade Clytaemnestra to agree
and who, it seems, does the actual killing). In fact, the action is repeatedly
mentioned as a clear indication of divinely supported justice (there is no
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direct mention of the killing of Clytaemnestra, although there is a passing
reference to Orestes’ celebrations over his “hateful” mother after the killing
of Aegisthus). Sophocles and Euripides tell basically the same story but
with enormously different depictions of the main characters (in Euripides
version Orestes and Electra are hateful; whereas, in Sophocles” Electra they
are much more conventionally righteous).

Aeschylus confines his attention to Atreus’ crime against his brother
(the Thyestean banquet) and what followed from it. There is no direct ref-
erence to Thyestes’ adultery with Atreus’ wife (although Cassandra makes
a reference to a man sleeping with his brother’s wife) or to any events from
earlier parts of the story (unless the images of chariot racing are meant to
carry an echo of Pelops’ actions). This has the effect of making Atreus’
crime against his brother the origin of the family curse (rather than the
actions of Pelops or Tantalus) and tends to give the reader more sympathy
for Aegisthus than some other versions do.

Curiously enough, Orestes’ story has many close parallels with the
Norse legend on which the story of Hamlet is based (son in exile is called
upon to avenge a father killed by the man who has seduced his mother,
perhaps with the mother’s consent; the son carries out the act of killing his
mother and her lover with great difficulty, undergoing fits of madness, and
so on). Given that there is no suggestion of any possible literary-historical
link between the origin of these two stories, the similarity of these plots
offers a number of significant problems for psychologists and mythologists
to explore. This puzzle is especially intriguing because the Hamlet-Orestes
narrative is by far the most popular story in the history of English dramatic
tragedy.
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TA TOY APAMATOZXZ ITPOXZQITA DRAMATIS PERSONAE

TIveiax ITPO®OHTIZ PRIESTESS: prophetic priestess (the Pythia) of Apollo at Delphi.
APOLLO: divine son of Zeus, god of prophecy.
ATnoAAQN 8 prophecy.
ORESTES: son of Agcamemnon and Clytaemnestra, brother of Electra.
0 & yt
PEXTHZ
CLYTAEMNESTRA: mother of Orestes, appearing as a ghost after her
KAYTAIMNHETPA murder.

Xorox EYMENIAON CHORUS: Furies, goddesses of blood revenge.

ATHENA: divine daughter of Zeus who was born fully grown from his

AeHNA head (without a mother).

[Iromomiior Escort of ATHENIAN CITIZENS



Evuevides FEumenides
[Scene: The play opens just in front of the temple of Apollo at Delphi]

[Enter the Pythia, the Priestess of Apollo]

IIyeiax PRIESTESS

TPATOV eV €Vxj] T1O€ mpeofevw Jeddw
v mpwropavtw Latav- éx 8¢ Tijs Oéuw,
) O 7O unTpos devrépa T8 €leTo

pavTetov, ws AGyos Tis- €v O T4 TPITW

In my prayer, I hold Earth in highest honour,
as the first of prophets among all gods.

Then, after her came Themis. That goddess,
so the legend goes, followed her mother

at this seat of prophecy. Third in line,
another Titan, Phoebe, child of Earth,

Adxet, Behotors, ovde mpos Biav Twds, 5 was then assigned to occupy this throne.
Teravis dANy mats XOovos kafélero, There was no force—Themis approved the change.
Doifn- didwor & 1) yevébhov Séow Phoebe then gave it as a birthday gift
DoiBe- 76 Dolfns & Svo’ Exer mapdvupor. to the god who takes his name from her,
e, , , Phoebus Apollo. He left the island Delos,
Avraow e Aluvmy AnAiav e yoipdda, moving from his lake and ridge to Pallas, [10]
ké\oas €m akTas vavmdpovs Tas [laAlddos, 10 to those shores where ships sail in to trade.
s Tvde yatav N\0e laprmoot 0 €dpas. Then he came to live on Mount Parnassus.
, s s . , , A reverential escort came with him—
mépmovo 8 airov kai oefilovow péya children of the fire god, Hephaestus,
kelevlomrowol maides ‘HepaloTov, xova highway builders who tame the wilderness
dviuepov ThévTes Nuepmwuévny. and civilize the land. As he marched here,
LoAGvTa & adrov kdpTa Tyadel Aeds, s People. came out 'in droves to worship him,
, , R , . including their king and helmsman, Delphus.
AeAdds Te xwpas 777085 mpupvTs dvag. Then Zeus inspired in him prophetic skills,
Téxvns 8¢ vw Zevs évleov ktioas ¢ppéva and set him on this throne as fourth in line.
e Téraprov Toiode pdvTw év Opdvots- Here Apollo speaks for Zeus, his father.
. , s N , , My prayers begin with preludes to these gods. [20]
Aibs mpogijrys &' o Aofias maTpds. My words also give special prominence
ToUTOUS €V evxals dpoyudlopar Beovs. 20 to the goddess who stands outside the shrine,

[TaANas mpovaia & év Adyois mpeoSeverar-
oéBw 8¢ viupas, évila Kwpukis mérpa
KOUAY), pihopuis, dawudvwy dvaoTpodr):

Bpduios éxer Tov xyawpov, 00 aurnuovd,

4

Pallas Athena. I revere those nymphs
inhabiting Corycia’s rocky caves,

where flocks of birds delight to congregate,
where holy spirits roam. I don’t forget
how Dionysus, ruler of this land,
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€ ovre Bakyais éorpariynoev Oeds, 25 divine commander of those Bacchic women,
ripped Pentheus apart, as if he were

a cornered rabbit.! I also call upon
M\ewo70d 7€ mYyas kai Moceddvos kpdTos the streams of Pleistus and Poseidon’s power,
and Zeus most high, who fulfills all things.
I’ll take my seat now on the prophet’s throne.

Erevra pdvris és Opdvovs kalldve. May I be fortunate, above the rest, (30]
to see far more than previous attempts.

Aayw dikny [levlet kaTappdisas puopov-
kalotoa kal Té\ewov TnoTov Ala,

\ ~ ~ ~ \ > ’ ~
Kal viv TuXel pe Tav Tpl eloddwy nakp® 30 If any Greeks are in attendance here,
let them draw lots and enter, each in turn,

as is our custom. I will prophesy,
” ; / . ,
rwv mdAw Aaxdvres, ws voullerat. following directions from the god.

‘LLaVTev'O,U,aL ydp ws av NynTaL Oeds. [The Priestess enters the temple, only to return immediately, very agitated. She
collapses onto her hands and knees]

dpwoTa dotev- kel wap EANvwv Twés,

7) dewa Aéfar, dewa & oplaluots dpakely, It’s horrible!
Too horrible to say . . . awful to see.

It drives me back . . . out of Apollo’s shrine.
WS W)TE CwKe pnTe W akTawew Baow, My strength is gone . . . I can’t stand up.

I have to crawl on hands and knees—my legs

mdAw @ Emepfer ex dduwv Tav Aoélov, 35

’ \ 7 3 ’ ~
Tpéxw O YepOlV, 00 TOOWKELD OCKENDV- .
pex XEPOLV, i just buckle under me . . . An old woman

deloaoa yap ypats ovdév, avrimais pev odv. overcome with fear is nothing, a child.
No more . . .
€y pev Epmrew TPOS TOAVOTEDT) VX GV [The Priestess gathers herself together and stands with great difficulty, holding

s s - .y - onto the temple doors for support,
op®d & € oudald uev dvdpa Oeopvoi) 40 P Jor support]
As I was entering the inner shrine—
the part covered up with wreaths—1I saw him, [40]
O"TdCOVTa XeZpas\ Kai VEOO‘WCLS%S‘ f[d)og rlght on the Central naVel stone, 2 man
the gods despise, sitting there, in the seat

€dpav éxovta TPoOTPITALOV, AlLaTL

éxovt élatas 0 viyévimTor kAddov, reserved for suppliants, hands dripping blood.

Mjvel peylotaw owppdrws éoTeppévov, He'd drawn his sword, but held an olive branch.
A . . L It had a tuft of wool on top, a mark
dpyiTL pad\g: TdE yap Tpavids epa. 45 of reverence—a large one, really white.

I saw all that distinctly. But then I saw
in front of him something astonishing,
e/ ~ > ’ 4
eldeL yvvakav ev Opdvowow Tjuevos. on the benches groups of women sleeping—

well, they weren’t exactly women,

mpoaberv d¢ Tavdpos Tovde BavuaoTos Adyos

oUToL yvvaikas, dA\a [opydras Aéyw, X _ )
I'd say more like Gorgons—then again,

ovd” avre opyelowow eikdow TUTOLS. not much like Gorgons either. Years ago
6280’]/ 7TO’T’ ”fiSy] (DLVE’(,()S‘ yeypau‘uéyag 50 I once .SaW a PiCture Of some mf)nsters

snatching a feast away from Phineas. [50]
detmvov gepovoas: dmTepol ye uny e But the ones inside here have no wings—
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adTat, péhawar & €s 70 wav BdeAUkTpoTor-
< s - ;
péykovot & oV TAaToloL PUoLAUaoL-
€x & oppatwv Aeifovot duopili AiBa-
\ ’ 4 \ ~ > ’
Kal koouos oUTe Tpos Bewv ayaiparta 55
’ 14 v 3 > bl ’ ’
Pépew dikaios oUT €s avbpdmwy oTéyas.
TO ¢pUAOV 0VK STTwTa THOO opAlas
s o NS ,
ovd Tis ala TOUT €mevyeTaL Yévos
’ > > \ \ /4 7
TPEDOVO™ avaTel 1) UETAOTEVEW TTOVOV.
Tavredlev 1j0n TdVde deomdTy douwy 6o
avT® peréobw Aoia peyaobevet.
> ’ > > \ \ ’
LaTPOUavTLs 8 €0TL KAl TEPAOKOTOS

kal Tolow dAAots dwpdTwy kabdpotos.

