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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’ Oresteia 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 lan Johnston of Vancouver Island
University, Nanaimo, BC. 'This translation is available freely online (re-
cords.viu.ca/~johnstoi/). We have reset both texts, making a number of very
minor corrections, and placed them on opposing pages. This facing-page
format will be useful to those wishing to read the English translation while
looking at the Greek version, or vice versa.

Note that some discrepancies exists between the Greek text and
English translation. Occasionally readings from other editions of or com-
mentaries on Aeschylus’ Greek text are used, accounting for some minor
departures from Smyth.
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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 Aeschylus’s 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
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seduction of Helen of Troy by Paris), the preparations (especially the gathering
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
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informed the Greek leadership that the fleet would not be able to sail unless
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
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at the time of the banquet). Aegisthus’ actions in the Oresteia, the seduction
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. It’s 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 obrtain 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, Clytacmnestra
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
was 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 Hamler. 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 APAMATOZX ITPOZQITA

Dyaas
XoPox
KAYTAIMNHETPA
Kupyz
ATAMEMNON
KazaNnapa

A1rizeos

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

WATCHMAN: servant of Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra.
CHORUS: old men, citizens of Argos.

CLYTAEMNESTRA: wife of Agamemnon, daughter of Leda, sister of
Helen.

HERALD: soldier serving with Agamemnon.
AGAMEMNON: king of Argos, leader of the Greek expedition to Troy.
MESSENGER: a servant in the palace.

CASSANDRA: daughter of Priam, King of Troy, a prisoner given to

Agamemnon, a priestess of Apollo.

AEGISTHUS: son of Thyestes, cousin of Agamemnon, Clytaemnestra’s

lover.

SOLDIERS and SERVANTS attending on Agamemnon and on
Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus.

The brothers Agamemnon and Menelaus, sons of Atreus, are both kings of
Argos and leaders of the expedition against Troy, launched ten years before
the action of the play begins. Agamemnon is the senior of the two. The
allied forces under Agamemnon are called the Argives, the Achaeans, or
the Danaans, as in Homer’s /liad—not Greeks. Priam’s city is called Troy or
Ilion interchangeably.



Avyapépvawv Agamemnon
[The scene is in Argos immediately in front of the steps leading up to the main
doors of the royal palace. In front of the palace there are statues of gods. At the

start of the play, the Watchman is prone on the roof of the palace resting his head

on his arms. It is just before dawn.]
Dyaas

Oeovs pev aitd Tavd dmal\ayny moévwy
Ppovpas €Telas UTKoOS, NV KOYLWUEVOS
otéyais Atpeddv dykalbev, kuvos diknr,

AOTPWY KATOWA VUKTEPWY O] yupLY,

WATCHMAN
I pray the gods will give me some relief
and end this weary job. One long full year
I've been lying here, on this rooftop,
the palace of the sons of Atreus,
resting on my arms, just like a dog.

\ \ ’ ~ \ ’ ~
Kal Tovs ¢épovtas xetua kat Oépos BpoTots 5 I've come to know the night sky, every star,
Aaparpovs dvvdoTas, éumpémovtas alllép the powers we see glittering in the sky,
s o , » , - bringing winter and summer to us all,
aotépas, 6tav plivwow, avrolds Te Tv. . . .
as the constellations rise and sink.
Kal viv puAdoow Aaumddos 76 ovuBolov m sti - -
e S . ’ I'm still looking for that signal flare,
avynv mupos pépovoav éx Tpolas pdTw the fiery blaze from Troy, announcing
N , , - \ - it’s been taken. These are my instructions [10]
alddoudv Te faw- @de yap kpatel 10
., , o , from the queen. She has a fiery heart,
yuvawkos dvdpdBovAov eAmilov kéap. the determined resolution of a man.
€0t av d¢ vukTimAaykTov évdpoady T Exw When I set my damp, restless bed up here,
s s, s s , I never dream, for I don’t fall asleep.
EVVNV OVELPOLS OUK ETTLOKOTOUUEVV _ _
., , o No. Fear comes instead and stands beside me,
epjv- pdfos yap avl mvov mapaoTate, so I can’t shut my eyes and get some rest.
70 w1 BeBaimws BAépapa ovuBaleiv Tmvw- 15 If I try to sing or hum a tune,
Srav 8 deldew 7 puwipeatar Soka, Sf)met}’ung to do instead of trying to sleep,
. (S Gt ., . since I'm always awake, I start to weep,
UTTVOU TOO' AVTHLOATIOV EVTEUVIY GKOS, as I lament what’s happened to this house,
R - \ , . .
KAalw TOT oikov ToDde oupdopar oTévwy where things are not being governed well,
ovx ws Ta mpdol dpioTa diamovovuévov. not like they used to be. How I wish
e s~ ., my watching could end happily tonight, [20]
viv & evTuXN)Ss YévouT amallayr) movwy 20

3> /’ / > ’ ’
evayyélov pavévTos oppraiov mupos.

with good news brought by fire blazing
through this darkness.

[The signal fire the Watchman has been waiting for suddenly appears. The

Watchman springs to his feet]
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Agamemnon

Fire gleaming in the night!
What a welcome sight! Light of a new day—
you'll bring on many dancing choruses
right here in Argos, celebrations
of this joyful news.

[Shouting]
It’s over! It’s over!
I must call out to wake the queen,
Clytaemnestra, Agamemnon’s wife,
to get her out of bed, so she can raise
a shout of joy as soon as possible
inside the palace, welcoming this fire—
if indeed the city of Troy’s fallen,
as this signal fire seems to indicate. (30]
For my part, I'll start things off by dancing,
treating my king’s good fortune as my own.
I've had a lucky dice roll, triple six,
thanks to this fiery signal . . . .

[His mood suddenly changes to something much more hesitant and reserved]

But I hope
the master of this house may come home soon,
so I can grasp his welcome hand in mine.
As for all the rest, 'm saying nothing.
A great ox stands on my tongue. But this house,
if it could speak, might tell some stories.
I speak to those who know about these things.
For those who don’t, there’s nothing I remember.

[The Watchman goes down into the house. Enter the Chorus of Argive elders,
very old men who carry staves to help them stand up. As they speak, servants
come out of the palace and light oil lamps in offering to the statues of the gods
outside the palace doors]

CHoRus
It’s now ten years since Menelaus, [40]
Priam’s great adversary,
and lord Agamemnon,
two mighty sons of Atreus,
joined by Zeus in double honours—
twin thrones and royal sceptres—
left this country with that fleet,
a thousand Argive ships,
to back their warrior cause with force,
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Agamemnon

hearts screaming in their battle fury,
two eagles overwhelmed by grief,
crying for their young—wings beating
like oars, they wheel aloft,

high above their home, distressed
because they've lost their work—
their fledglings in the nest are gone!*

Then one of the supreme powers—
Apollo, or Pan, or Zeus—

hears the shrill wailing cry,

hears those screaming birds,

who live within his realm,

and sends a late-avenging Fury

to take revenge on the transgressors.
In just that way, mighty Zeus,

god of hospitality,

sends those sons of Atreus

against Alexander, son of Priam—

for that woman’s sake, Helen,

the one who’s had so many men,
condemning Trojans and Danaans

to many heartfelt struggles, both alike,
knees splintering as the fighting starts.?

Now things stand as they stand.

What’s destined to come will be fulfilled,
and no libation, sacrifice, or human tears
will mitigate the gods’ unbending wrath
of sacrifice not blessed by fire.

But as for us, whose old bodies

confer no honour, who were left behind
when the army sailed so long ago,

we wait here, using up our strength

to support ourselves with canes,

like children, whose power,

though growing in their chests,

is not yet fit for Ares, god of war.

And so it is with old men, too,

who, when they reach extreme old age,
wither like leaves, and go their way
three-footed, no better than a child,

as they wander like a daydream.

[60]
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Agamemnon

But you, daughter of Tyndareus,
queen Clytaemnestra,

what’s going on? What news?

What reports have you received

that lead you to send your servants out
commanding all this sacrifice?

For every god our city worships—
all-powerful gods above the earth,
and those below, and those in heaven,
and those in the marketplace—

their altars are ablaze with offerings.

Fires rise here and there and everywhere,

right up to heaven, fed by sacred oils

brought from the palace—sweet and holy,

their purity sustains those flames.
Tell us what you can,

tell us what’s right for us to hear.
Cure our anxious thoughts.