AmoAAQN

oUToL Tpoduiow- dua TéNovs O€ oou pilaé
> \ \ \ ’ > > -~
€YYVs TaPeSTWS Kal TPow & ATooTATOV 65
exfpotot Tols ools ov yevijoouar mETWY.

\ ~ ¢ ’ ’ \ ’ 3 ~
Kal viv al\ovoas TAode TAS [LAPYoUs Opas:
Umve mecotoal 8 al KAaTATTUOTOL KOPaL,

- s - P,

ypaiat malatal waides, als o pelyvural

- s v sy 07
Oecdv Tis 008 dvlpwmos 00de Op moTe. 70

~ > e > ’ > b \ \

Kak@y & €kaTi KAy€vovT , €mel KaKov

’ ’ 4 ’ > ¢ \ 4
oxoTov véuovtar Taprapdv & vmo xbovds,
wonuar avdpav kat dewv ‘Olvumicwr.
Opws O¢ detye undeé palakxos yévy.
3> ~ /7 \ 3 o ’ ~
ENDOL yap o€ kal O NIelpov pakpdas 75
BBovT av’ atel v mAavooT i) xHova
UTEP TE TOVTOV KAl TEPLPPUTAS TONELS.

\ \ 7 7 ’
Kal un mTpokauve Tovde Bovkoolueros
movov- podwv 6¢ [laAlddos moTl mTéAw
{Cov malawov dykabev AaBawv Bpéras. 80

Kaket ducaoTas Twvde kal DehkTnplovs
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I checked. They’re black and totally repulsive,
with loud rasping snorts that terrify me.
Disgusting pus comes oozing from their eyes.
As for their clothing—quite inappropriate

to wear before the statues of the gods,

or even in men’s homes. I've never seen

a tribe which could produce this company,

a country which would admit with pride

that it had raised them without paying a price,
without regretting all the pain they cost.
Where does this end? That is Apollo’s work. [60]
Let that be his concern. His force is strong—
what he reveals has healing power.

He reads the omens and can purify

the home, his own and other men’s.

[The scene changes to reveal the inside of the temple, with Orestes clutching the
central stone (the navel stone) and the Furies asleep in front of him. Apollo enters
[from the back of the temple (the inner shrine). Apollo moves to stand near Orestes]

AroLrLo
I'll not leave you—no, I'll stand beside you,
your protector till the end. Close at hand
or far away, I'll show no gentleness
towards your enemies. Right now you see
these frenzied creatures overcome with sleep,
just lying there, these loathsome maidens,
ancient children, hags. No god or man [70]
or animal has intercourse with them.
They’re born for evil. That's why they live
within the blackest gloom of Tartarus,
under the earth. Olympian gods and men
despise them. But you should still keep going.
Do not give up. They’ll chase you everywhere,
as you move along well-traveled ground,
across wide continents, beyond the seas,
through cities with the ocean all around.
Don’t grow weary brooding on your pain.
And then, once you reach Athenass city,
sit down, and wrap your arms around her, [80]
embrace her image. With people there
to judge your cause and with the force of speech,
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wullovs éxovtes punyavas evprioopev,
L4 > > \ ~ ~ b k ’ 7’
WoT €s TO TAY o€ TOVS dmaldéal movwy-

Kal Yyap KTAVEW O EmEL0a unTP@OV SéUas.

"OPEXTHE
dvaé "AmoAov, olola pev 70 un duceiv-
3 \ > o ’ \ \ \ ~ ’
emel § €mioTq, kal TO w1 welelv udbe.

’ \ ~ o ’ \ ’
olévos de moiely €0 Ppepéyyvor TO oov.

AmoAaAON

14 \ 7’ ’ 4
pépvnoo, ur GoPos oe vikaTw ppévas.

\ > s g ® \ ~ ’
ov &, avTadeAdor alpa kal kowol TaTpos,
‘Epuij, pidaocoe- kapra & v émdrvupos
moumaios lob, Tévde moyualvwy €uov
ikérny—0éPeL Tou Zevs TS éxvipwy oéfas—

oppapevov Bpotolow e0mouT® TUXY).

KAYTAIMHZTPAZ E1AQAON
evdoit dv, anj, kal kalevdovodv T det;
PR 5 e > e A QY > ’
€ymw & VP vpudv OO amnTLacuévn
AANOLOW €V VEKPOTOW, @V eV EKTAVOV
ovewdos €v Pplirolow ovk exkAelmeTad,
aloxp®s O AADuaL TPovVVET®W & VUlY OTL
Exw peyloT)v alriav kelvwy Umo-
mafloboa & olTw dewa mpos TAV GATdTwWY,
0VOELs VTTéP LoV dauovwy unvieTal,
KATAOPAYELONS TPOS XEPWDV UNTPOKTOVWV.
opate wAnyas Taode kapdias Slev.

4 \ \ b4 ’
evdovoa yap ¢pny opuacw Aaumpiverat,
€v Nuépa 8¢ potp’ ampookomos BpoTdv.

7) moA\a ey &1 TV eudv elelfare,

’ > kd ’ ’ 14
xoas T dolvous, vnoddAia pe\lypaTa,
kal vokTioeuva detmy’ ém’ €oxdpg TUpos
y p an PR
ébvov, dpav ovdevos kowny Bedv.
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the spell-binding power in words, we'll find
a way to free you from misfortune.
For I was the one who urged you on
to kill your mother.
ORESTES
My lord Apollo,
you have no knowledge how to be unjust.
That being the case, now learn compassion, too.
Your power to do good is strong enough.

AroLLo

Remember this—don’t let fear defeat you

by conquering your spirit. And you, Hermes,
my own blood brother from a common father,
protect this man. Live up to that name of yours,
and be his guide. Since he’s my suppliant,

lead him as if you were his shepherd—
remember Zeus respects an outcast’s rights—
with you to show the way, he’ll get better,

and quickly come among men once again.

[Exit Orestes. Apollo moves back into the inner sanctuary. Enter the Ghost of

Clytaemnestra]

GHOST OF CLYTAEMNESTRA [addressing the sleeping chorus]
Ah, you may be fast asleep, but now
what use is sleeping? On account of you,
I alone among the dead lack honour.
The ghosts of those I killed revile me—
they never stop. I wander in disgrace.
They charge me with the most horrific crimes.
But I, too, suffered cruelty from those
most dear to me. And yet, although I died
at the hands of one who killed his mother,
no spirit is enraged on my behalf.
Look here—you see these slashes on my heart?
How did they get there? While it’s asleep
the mind can see, but in the light of day
we have no vision of men’s destiny.
You've licked up many of my offerings,
soothing milk and honey without wine.
I've given many sacrificial gifts
with fire in my hearth at solemn banquets,
in that night hour no god will ever share.
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kal wavta TatTa Aaf opd maTovueva. 110 I see all that being trampled underfoot. [110]
0 & eékalvéas olxerar veBpot diknv, He’s gone, eluded you—ijust like a fawn,

Kal TalTa KOUPwS €k Ué€owy APKVOTATWY he’s jumped the centre of your nets with ease.

apovoer Dulv éykaTiMwifas péya. He mocks your efforts as he moves away.

drotoad ds Eefa s eufis mept Listen to me. I'm speaking of my soul.
duxits, dpovioar, & kard xdovds Oeal, s So rouse yourselves! Wake up, you goddesses

v Vo duds viv K , - from underground. While you dream on I call—
ovap yap vuas vov KAvrawmorpa kaAd.

now Clytaemnestra summons you!

Xoroz , [The members of the Chorus begin to make strange sounds and to mutter in
(pvypds. ) their sleep]

KayramvazTPAE E1AQAON You may well moan—the man’s escaped. He’s gone. [120]
wilour” dv, avnp & olxerar pevywv mpdow- He’s flown a long way off. The friends he has
piloL ydp elow oVk €UOTS TPOCELKOTES. are stronger than my own. You sleep on there
. ., , , , so heavily, no sense of my distress.
dyav vmvdooes kov katowkTilets malbos- 120

Orestes, the man who killed his mother,
ovebs 8" Opéoys Tijode pnTpos oixerar. has run off! You mutter, but keep sleeping.

> e > > ! ¢ ?
@lets, Smvdhooes- otk draoTion Téxos; On your feet!. Why won't you get up? What work

, , - \ , . has fate assigned you if not causing pain?
T{ 00l TéTPWTAL TPAYUA TANY TEUXEW KAKA, 125
Sleep and hard work, two apt confederates,
UTvos movos Te KUPLoL CUVmWUOTAL have made these fearsome dragons impotent,
dewijs dpakaivns éexnpavay pévos. draining all their rage.
Xopos CHORUS MEMBER [muttering in her sleep]

Seize him!

( poypos durAots o6fvs. )
NaBe Aafe AaB AafBé, ¢pdlov. 150 Seize him! Seize him! Seize that man! Look out! [130]

GHosT OF CLYTAEMNESTRA

KayrammasTras E1aQAaoN .
. Sud) o7 N , s d You hunt your prey, but only in your dreams,
ovap OLWKeEL a, KAayyavets 0 de . o

, P , s vnp ., ,y;i , s , P whimpering like hounds who never lose
KI’)wV pep ,L‘u' Zjav OUW,()T €K efwwv 7',TOVOU. their keenness for the hunt. But you don’t act!
7( dpgs; dvioTw, wij o€ vikdTaw mdvosS, Get up! Don't let exhaustion beat you down.
und ayvonons mijua pallaxleio’ mvo.

Sleep makes you soft—you overlook my pain.

d\ynoov fimap evdlkols dveldeoww- 135 Let my reproaches justly prick your hearts,
TOlS UUS(ZSPOUW ')/&P O’WTL,KGVTP‘I ')/L")/V@'C“- a spur for those who act with righteousness.
ov & aipaTnpov Teby émovploaca T, Blow your blood-filled breath all over him.
aTu® KaTwoxvaivovoa, vndvos mTupl, Let those fires in your bodies shrivel him.
€mov, pdapawe devtépols drypaow. Go on! Drive him to a fresh pursuit. Go!
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Xorox
v k] v \ \ 4 3 > \ \ ’
Eyep’, Eyepe kal o TIVY, €yw O€ OF.
e/ > ’ k4 ’ > e/
€UdeLs; avioTw, KaToAakTioao Umvov,

Wawuel’ € Tv Totde Ppouiov patd.
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5 g ’ ’ % ’
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3> > ’ ’ k4 ’ > < /4
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4 ~ 5 v R4
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/’ \ 14 14 ’
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\ 3 /7 /7 ¥, k4 \
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TOKEVOLW TKPOV-
— 1ov unTpadolav & éféxefias wv Oeds.
PN Ly
— T{ TVY €pet Tis dikalws Exew;
— €uol & dvedos €€ ovewpdTwy polov
érvihev dikav duppnAaTov

pecolaBet kévtpw
vTTO Ppévas, Vo AoPdv.
. , " ,
— mdpeoTt paoTikTopos daiov dauiov

Bapv 10 mepifapv kpvos Exew.

— TowatTa dpwow ot vewTepou Beol,

~ \ ~ ’ 4
KPOTOVVTES TO TTAV 8LK(1§ TAEOV
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Eumenides

[The Furies begin to wake up slowly, one after the other. As they start to get up,
the Ghost of Clytaemnestra exits]

CHORUS LEADER [waking up and rousing the other Furies]
Wake up! Come on, I'll wake you up. [140]
Now do the same for her. Still sleeping?
Stand up. Wipe that sleep out of your eyes.
Let’s chant our prelude—that should take effect.

[The Furies, now awake, gather as a group, moving around trying to find
Orestes or smell his track. They speak these lines as individual members of the
larger group]

— Ah ha, what this? Dear sisters, something’s wrong.
— D’ve been through a lot, and all for nothing.

— We’re being made to suffer something bad,
alas, an evil we cannot endure.

— Our quarry’s slipped our nets. He’s gone!
Once sleep came over us, we lost our prey.

— You're disgraceful, Hermes, a child of Zeus
who loves to steal.

— For a god you're young— [150]
but still you trample on more ancient spirits.

— You showed that suppliant respect,
a godless man, so vicious to his parent.

— You may be a god, but you're a thief.
You filched a man who killed his mother.

— Who can say there’s justice in such theft?

— In my dreams shame struck—
it came on like a charioteer
who gripped his cruel whip so tight,
then hit under my heart,
deep in my gut.

— I feel the executioner’s scourge, [160]
the one who wields a heavy lash,
weighed down with pain.

— Younger gods are doing this—
they push their ruling power
beyond what’s theirs by right.
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— ¢povoABij Opovov

\ 7’ \ ’
mepL TOda, TEPL KAPA.

— TAPEeOTL Yas Oupalov TPoodPAKE aludTwy

BAooupov apduevov dyos éxew.

> ’ \ 7’ N 7’
— €peoTimw O¢ PAVTIS WV UAopaTL
\ > 7 > > 7 > 7
UUXOV EXPAVAT QUTOOCUTOS, QUTOKANTOS,

\ ’ ~ ’ \ 4
mapa viuov Oeddv BpdTea pev Tiwv,
— malavyevels 8¢ poipas Plioas.

> /7 7’ AY \ > > 7’
— Kauol ye A\uTrpos, Kal TOV OUK EKAUCETAL,

e ’ ~ \ k4 > -~
VTG Te yav puywy ol ot €NevlepotTad.
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AnoasoN
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XWpPELT , amaAldooeole pavTik®Y puxwv,

\ \ ~ \ > \ b4
un kat AaBotoa oV apynoTny dpuw,

4 4 > ’

xpvonAdarov Odduryyos eopumdpevor,
avijs v dAyovs pélav’ am avlpimwy adpdv,
epovoa OBpduBovs ols adeilkvoas ¢povou.

k4 ’ ~ 14 ’
ovUToL 8duowot Totode xpiumreclar mpémer
aAX’ ol kapavioTijpes oplalpuwpiyol

’ 14 /’ ’ b bl ~
dikar opayal Te oméppards T amodplopd

/! ~ ~ 3 3 > ’
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Eumenides

— Their throne drips blood
around its foot,
around its head.

— I see Earth’s central navel stone
defiled with blood, corrupted,
stained with guilt.?

— The prophet soils the hearth,
pollutes the shrine himself,
acting on his own behalf.
against divine tradition,
he honours human things.

— He sets aside decrees of fate
established long ago.

— Though he inflict his pain on me,
he’ll never free that man.
Let him flee underground,

he’ll find no liberty below.

— As he seeks to cleanse himself
he'll meet the next avenger—
a family member coming for his head.

[Enter Apollo from the inner part of the shrine]

ApoLLO
Get out! I'm ordering you to leave this house.
Move on! Out of my prophet’s sanctuary!
Go now, or else you'll feel my arrows bite,
glittering winged snakes shot from a golden string.
Then, your agonies will make you choke,
spit out black froth you suck from men,
and vomit up the clotted blood youve drunk
from murder. This shrine’s no place for you.
No, you belong where heads are sliced away,
eyes gouged out—where justice equals slaughter—
where youthful men are ruined by castration,
where others suffer mutilation, stoning,
where men impaled on spikes below the spine
scream all the time. That’s the feast you love.
You hear me? And that’s why gods detest you.
The way you look, your shape, says what you are—
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popdijs. Aéovtos dvTpov alpuaToppdodov

OLKELWY TOLAUTAS €LKOS, OV XPNOTNPLOLS

€v Totode mAnoiowot Tpifeclar pioos. 195
XwpelT dvev Botijpos almolovpevad.

moluwrns TolauTys & oUTis evd\s Jedv.

Xorox
davaé "AmoAlov, avTdkovoor €v uépeL.
alTOS OV TOUTWV 0V eTA(TLOS TEN]),

> > @ \ ~ - £ ’
aAX’ eis 70 mav émpatas wv mavaiTios. 200

ATIOAAQN

s )y TooobTO UijKOS ExTEWOV AGyou.

Xorox

éxpnoas dote Tov Eévov umTpokTovely.

ATIOAAQN

éxpnoa mowas Tob matpos mpalar. T uv;
Xorox

v > ¢ ’ 174 /4 ’
kdmelf vméoTns alpaTos dékTwp véov.

ATIOAAQN

A /’ ’ 5 ’ ’
kal mpooTpaméalal ToUod €méoTeANov douovs. 205

Xorox

\ \ \ ~ ’ ~
Kal TaS TPOTOUTOVS OfjTa TA0OE AoLdopEls;
AnoasoN
oU yap d6puotot TolodE TPOoPHOPOV [LONELV.

Xorox

3y N2 ¥ - - ,
aAN €oTw MUV TOUTO TPOOTETAYUEVOD.

ATIOAAQN

/7 e/ 4 ’ /4 ’
7(s 10€ TYw1); KOUTATOV YEPAs KaAov.

Xoroxz

TOUS punTpalolas €k dopwy ENavvouey. 210
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Eumenides

some blood-soaked lion’s den might be your home.
You must not infect those near this temple

with your pollution. So leave this place,

you flock without a shepherd, you herd

the gods despise.

CHoRus LEADER
Lord Apollo,
listen to what we say. It’s our turn to speak.
You're no mere accomplice in this crime—
you did it all yourself. You bear the guilt.

AproLLO
What does that mean? Go on. Keep talking.

CHoRuUS LEADER
You told that stranger to kill his mother.

AroLLO
To avenge his father is what I said.
Whats wrong with that?

CHoRrus LEADER
Then you supported him.
You helped a man whod just committed murder.

AroLLO
And I instructed him to come back here
to expiate his crime.

CHoRrus LEADER
Then why insult us,
the ones who chased him here?

AroLLO
It’s not right
for you to come inside my shrine.

CHORUS LEADER
We've been assigned to do this.

AroLLO
Assigned?
What's that? Proclaim your fine authority.

CHoRrus LEADER
We chase out of their homes those criminals
who slaughter their own mothers.
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ATIOAAQN AproLLO

7{ yap yuvawds firs dvdpa voopion; What about a wife who kills her husband?

CHORUS LEADER

Xorox That’s not blood murder in the family.
ovk av yévoll duaiuos avlévrns ¢povos. APOLLO

> What?

ATIOAAQN What about Zeus and his queen Hera—
7 KAPT dTyua Kal Tap ovdeV elpydow your actions bring disgrace on them.

You ignore the strongest bonds between them.