For now, at one particular moment,
things look grim, but then our hopes,
rising from these sacrificial fires,
make things seem better, soothing
corrosive pains that eat my heart.

I have the power to proclaim

that prophecy made to our kings,

as they were setting on their way,

a happy outcome for their expedition.
My age inspires in me Persuasion still,
the power of song sent from the gods,

to sing how two kings of Achaea’s troops,

united in a joint command, led off

the youth of Greece, armed with avenging spears,

marching against Troy, land of Teucer.
They got a happy omen—two eagles,

kings of birds, appeared before the kings of ships.

One bird was black, the other’s tail was white,

here, close to the palace, on the right,
in a place where everyone could see.
The eagles were gorging themselves,
devouring a pregnant hare

and all its unborn offspring,
struggling in their death throes still.

II
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Agamemnon

Sing out the song of sorrow, song of grief,
but let the good prevail.

Then the army’s prophet, Calchas,
observing the twin purposes

in the two warlike sons of Atreus,

saw the twin leaders of the army

in those birds devouring the hare.

He then interpreted the omen, saying,

“In due course this expedition

will capture Priam’s city, Troy—

before its towers a violent Fate

will annihilate all public goods. [130]
But may no anger from the gods

cast its dark shadow on our troops,

our great bit forged to curb Troy’s mouth.
For goddess Artemis is full of anger

at her father’s flying hounds—she pities
the cowering sacrificial creature in distress,
she pities its young, slaughtered

before she’s brought them into life.
Artemis abominates the eagles’ feast.”

Sing out the song of sorrow, song of grief,
but let the good prevail.

“And lovely Artemis— [140]
though you're gentle with the tender cubs
of vicious lions and take special joy
in the suckling young of all wild living beasts,
promise things will work out well,
as this omen of the eagles indicates,
an auspicious sign, but ominous.
And I call Apollo, god of healing,
to stop Artemis delaying the fleet,
by sending hostile winds
to keep the ships from sailing,
in her demand for another sacrifice,
one which violates all human law,
which no feast celebrates—
it shatters families and makes the wife [150]
lose all respect and hate her husband.
For in the home a dreadful anger waits.
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Agamemnon

It does not forget and cannot be appeased.
Its treachery controls the house,
waiting to avenge a slaughtered child.”

Calchas prophesied that fatal destiny,
read from those birds, as the army marched,
speaking by this palace of the kings.

And to confirm all this
sing out the song of sorrow, song of grief,
but let the good prevail.

O Zeus, whoever he may be,
if this name please him as invocation,
then that’s the name I'll use to call him.
As I try to think all these things through,
I have no words to shape my thoughts,
other than Zeus—if I truly can succeed
in easing my heart of this heavy grief,
this self-defeating weight of sorrow.

As for Uranus, who was once so great,
bursting with arrogance for every fight,
people will talk about that god

as if he'd never even lived.

And his son, Cronos, who came after,
has met his match and is no more.

But whoever with a willing heart

cries his triumphal song to Zeus

will come to understand all things.3

Zeus, who guided mortals to be wise,
has established his fixed law—
wisdom comes through suffering.
Trouble, with its memories of pain,
drips in our hearts as we try to sleep,
so men against their will

learn to practice moderation.
Favours come to us from gods

seated on their solemn thrones—
such grace is harsh and violent.

So then the leader of Achaean ships,
the elder brother, Agamemnon,
did not blame or fault the prophet,

but gave in to fortune’s sudden blows.
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Agamemnon

For Achaea’s army, stranded there,

on the shores across from Calchis,

was held up by opposing winds at Aulis,
where tides ebb and flow.

Troops grew weary, as supplies ran low.
Winds blew from the Strymon river,
keeping ships at anchor, harming men

with too much leisure. Troops grew hungry.
They wandered discontent and restless.

The winds corroded ships and cables.

The delay seemed endless, on and on, until
the men, the flower of Argos, began to wilt.
Then Calchas proclaimed the cause of this—
it was Artemis. And he proposed

a further remedy, but something harsh,
even worse than the opposing winds,

so painful that the sons of Atreus

struck their canes on the ground and wept.4

Then Agamemnon, the older king, spoke up:

“It’s harsh not to obey this fate—

but to go through with it is harsh as well,
to kill my child, the glory of my house,
to stain a father’s hands before the altar
with streams of virgin’s blood.