“Hpas reAelas kal Aws moTdpara.
Your claim dishonours Aphrodite, too,

Kvmpis & dripos 708 améppurtar Adyw 21 .
ps pos 7q PP ye, 5 goddess of love, from whom all men derive

|4 ~ / \ 4

6lev BpoTotot ylyverar Ta pidTara. their greatest joys. With man and woman

v yap dvdpl kal yuvaiki népoyuos a marriage sealed by fate is stronger

Sprcov "ort pellaw 4 Sl dpovpovyié. than any oath, and ju?tice guards it.
L N o T R Now, if one partner kills the other one,

€L Tolow obv KTEwovow aAM)Aovs XaAds and you're not interested in punishment, [220]

7O 1) Tveabar und émomTelew KOTW, 220 if you feel no urge to act, then I say

o ¢y Opéorny o evdikms dvdpyiareiv. the way you chase Orestes is unjust.

I don’t see why in one case you're so harsh

when you don’ really care about the other.

70 8 éudavds mpdooovoar NovyalTépav. However, goddess Athena will take charge—
dikas d¢ IlaAlas 7ovd’ émomrredoe Oea. she'll organize a trial.

CHORUS LEADER

\ \ \ > ’ > /
Ta pev yap olda kdpra o evbupovuévny,

Xorox But that fugitive—
\ ki > ~ k4 \ ’ /’ 3
TOV dvdp €xelvov ol Tt un Aimw ToTéE. 225 he'll never be free of me, never.
R AroLLO
AnoareN

Then go after him. Bring yourself more trouble.

\ s 5 ’ \ ’ , ’,
ov O odv dlwke kal Tovovr mAelw Tlov.
CHoORUS LEADER

Don’t try to curb my powers with your words.

Xopox

TYLAS OV (1) CUVTEUVE TAS €UAS ACYw. APoLLO i

Your powers? Those I wouldn’t take,

ATTIOAAQN not even as a gift.

ovd av dexoluny Aot éxew Tyuas oélev. CHORUS LEADER

Of course not.
Xopox You're already great, by all accounts—
, vy \ \ , , right by Zeus’ throne. But for my part,

u€yas yap éumas map Aws Opovois Aéyy. X - 5

v oy . e ~ i since I'm called onward by a mother’s blood, [230]

ey 8, dyel yap aljua pntpov, dikas 230 I’ll chase this man with justice of my own.

UETEYLL TOVOE PDTA KAKKVVI)YETED. I scent the trail!
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AnoasoN AroLLo
I'll help my suppliant
and bring him safely home. With gods and men
the anger of a man who seeks redemption
will be dreadful, if, of my own free will,
I abandon him.

> \ 3 > 7’ \ 3 /’ (R4

eyw & apnéw 1oV ikéTnv Te pvoouat:
\ \ > ~ > ~ ’

dewn yap ev Bpotoior kav feols méler

TOU TPOOTPOTTALOV UVLS, €L TPOS®D 0P EKWV.

’OPEZTHE . . ) ) .
Y [Apollo exits into the inner shrine. The scene now changes to Athens, just outside
dvaoo’ Abava, Aoélov kehebpaow 235 the Temple of Athena. Orestes enters and move up to the large statue of Athena]
Nkw, O€xov 8¢ Tpevuer@ws dAdoTopa, ORESTES
oV TpooTpdmalov ovd adoiBavrov xépa, Queen Athena,

sy s N , \ & h Apollo’ .
aAN” auBAVs 18n TPooTETPYLUEVOS TE TPOS ve come here on Apollo’s orders

I beg your kindness. Please let me enter,

V)\)\ £ \ ’ ~ 5
dANowow oikous kal Topevuacw BpoTdv. a man accursed, an outcast. [ don't seek

Suowa yépoov kal Bdhacoav ékmepdv, 240 ritual purification—my hands are clean—
but my avenging zeal has lost its edge,

olwv €éperpas Aolov xpnomyplovs,
’ ~ \ /7 \ ’ ’
mpooeyu dwpa kal Bpéras To oov, bed.

a0T0l PuAdOoWY avauévm TENOS dikTs.

Xorox

Se Q0 > \ > \ > \ ’
€lev- TOO €07l TavdPOs Ekpaves Téxuap.

émov d¢ umvuripos dpléykrov dppadals. 2 . . . . .
ppuTijpos dghey ¢p s 45 [Enter the Furies, like hunting dogs, still tracking Orestes by bis scent. They do
TETPAVUATIOUEVOV Yap WS KUWV veBpov not see him at first]
PO alia Kal oTaAayuoV ExuaTeloueD. CHORUS LEADER
moA\ols 8¢ udxfois dvdporuijor puoid Ah ha! Here we have that man’s clear scent,
omAdvyvor- Y0ovds vio mas memoluavra 6o a silent witness, but firm evidence.
vX X vap H ’ After him! Like hounds chasing a wounded fawn,
e ’ 7 3 ’ ’ .
UTTEP TE TTOVTOV ATITEPOLS TTOTHUAOLY 250 we track him by the drops of blood he sheds.
ANov Sudkova’, 0vdey DoTépa veds. Man-killing work—the effort wearies me.
o v s e s , My lungs are bursting. We've roamed everywhere,
kal viv 60 évhdd éoTi mov KaTATTAKWY. . .
exploring all the regions of the earth,
oo BpoTelwy aludTwy pe TPooyeAd. crossing seas in wingless flight, moving on [250]
faster than any ship, always in pursuit.
opa 6pa paX’ av, Now he’s cornered here, cowering somewhere.
’ ’ __ 1 |
\edooere mdvra, ) 255 I smell human blood—I could laugh for joy!

Adly Ppiyda Bas
[0 ] paTpoddvos aritas.

22

worn down, blunted by other people’s homes,
by all well-beaten pathways known to men.
I've stayed true to what Apollo told me

at his oracle. Crossing land and sea,

I've reached this statue by your shrine at last.
Here I take up my position, goddess.

I await the outcome of my trial.

Start looking for him! Seek him out again!
Check everywhere. Don’t let him escape.
That man killed his mother—he must pay!
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Aeschylus Eumenides
[The Chorus of Furies catch sight of Orestes and crowd around him]
CHORUS /[different individuals]

— 08 avré y [olv] alkav éxwr — Heé’s over there! Claiming sanctuary,
at that statue of the eternal goddess,
embracing it. He must want a trial,

mepl Ppéter mAexlels Oeds apBpdTov

UTodLkos OéNel yevéollar xpewv. 260

a judgment on his murderous violence. [260]
QY ’ ® ~ \ .
— 70 & 00 mapeoTw- alpua uUnTP@OV XYaual — Impossible! A mother’s blood, once shed,
dvoayrduoTov, Tamal, soaks in the earth and can’t come back again—

70 Suepdy médou xUpevov oiyera. the flowing stream moves through the ground,

then disappears forever.
— a\\’ avtidotvae det o amo {drTos pogetv — No. You must pay me back.
€pvlpov éx ueNéwv mé\avov- amo de oo 265 I'll suck your blood.
depoluav Bookav mparos Svomdrov: Drinking your living bones sustains me—
I feed upon your pain.

\ ~ ) , s 5 , ,
— kat {dvTa o loyvavao amdéoual kATw .
¢ X Cop ’ — Though it wears me out, I'll drag you down,

still living, to the world below. And there
you'll pay for murdering your mother.

> ’ 3> e ’ ’ ’
aVTLITOWwW WS TS ‘LL(ITPO(i)OVOU BUCLS‘.

— Ol B¢ kel Tis dANos TAtTev BpoTdov
— You'll see there other human criminals

7) Oeov 7) Eévov 270
who've failed to honour gods and strangers, [270]

bl > ~ N ’ r
TW acefav 1 Tokéas dilovs
Pasw 7 ¢ ’ who've abused the parents they should love.

&ovd’ éxaorov Tijs dikns émdéua. They all receive the justice they deserve.

— uéyas yap "Adns éotv edbuvos BpoTawv — Hades, mighty god of all the dead,
&veple yOovds judges mortal men below the ground.

His perceptive mind records all things.

deAToypddw O¢ TAvT €mwTE Ppevi. 275
ORESTES
"OPEZTHE My misery has been my teacher—
eyw dudaybels €v kakols émloTauat I know that men are cleansed in many ways,

moAovs kallappovs, kal Aéyew dmov dikn that sometimes it’s appropriate to speak,

v 0 Suol D SE TRS , sometimes to stay silent. And in this case

ovyav 0’ ouolws- €v dé TWOe TPAYUATL .
v ‘u : payr a wise master has ordered me to speak.

povew erdxtny mpos codod ddackdAov. Blood on my hands is dormant now, fading— [280]
Bpilew yap aipa kat papaiverar xepds, 280 polluting stains from my mother’s murder
UNTPOKTOVOV plaoua & EKTAVTOV TENEL: have been washed away. When they were fresh,

Apollo in his temple cleansed my guilt—
slaughtering pigs to make me pure again.
It’s a long story to describe for you,

TONUS O€ pot VéVOLT’ av €€ O"PXﬁg )\0/3’09» right from the start, all the men I've seen,

6oots mpoofiNov aBAafetl Evvovoiy. 285 ones I've stayed with, then left unharmed.

, v oa ey -
moTaor yap ov mpos €otig Oeod

®oiBov kabapuots PAaln yoypokTdvors.

24 25



Aeschylus

[xpovos kallapet wdvTa ynpdokwy opod.]
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> \ /7 AY /
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k24 \ A\ \ e/ b \
— dye o1 kal xopov diwuev, €mel
potoav oTvyepay
amopaivestar dedoknkev,
Aé€ar Te Aaxn Ta kat avbpamovs
Ws Emwwud oTdols aud.
evfvdikaiot & oiduel elvar-
\ \ \ ~ ’ >
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Time destroys all things which age with time.
Now, with full reverence and holy speech,

I invoke Athena, this country’ s queen.

I beg her help. Let her appear unarmed.
She'll win true allies in me, my land, [290]
the Argive people. We'll crust her forever.

No matter where she is—in Libya,

in some region by the springs of Triton,

her birthplace, with her covered feet at rest
or on the move, assisting those she loves,

or whether, like some bold commander

in the Phelegraean plain, battle site

of gods and giants, she surveys the field—

I pray she’ll come, for she’s a goddess

and hears me, even though she’s far away.
May she come here. May she deliver me.

CHORUS LEADER
But Apollo’s power will not save you—
nor will Athena’s. You're slated to die [300]
abandoned and alone, without a sense
of heartfelt joy, a bloodless criminal
sucked dry by demons, just a shade—no more.

[Orestes makes no answer]

What? You ignore my words and won't reply,
you, a victim fattened up for me,

my consecrated gift? You'll not perish

on any altar—no, I'll eat you alive.

[Orestes continues to remain silent]

All right then, hear our song, a spell to chain you.

CHORUS
Come, let’s link our arms and dance—
Furies determined to display
our fearful art, to demonstrate
collective power we possess [310]
to guide all mortals’ lives.

We claim we represent true justice.
Our anger never works against
a man whose hands are clean—

all his life he stays unharmed.
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Eumenides

But those men guilty of some crime,
as this one is, who hide away,
concealing blood-stained hands—
we harass them as testament

to those they've murdered.

Blood avengers, always in pursuit,
we chase them to the end.

Hear me, Mother Night,
mother who gave birth to me
so I could avenge

the living and the dead.
Leto’s child, Apollo,
dishonours me—he tears
that man out of my hands,
the hare who cowers there,
who by rights must expiate
his mother’s blood.

Let this frenzied song of ours
fall upon our victim’s head,
our sacrifice—our frenzy
driving him to madness—
obliterate his mind.

This is our Furies’ chant

It chains up the soul,
destroys its harmony,

and withers mortal men.

Remorseless Fate gave us this work
to carry on forever, a destiny

spun out for us alone,

to attach ourselves to those

who, overcome with passion,
slaughter blood relatives.

We chase after them until the end,
until they go beneath the ground.
In death they find small freedom.

Let this frenzied song of ours
fall upon our victim’s head,
our sacrifice—our frenzy
driving him to madness—
obliterate his mind.
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This is our Furies’ chant.
It chains up the soul,
destroys its harmony,
and withers mortal men.

These rights are ours from birch—
even the immortal gods

may not lay hands on us.

We share no feasts with them,

no fellowship—their pure white robes
are no part of our destiny.

The task I take upon myself is mine,
to overthrow whole families,

when strife inside the home

kills someone near and dear.

We chase that murderer down,

the one who's spilled fresh blood.

For all his strength, we wear him down.

That’s why were now here,

eager to contest the charge,

to challenge other gods,

to make sure none of them

ends up controlling what is ours.
There will be no trial—

for Zeus despises us,

considers us unworthy,

refusing to converse with us
because we deal in blood.

The task I take upon myself is mine,
to overthrow whole families,

when strife inside the home

kills someone near and dear.

We chase that murderer down,

the one who's spilled fresh blood.

For all his strength, we wear him down.

Those proud opinions people have,
who raise themselves so high,

who puff themselves to heaven,
will melt away, dissolving

in dishonour underground,
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when we, in our black robes,
beat out our vengeful dance— [370]
when we launch our attack.

Leaping from the heights,

we pound them with our feet—
our force trips up the runner

as he sprints for home,

a fate he cannot bear.

His mind is so confused

he does not sense his fall.

Dark clouds of his defilement

hover all around the man.

Murky shadows fall,

enveloping his home—

and Rumour spreads

a tale of sorrow. [380]

Leaping from the heights,

we pound them with our feet—
our force trips up the runner

as he sprints for home,

a fate he cannot bear.

So things remain.

We have our skills—

our powers we fulfill,

keeping human evil in our minds.
Our awesome powers

cannot be appeased by men.
Dishonoured and despised,

we see our work gets done.

Split off from gods,

with no light from the sun,

we make the path more arduous
for those who still can see

and for the blind.

What man is not in awe

or stands there unafraid [390]
to hear me state my rights,

those powers allowed by Fate

and ratified by all the gods,

mine to hold forever?

33



Aeschylus Eumenides

uéver> yépas malawdv, ovd aTyuias Those old prerogatives
, , $S v04 I still retain—they’re mine.

KUpw, kalmep vmro xHova 395

I have my honour, too,

though my appointed place

is underneath the ground

Taéw Eyovoa kal duonAiov krépas.

AOHNA in sunless darkness.

mpoowler eénrovoa kAndovos Bornv [Enter Athena]
amo Zkapudvdpov yiv kartapfarovuérn,

. ., , , . , ATHENA
v 87 Axawdv drTopés Te Kal mpdpoL, I heard someone summon me from far away.
TOV alYaAdTwy XpnudTwy AdXos ueya, 400 I was in Troy, by the Scamander’s banks,

v >, s A sy taking ownership of new property,
EVELLaY QUTOTTPEUVOV €IS TO TTAV €LLOL, : .
a gift from ruling leaders of Achaea,

> 14 7 /’ 4
efaiperov daspnpa Onocws Tokols: a major part of what their spears had won, [400]
&vbev Suhcova” Nov dTpuTov wdda, assigned to me entirely and forever,
a splendid gift for Theseus’ sons.3
I've come from there at my untiring pace,
[rdhots axpaiors T6vd émlevéac dyov] o i i is whirli
S akpatiots X 405 not flying on wings, but on this whirling cape,
KaLV’r\]V S 6pa’)0'a 7-7?]/8, 6‘U,LAL,QV XHOVbQ a chariot yOde to horses in their prime.
Here I see an unfamiliar crowd,

-y . - , >
TTEP@DY dTep poldotioa KOATOV alyidos.

~ \ 3 ’ -~ s v 4
TapBd uev ovdév, Badua & Suuaow mdpa. ) .
e ’ H it P strangers to this place, nothing I fear,

7 > > 14 ~ 3 > \ 14
Tives moT €0TE; mAoL & €S KOWOV Aéyw: but astonishing to see. Who are you?
Bpéfrag TE TOI}‘U,(‘)V TC‘Z)B’ é(ﬁn‘u/év(p Eéy(p’ I,m talking to all thOSC assembled here—
A bq -, the stranger crouching there beside my statue,
vuds 0 opolas ovdevi omapTdv yéve, 410 .
and those of you like no one ever born, [410]
v s s - \ e ,
007 €év leaio TPOS Oewv opwperas creatures no god has seen in goddesses,
o olv BpoTelots éupepels poppdpacy. in form a thing unknown to mortal men.

, - v \ , - But to say such things about one’s neighbour
Aéyew & duoudov dvta Tovs mENAS KAKDS ) . .
who’s done no wrong is far from just

’ 14 IQd > ~ /4
TPOOW dukaiwv 7)8 ATTOO0TATEL 66,LLLS‘. and contravenes our customs.
CHORUS LEADER
Xopox Daughter of Zeus,
’ \ 7’ ’ \ ’ bl . .
TEVoY TA TAVTA oUVTOUWS, Atos kop. 415 you'll find out everything—and briefly, too.

We are immortal children of the Night.

Nuets yap eouer NukTos alavi) Téxkva.
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Y€évos pev olda kKANOGVas T EmwVUOLS. I know what people call you.
Xorox CHORUS LEADER

But our powers—
TYLAS Ye pev &) Tas €uas mevoy Taxa. these you'll quickly ascertain as well.

34 35



Aeschylus

AenNA
pablloys” dv, el Aéyou Tis éudpavij Adyov. 420
Xorox
BpoTokTovoivTas €k douwy ENavvouev.
AenNA
Kal T¢) KTaVovTL Tol TO Tépua Tis Puyis;
Xorox
émov 70 yalpew undapod voullerad.
AenNA
7 kal ToavTas TOO emppollels puyds;
Xopox
povevs yap elvar untpos néwdoaro. 425
AenNa
dAAals avaykais, 1 Twos Tpéwy KOToV,
Xopox
0D Yap TOCOUTO KEVTPOV WS UNTPOKTOVELV;
AenNA

dvolv mapovTow MuLous Aoyov Tapa.

Xorox

aAX’ Sprov ov déEaut’ dv, ov dotvar Bélot.

AOHNA

KAVew dikatos uaddov 7) mpafar Oélecs. 430
Xorox
s 817; didafov- TV copdv yap ov mwévy.

AOHNA
Opkots Ta w1 dlkata 1) Vkav Aéyw.

36

Eumenides

ATHENA
Those I'd like to learn. Please state them clearly. [420]

CHoRuUS LEADER
We hound out of their homes all those who kill.

ATHENA
Once the killer flees, where does he finally go?

CrORUS LEADER
Where no one thinks of joy, for there is none.

ATHENA
Your screams would drive this man to such a flight?

CHORUS LEADER
Yes—he thought it right to kill his mother.

ATHENA
Why? Was he forced to do it? Did he fear

another person’s anger?

CHorus LEADER
Where’s the urge

so strong to force a man to kill his mother?

ATHENA
There are two sides to this dispute. I've heard
only one half the argument.

CHoORUS LEADER
What about the oath?
He won’t deny he did it or accept
the guilt we charge him with.

ATHENA
Where do you stand?
You wish to be considered righteous, [430]
but not to act with justice.

CHoORUS LEADER
How? Teach me.
You clearly have a mind for subtleties.

ATHENA
I assert that no one should use oaths
to let injustice triumph.
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Xoprox CHoRuUS LEADER
Question him.
Then make a righteous judgment.
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Eumenides

You worked with him to see that Ilion,

Troy’s city, ceased to be. When he came home,
he died in a disgraceful way, butchered

by my mother, whose black heart snagged him
in devious hunting nets—these still exist,
attesting to that slaughter in his bath.

I was in exile at the time. I came back.

I killed my mother—that I don’t deny—

to avenge the murder of my father,

whom I truly loved. For this murder

Apollo bears responsibility,

along with me. He urged me to it,

pointing out the cruel reprisals I would face

if I failed to act against the murderers.

Was what I did a righteous act or not?

That you must decide. I'll be satisfied,

no matter how you render judgment.

ATHENA

This is a serious matter, too complex

for any mortal man to think of judging.

It’s not right even for me to adjudicate

such cases, where murder done in passion
merits passionate swift punishment.

Above all, you come here a suppliant

who’s gone through all cleansing rituals,
who’s pure and hence no danger to my shrine.
You thus have my respect, for in my view,
where my city is concerned, you're innocent.
But these Furies also have their function.
That’s something we just cannot set aside.
So if they fail to triumph in this case,

they’ll spread their poisonous resentment—
it will seep underground, infecting us,

bring perpetual disease upon our land,
something we can’t bear. So stands the case.
Two options, each of them disastrous.

Allow one to remain, expel the other?

No, I see no way of resolving this.

But since the judgment now devolves on me,
I'll appoint human judges of this murder,

a tribunal bound by oath—TI'll set it up
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Eumenides

to last forever. So you two parties,

summon your witnesses, set out your proofs,
with sworn evidence to back your stories.
Once I've picked the finest men in Athens,
I'll return. They’ll rule fairly in this case,
bound by a sworn oath to act with justice.

[Exit Athena]

CHORuUS

If his legal action triumphs, [490]
if now this matricide prevails,

then newly set divine decrees

will overthrow all order.

Mortals will at once believe

that everything’s permitted.

From now on parents can expect

repeated blows of suffering

inflicted by their children—

now and in time yet to come.

For Furies who keep watch on men

will bring no anger down [s00]
on human crimes—so then

we loose death everywhere,

all forms of killing known to man.

So one, seeing his neighbour’s pain,

will ask another, “Where’s this end?

When does our suffering diminish?”

But the poor wretch can offer nothing—

his remedies are vain, without effect.

So when a terrible disaster strikes

let no one make the old appeal, [s10]
“Justice, you Furies—hear me,

you powers on your thrones!”

It may well happen soon—

a father in despair, a mother

in some new catastrophe,

may scream out for pity,

now the house of justice falls.

Sometimes what’s terrible can work
to bring about what’s good.

Such terror needs to sit on guard,
to check the passionate heart.
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Eumenides

There is a benefit for men

to learn control through suffering.
For where is there a man or cicy—
both alike in this regard—

who still respects what’s just
without a heart attuned to fear?

It’s not right that men revere

a life without controls

or one enslaved by tyrants.
Those who practise moderation
in everything they do

acquire strength from god,
though he hands down

his other gifts in other ways.

Our words stress self-control,

for arrogance, we know,

is surely born from sacrilege.

From a healthy heart and mind
comes the happiness men love,

the joy they ask for in their prayers.

To sum up everything about this case,
I'll tell you this—Justice has an altar.
Give that full human reverence.
Don’t trample it profanely underfoot
because self-interest sees advantages.
Remember punishment will come—
that outcome’s fixed and permanent.
So each of you, above all else,

should honour parents,

pay them the deference you owe,
respect all guests and strangers

you welcome in your home.

For happiness will never fail

the man who follows justice,

freely and without constraint.

He'll never be destroyed.

But the reckless man who goes too far,
who piles up riches for himself

in any way he can and disregards

all justice—1I tell you this—
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What's your role here? Announce that to us.

AroLrLo
I've come here as a witness. That man,
the accused, according to our customs,
came a suppliant to my shrine, my hearth.
I purified him of the blood he spilled.
As his advocate, I share the blame
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arising from his mother’s murder. [580]
Start the trial. You understand procedure.
Confirm that with a just decision.

ATHENA [addressing the Furies]
Then T'll begin the trial. You speak up first.
The plaintiff opens our proceedings.
Tell us the facts. Begin at the beginning—
inform us clearly of the issues here.

CHoRrus LEADER
There are many of us, but we'll keep
our speeches brief.

[Turning to interrogate Orestes]

Answer our questions,
as we put them one by one. First, tell us—
did you kill your mother?

ORESTES
Yes, I killed her.
I don’t deny the fact.
CHORUS LEADER

We take first fall.
Three falls wins the match.

ORESTES
You gloat, [s90]
but your opponent isn’t pinned down yet.

CHORUS LEADER

Now you must describe the murder for us.
How did you kill her?

ORESTES
I'll tell you—

I drew my sword and slit her throat.

CHORUS LEADER
Who persuaded you to do this? Whose advice?

ORESTES
The orders of this god. He is my witness.

CHORUS LEADER
The prophet ordered you to kill your mother?

ORESTES
He did. And to this moment I have no regrets.
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CHORUS LEADER
But if the verdict lays its hands on you,
you'll change your story soon enough.

ORESTES
I’'m confident. My father from his grave
will send the help I need.

CHORUS LEADER
So you trust the dead,
and yet you killed your mother?

ORESTES
I do, for she was guilty of two crimes. [600]

CHORUS LEADER
How so? Inform the judges on this point.

ORESTES
She killed her husband and my father.

CHoORUS LEADER
But her death evens out the score for her.
You're still living.

ORESTES
When she was still alive
you didnt hound her into exile. Why?

CHoORUS LEADER
She and her victim shared no common blood.

ORESTES
And my mother and me? Are we blood linked?

CHORUS LEADER
How else could she sustain you in her womb,
you murderer? Do you now reject
the closest bond there is, a mother’s blood?

ORESTES [turning to Apollo]
You must give evidence, Apollo. [610]
Take the lead for me. Did I kill her justly?
For I don’t deny I did the murder.
But whether that act of shedding blood
was just or not, as you perceive the facts,
you must decide, so I can tell the court.
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AnoasoN AroLLo

Let me address this high court of Athena.
Tribunal members, what I have to say
will proceed from justice. I'm a prophet.
I cannot tell a lie. And never yet,

when I've been seated in my oracle,
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concerning woman, man, or city state,

that Olympian father Zeus did not command.

Make sure you understand how powerful

his justice is. That’s why I urge you now— [620]
obey the will of Zeus, our father.

No oath has greater strength than Zeus.
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told your oracle to give the order—

Orestes must avenge his father’s death,
ignoring any rights his mother had.
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ATIOAAON Yes. For these two things are not the same—

he died a noble man, a special king

who bears a sceptre given by the gods,

an honoured king who dies by murder,

and at a woman’s hand, not in a fight

where arrows fly in from a distance,
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as with the Amazons, but in a way

which we'll describe for you, Athena,

and those here ready to decide this case

when you cast your votes. Held just come home, [630]
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635

returning from a long and harsh campaign,
where in the eyes of loyal citizens

he'd won success beyond all expectation.

She welcomed him. Then, he took his bath.
As he stepped out—still on the outer rim—
she threw the cloak, his shroud, around him,
just like a tent. She caught him in those robes,
whose endless folds enclosed him like a net.
Then she hacked him down. I'm telling you,
that’s how the splendid leader of the ships
went to his death. As for that woman,

I speak of her to rouse a sense of shame

in those men chosen here to judge this case.

53



Aeschylus

Xoprox
\ ~ \ ’ ~ -~ ’
TaTPOS TPOTUA ZeVS udpov T o@d AGyw-
> \ 3 W ’ ’ ’
avTos & €dnoe matépa mpeaBurny Kpdvov.
TS TAOTA TOUTOLS OVK €EvavTiws AEYeLs;

uas 8 axovew TalT €yw UapTUPOULAL.

AmoAAON

ol ~ 7 ’ ~
@ TavToo) kvadala, oty Dedv,

/7 \ N 4 b4 ~AQY ¥
Tédas pev Qv AVoeley, €0TL TODO AKOS

\ /7 \ \ ’
Kal KAPTa TOANT unxavi) AuT1pLos:
5 \ s s \ ) ’ ’
avdpos & émeldav alp’ dvaomaon kovs
(24 7 R4 L4 > > ’
dmaé Oavovros, oUTis €0T AvdoTAOLS.
TOUTWV €T®WdAS OVK ETOMTEY TATIP

< /7 \ > v 7 > v \ 4
ovuss, Ta & dAAa TArT dvm TE Kal KATw

4 7, > \ > ’ /.
oTpédpwr Tinow ovdév aoluaivwy péver.

Xorox
~ \ \ ’ A~AQY ¢ ~ e/
@S yap 17O pevyew To0d vTepdikels Spa-
TO UNTPOS Al Suaiuov €xxéas médoL
émeut €v Apye ddduat olkijoel TaTpds;
Trolotot Bwols xpwueros Tols dNuioLs;
mola 8¢ xépvup ppatépwv TpoodéfeTal;

AnoasoN

kal To0To AMééw, kal pual ws oplas €pd.

oUk €0TL UNTNP 1) KEKANUEVOV TEKVOU

TOKEYS, TPOPOS & KUUATOS VEOTTTOPOU.

TikTeL & 0 Opgorwr, 1 & dmep Eéva Eévy

éowoev €pvos, ool u PAay Oeds.

Tekupov O¢ Tovdé oo deléw Adyou.

TATNP UEV AV YEVvOLT dvev unTpos- méNas
4 ’ ~ 3 14 ’

waptus wapeott wats Olvumiov Awds,

ovd’ €v okoTowoL vmdvos Telpauuéry,

> s @ ” ¥ N ’ ’

aAX” olov épvos olTis av Tékou eds.

eyw 8¢, [laAAds, TdA\a 0" ws émioTauad,

\ \ ’ \ \ ’ ’
TO OOV WO)\LO“U,C( Kat O'TpaTOV Tevf(l) Heyav,

54

640

645

650

655

660

665

Eumenides

CHORUS

So your claim is Zeus thinks a father’s death

is more significant? But on his own

he chained up his old father, Cronos.

Does that not contradict what you've just said?
I ask you judges to take note of this.

AroLLo

You monsters—how all the gods detest you!

Zeus has power to smash those chains apart.

For that he has a remedy, many ways

to set us free. But once a mortal’s blood

has drained into the dust, the man is dead.

And then there’s no return. My father Zeus

has made no charms for that, though he can change
all other things without a pause for breath.

CHORUS LEADER

You plead to set him free. But think of this—
will this man, who shed his mother’s blood,
who spilled it on the ground, return back home,
to live in Argos in his father’s house?

Where are the public altars he can use,

the family cleansing rites he can attend?

AroLLo

I'll speak to that, as well. Make sure you note
how right my answer is. That word mother—
we give it to the one who bears the child.
However, she’s no parent, just a nurse

to that new life embedded in her.

The parent is the one who plants the seed,
the father. Like a stranger for a stranger,

she preserves the growing life, unless

god injures it. And I can offer proof

for what I say—a man can have a child
without a mother. Here’s our witness,

here—Athena, child of Olympian Zeus.

[Apollo points to Athena]

No dark womb nursed her—no goddess bears
a child with ancestry like hers. Athena,

since I know so many other things,

I'll make your city and your people great.
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Eumenides

That’s why I sent this man a suppliant

to your own shrine, so he might prove himself,
then place eternal trust in you, dear goddess,
and you could win a new ally in him,

in his descendants, too, and thus create

an everlasting bond with his posterity.

ATHENA
Has each side said enough? Shall I now
instruct the judges to cast their votes,
acting on their judgment of what’s just?

CHORUS LEADER
Though we've already shot our final arrow,
we'll stay to hear this contest to the end.

ATHENA
Why not? Now, as for you defendants,
what can I do to avoid your censure?

AroLLo
You have heard what you have heard.

[16 jurors] My friends,

as you cast your ballots, make sure your hearts
respect that oath you made.

ATHENA
You citizens of Athens, you judges
at the first trial ever held for murder,
hear what I decree. Now and forever
this court of judges will be set up here
to serve Aegeus’ people. This place,
this Mount of Ares, is where Amazons,
once marched in force, enraged at Theseus.
Here they pitched their tents. Then they built
a new city on the heights, with lofty walls
to match his own, making a sacrifice
to Ares, god of war, from whom this rock
derives its name, the Mount of Ares.
From this hill Reverence and Terror,
two kindred rulers of my citizens,
will guarantee they don't commit injustice,
by day or night, unless the citizens
pollute the laws with evil innovations.
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Once limpid waters are stained with mud,
you'll never find a drink. My people,
avoid both anarchy and tyranny.

I urge you to uphold this principle.

Show it due reverence. As for terror,

don’t banish it completely from the city.
What mortal man is truly righteous

without being afraid? Those who sense the fear

revere what’s right. With citizens like these
your country and your city will be safe,
stronger than anything possessed by men
in Pelops’ country or in Scythia.

So here I now establish this tribunal,
incorruptible, magnificent,

swift in punishment—it stands above you,
your country’s guardian as you lie asleep.

I've gone through this at length to urge you on,

my citizens, today and in the future.
But now you must get up, cast your ballots,
decide this case, while honouring your oath.
I'm finished—that’s all T have to say.

[The members of the tribunal begin to step forward and cast their votes into

the urns]

CHORUS LEADER
Watch out. Don't ever show us disrespect.
For our united power can crush your land.

AroLLO
Let me remind you—fear the oracles,
not just mine, but those of Zeus the Father.
Don’t make them barren.

CHORUS LEADER /[to Apollo]
You interfere

in blood work that’s not your proper business.

Your oracles remain no longer pure.

AroLLo
When the first man-killer Ixion
went a suppliant to Zeus for cleansing,
was Zeus wrong to treat him as he did?
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Eumenides

CHORUS LEADER
Argue all you want. But in this judgment
if I don’t prevail, T'll be back again
to bring this country to its knees.

AproLLO
Among all gods, old and new alike,

you have no honour. I will triumph here.

CHORUS LEADER
Just as you triumphed in the house of Pheres,
persuading Fate to free all men from death.’

AroLLo
Surely it’s right to help a worshipper,
especially when his need is desperate?

CrHORUS LEADER
You made those ancient goddesses, the Fates,
drunk on wine, then got them to suspend
the oldest rule of order we possess.

AroLLo
Well, you'll soon lose this case. Then you can spew
your poison and not hurt your enemies.

CHoORuS
You're young. Youd ride roughshod over me
because I'm old. T'll await the verdict,
see where this trial ends. I have my doubts
about my anger at this city.

ATHENA
It’s now my task to give my final verdict.
And I award my ballot to Orestes.
No mother gave me birth—that’s why
in everything but marriage I support
the man with all my heart, a true child
of my father Zeus. Thus, that woman’s death
I won’t consider more significant.
She killed her husband, guardian of their home.
If the votes are equal, Orestes wins.
Now, members of the jury, do your job.
Shake the ballots from the urns—and quickly.

[The urns are emptied and the ballots counted]
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Eumenides

ORESTES
O Phoebus Apollo, how did they vote?

CHORUS
O black mother Night, are you watching this?

ORESTES
Now for the result. Either I hang
or live on to see the light of day.

CHORUS
Either we’re finished or our honour thrives.

AroLrLo
Shake out all ballots, friends. Count them fairly.
Divide them with due care. Make no mistakes.
Errors in judgment now can mean disaster. [750]
A single ballot cast can save this house.

[The ballots are shown to Athena]

ATHENA
The numbers of the votes are equal—thus,
this man’s acquitted of the murder charge.

ORESTES
O Pallas Athena, you've saved my house.
I'd lost my homeland—now you give it back,
and anyone in Greece can say, “This man
is once again an Argive, occupying
his father’s property, thanks to Pallas,
thanks to Apollo, and thanks to Zeus,
third god and all-fulfilling saviour.” [760]
Faced with these pleaders for my mother’s cause,
Zeus chose to honour my father’s death.
Now I'll go home. But first I make this oath
to your land and people for all time to come—
never will an Argive leader march in here
with spears arrayed against you. If he does,
in violation of this oath of mine,
from the grave we'll see his effort fails.
We'll bring him bad luck, trouble on the march, [770]
send birds of evil omen over him.
He'll regret the pains his campaign brings him.
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But all those who keep this oath, who honour
for all time Athena’s city, allies

who fight on its behalf, such citizens

we'll treat with greater favour and good will.
And so farewell to you, Athena,

farewell to those who guard your city.

In struggles with your enemies, I hope

you catch them in a stranglehold, win out,
and gain the spear denoting victory.

[Apollo and Orestes leave. The Furies move to surround Athena]

CHoRus
You younger gods, you've wrenched our ancient laws
out of my grasp, then stamped them underfoot.
You heap on us dishonourable contempt.
Now my anger turns against this land
I'll spread my poisons—how it’s going to pay,
when [ release this venom in my heart
to ease my grief. I'll saturate this ground.
It won't survive. From it disease will grow,
infecting leaves and children—that’s justice.
Sterility will spread across the land,
contaminate the soil, destroy mankind.
What can I do now but scream out in pain?
The citizens make fun of us, the Furies.
How can we put up with such indignity,
daughters of Night disgracefully abused,
dishonoured, shamed, our powers cast aside?

ATHENA
Let me persuade you not to spurn this trial.
You've not been beaten—the votes were fair,
the numbers equal, no disgrace to you.
But we received clear evidence from Zeus.
The one who spoke the oracle declared
Orestes should not suffer for his act.
So don’t be vengeful, breathing anger
on this land and drenching it with showers,
whose drops, like spears, will kill the seeds,
and blast its fruitfulness. I promise you
in all righteousness you’ll have your place,
a subterranean cavern, yours by right.
Beside the hearth you'll sit on glittering thrones,
worshipped with reverence by my citizens.
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Eumenides

CHORUS

You younger gods, you've wrenched our ancient laws

out of my grasp, then stamped them underfoot.

You heap on us dishonourable contempt. [810]
Now my anger turns against this land

I'll spread my poisons—how it’s going to pay,

when I release this venom in my heart

to ease my grief. I'll saturate this ground.

It won't survive. From it disease will grow,

infecting leaves and children—that’s justice.

Sterility will spread across the land,

contaminate the soil, destroy mankind.

What can I do now but scream out in pain?

The citizens make fun of us, the Furies.

How can we put up with such indignity, [820]
daughters of Night disgracefully abused,

shamed, dishonoured, our powers cast aside?

ATHENA

But you've not lost honour—you're goddesses.
Don’t let your anger lead you to excess,

to blast this land of men past remedy.

I have faith in Zeus. Why must I mention that?
Well, 'm the only god who knows the keys

to Zeus’ arsenal where he keeps sealed

his lightning bolt. But there’s no need for that.
Accept my argument. Don’t let rash tongues [830]
hurl threats against this land, condemning it

to sterile fruitlessness. Ease your anger.

Let your fury’s black and bitter waves recede.
You can live with me, receive full honours.

The first fruits of this fertile land are yours,
forever, all those offerings for heirs,

for marriages—from now on they’re yours.

With all this, you'll praise what I'm advising.

CHORUS

Such suffering for me.

My ancient wisdom

driven underground,

despised, dishonoured.

The shame, my shame.

This pure rage I breathe [840]

consumes me U.ttCl'ly.
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Eumenides

What sinks under my ribs
and pains my heare?

O Night, my mother,

the cunning of those gods,
too hard to overcome,

takes all my ancient powers,
and leaves me nothing.

ATHENA

I'll bear with your rage, for you are older,
and thus your wisdom far exceeds my own.
But Zeus gave me a fine intelligence as well.
So let me tell you this—if you leave here,

for this land you'll feel a lover’s yearning.

As time goes on, my citizens will win
increasing honour, and you, on your thrones,
seated outside the house of Erechtheus,

a place of honour, will win more respect
from lines of men and women filing past
than you could find in all the world beyond.
So cast no stones for bloodshed on this land,
my realm. Do not corrupt our youthful hearts,
intoxicating them with rage, like wine,

or rip the heart out of a fighting cock

to set it in my people, giving them

a thirst for reckless internecine war.

Let them fight wars abroad, without restraint
in those men driven by a lust for fame.

I want no birds who fight their wars at home.
That’s what I offer you. It’s yours to take.

Do good things, receive good things in honour.
Take your place in a land the gods all love.

CHORUS

Such suffering for me—
my ancient wisdom
driven underground,
despised, dishonoured.
The shame, my shame.
This pure rage I breathe
consumes me utterly.
What sinks under my ribs
and pains my heart?
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O Night, my mother,

the cunning of those gods,

too hard to overcome,

takes all my ancient powers,

and leaves me nothing. [880]

ATHENA

I’ll not tire of telling you your gifts,

so you can never lodge complaints that I,

a newer god, or men who guard this land
failed to revere such ancient goddesses

and cast you out in exile from our city.

No. But if you respect Persuasion,

holding in reverence that sacred power
whose soothing spell sits on my tongue,
then you should stay. If that’s not your wish,
it would be unjust to vent your anger

on this city, injuring its people,

enraged at them from spite. It’s up to you—
take your allotted portion of this land, [890]
justly entitled to your share of honour.

CHORUS LEADER

Queen Athena, this place you say is ours,
what exactly is it?

ATHENA

One free of pain,
without anxieties. Why not accept?

CHORUS LEADER

If I do, what honours would I get?

ATHENA

Without you no house can thrive.

CHORUS LEADER

Youd do this? Youd grant me that much power?

ATHENA

I will. Together we'll enrich the lives
of all who worship us.

CHORUS LEADER

This promise you make—
you'll hold to it forever?
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Eumenides

ATHENA
Yes. I dont say anything I don’t fulfill.

CHORUS LEADER
Your magic’s doing its work, it seems—
I feel my rage diminish.

ATHENA
Then stay.

In this land you'll win more friends.

CHORUS LEADER
Let me speak out a blessing on the land.
Tell me what I might say.

ATHENA
Speak nothing

of brutal victories—only blessings

stemming from the earth, the ocean depths,
the heavens. Let gusting winds caress the land
in glorious sunlight, our herds and harvests
overflow with plenty, so they never fail

our citizens in time to come, whose seed

will last forever. Let their prosperity

match how well they worship you. I love
these righteous men, the way a gardener loves
his growing plants, this race now free of grief.
These things are yours to give. For my part,
I'll see this city wins triumphal fame

in deadly wars where men seek glory,

so all men celebrate victorious Athens.

CHORUS
Then we'll accept this home
and live here with Athena.
We'll never harm a place
which she and Ares
and all-powerful Zeus
hold as a fortress of the gods,
this glorious altar, the shield
for all the gods of Greece.
I make this prayer for Athens,
prophesying fine things for her—
bounteous happy harvests
bursting from the earth,
beneath a radiant sun.
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Eumenides

ATHENA
To all my citizens I'll act with kindness,
setting in place these goddesses among them—
powerful divinities, implacable—
930 whose office is to guide all mortals’ lives [930]
in everything they do. If there’s a man
who’s never felt their weight, he’s ignorant
of where life’s blows arise. His father’s crimes
drag him before these goddesses, and there,
935 for all his boasting, his destruction comes—

dread silent anger crushing him to dust.

CHORUS
Hear me speak my blessing—
let no winds destroy the trees
nor scorching desert heat move in [940]
940 to shrivel budding plants,
no festering blight kill off the fruit.
May Pan foster fertility
and make the flocks increase,
945 to every ewe twin lambs,
all born in season, and in Athens
may the earth be rich in treasure,
paying fine gifts to Hermes,
god of unexpected luck.

ATHENA
950 Do you hear that, you guardians of my city?
The blessings they will bring? They’re powerful,
the sacred Furies, among immortal gods, [950]
among the dead below. With mortal men
it’s clear they work their wills decisively,

955 for some a life of song, for others lives of tears.

CHORus
I forbid those deadly accidents

which cut men down before their time.
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Eumenides

And all you gods with rightful powers,
let our lovely gitls all live

to find a husband. Hear our prayers,
you sacred Fates, our sisters,

you children of the Night,

who apportion all things justly,

who have a place in every home,
whose righteous visitations

at all times carry weight, everywhere

most honoured of the gods.

ATHENA

I rejoice to hear these love-filled blessings
conferred upon this land. It pleases me
Persuasion kept watch on my tongue and lips,
when I met their fierce refusal. But Zeus,

the patron god of our assemblies,

has triumphed. Our struggle here for justice

has left us victorious forever.

CHORUS

I pray man-killing civil strife

may never roar aloud

within the city—may its dust

not drink our citizen’s dark blood,
nor passions for revenge incite
those wars which kill the state.
Let men give joy for joy,

united by their common love,
united in their enmities—

for that cures all human ills.

ATHENA

You see now how these Furies seek their way
with well intentioned words? I can predict
these terrifying faces will provide

my citizens all sorts of benefits.
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Eumenides

So treat them kindly, just as they are kind.
Worship them forever. Then you'll keep
your land and city on the path of justice,
in everything you do attaining glory.

CHORUS

Rejoice, rejoice

amid the riches you deserve

rejoice, you citizens,

who dwell with Zeus,

who love that virgin girl,

Athena—and she loves you.

You manifest your wisdom [1000]
at the proper time, nestling

underneath Athena’s wings,

while Zeus looks on in awe.

[Enter a group citizens to lead Athena’s procession, some bearing unlit torches,
some robes, and some leading animals for sacrifice]

ATHENA

And you too rejoice. I must lead the way,
show you to your rooms, by sacred torchlight
carried by your escort. Now you can go—
move with speed under the earth, and there
with sacred sacrificial blood hold down

what would destroy my land and send above
what brings prosperity, so that our city

may prove victorious. And now you citizens,
you children of Cranaus, king of this rock, [1010]
lead our new residents for life away.

May all citizens look on with favour

at those who bring such favours to them.

CHORUS

Farewell, once more farewell,

all those who live in Athens,

gods and men, inhabitants

of Pallas’ city. Pay us respect,

while we live here among you—

you'll have cause to celebrate

the fortunes of your lives. [1020]

ATHENA

My thanks to you for these words of blessing.
Now I'll send you down by blazing torchlight
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Eumenides

to your homes beneath the earth, with this escort
of those duty-bound to guard my statue.

That seems right. For the most precious part

of all the land of Theseus will come out,

a splendid throng of girls and mothers,

groups of older women.

[From the processional company some women bearing scarlet robes move for-
ward to place the robes on the Furies. Athena speaks directly to them]

Invest these Furies
with their special crimson robes. Honour them.
Then, move on with the torches, so this group, [1030]
our fellow residents, can show the love
they bear this land, and for all time to come
bring our city strength and great good fortune.

[The women dess the Furies in the scarlet robes and sing the final song of joy and
thanks, as the entire procession of Athena, Furies, and citizens moves off stage]

Tae WoMEN OF ATHENS
Move on with your loyal escort,
you mighty children of the Night,
children without children, no longer young,
yet glorious in your honours.
You citizens, nothing but blessings in your songs.

Deep in those primeval caverns

far underground, our sacrifices,

the sacred honours we bestow on you

will maintain our city’s reverence.

All of you, nothing but blessings in your songs.

Come forward, sacred goddesses, [1040]
benevolent and gracious to our land,

come forward with the flaming torches,

rejoicing as we move along our way.

Now raise triumphal cries to crown our song!

Peace now reigns forevermore

between Athena’s people and their guests.
For all-seeing Zeus and Fate herself

have worked together for this ending.

Now raise triumphal cries to crown our song!

[The entire group moves off singing and dancing]
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NOTES

Pentheus, king of Thebes, tried to prevent the worship of the god Dio-
nysus in Thebes. Dionysus drove the women of Thebes mad (including
Pentheus’ mother and aunts, who in an ecstatic frenzy tore him apart
during their celebrations of Dionysus.

Earth’s central navel stone was a marble monument at Apollo’s Oracle
at Delphi, believed to be the centre of the earth.

The phrase Theseus’ sons is a reference to the Athenians.

Ixion, king of the Lapiths, was a legendary figure notorious for (among
other things) murdering his father-in-law, who was also his guest. His
name is often used to refer to the first mortal who committed murder.

In order to offer his mortal friend Admetus (son of Pheres) a fine gift,
Apollo once tricked the Fates into getting drunk and then promising
that Admetus would not have to die early (as the Fates had already
ordained) if he could find someone to take his place.
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