Which of my options is not evil?

How can I just leave this fleet,

and let my fellow warriors down?

Their passionate demand for sacrifice

to calm the winds lies within their rights—
even the sacrifice of virgin blood.

So be it. All may be well.”

But when Agamemnon strapped on

the harsh yoke of necessity,

his spirits changed, and his intentions
became profane, unholy, unsanctified.
He undertook an act beyond all daring.
Troubles come, above all, from delusions
inciting men to rash designs, to evil.

So Agamemnon steeled his heart
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to make his own daughter the sacrifice,
an offering for the Achaean fleet,

so he could prosecute the war

waged to avenge that woman Helen.

In their eagerness for war, those leaders [230]
paid no attention to the girl,

her pleas for help, her cries of “Father!”—
any more than to her virgin youth.

Her father offered up a prayer,

then ordered men to seize her

and lift her up—shed fallen forward

and just lay there in her robes—to raise her,
high above the altar, like a goat,

urging them to keep their spirits up.

They gagged her lovely mouth,

with force, just like a horse’s bit,

to keep her speechless, to stifle any curse
which she might cry against her family.

As she threw her saffron robe onto the ground,
she glanced at the men, each of them, [240]
those carrying out the sacrifice,

her eyes imploring pity. She looked

just like a painting dying to speak.

She'd often sung before her father’s table,
when, as host, hed entertained his guests,

a virgin using her flawless voice

to honour her dear father with her love,

as he prayed for blessing

at the third libation.

What happened next I did not see.

And I won’t say. What Calchas’ skill

had prophesied did come to pass.

The scales of Justice move to show [250]
that wisdom comes through suffering.

As for what’s to come—you’ll know that

when it comes. So let it be.

To know would be to grieve ahead of time.

It’s clear whatever is to happen

will happen, like tomorrow’s dawn.

[Enter Clytaemnestra through the palace doors]
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Agamemnon

But I hope whatever follows will be good,
according to the wishes of our queen,
who governs here, our closest guard,
keeping watch all by herself,

protecting Peloponnesian lands.

CHORUS LEADER
Queen Clytaemnestra, we've come here
in deference to your royal authority.
With our king far away, the man’s throne
is empty—so it’s appropriate for us
to pay allegiance to his wife, the queen.
I'd really like to hear your news,
whether what you've heard is good or not.
Your sacrificial offerings give us hope.
But we won’t object if you stay silent.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
It’s a welcome message. As the proverb says,
“May Dawn be born from mother Night.”
You'll hear great news, greater than all your hopes—
the Argives have captured Priam’s city!

CHoORUS LEADER
What's that you say? I misheard your words—
what you've just said—it defies belief!

CLYTAEMNESTRA
I say Troy is now in Achaean hands.
Is that clear enough?

CHORUS LEADER
That fills me with joy.
So much so I can’t stop crying.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Then your eyes reveal your faithful loyalty.

CHORUS LEADER
Is this report reliable? Is there proof?

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Of course there is. Unless some god deceives me.

CHORUS LEADER
Has some vision persuaded you of this,
something in a dream, perhaps?
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Agamemnon

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Not at all.
As if I'd listen to some dozing brain.

CHORUS LEADER
Perhaps some unfledged rumour raised your hopes?

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Now you're insulting my intelligence,
as if I were a youngster, just a child.

CHORUS LEADER
When exactly was the city captured?

CLYTAEMNESTRA
I'll tell you. It was the very night
that gave birth to this glorious day.

CHORUS LEADER
How could a messenger get here so fast? [280]

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Hephaestos, god of fire, sent his bright blaze
speeding here from Ida, his messenger,
flames racing from one beacon to the next—
from Ida to Hermes rock in Lemnos.
From that island the great flames sped
to the third fire, on the crest of Athos,
sacred to Zeus, and then, arcing high,
the beacon light sprang across the sea,
exulting in its golden fiery power,
rushing on, like another sun, passing
the message to the look-out towers
at Macistus. The man there was not sleeping, [290]
like some fool. Without a moment’s pause,
he relayed the message, so the blazing news
sped on, leaping across Euripus’ stream,
to pass the signal to the next watchmen,
at Messapion. Those men, in their turn,
torched a pile of dried-out heather, firing
the message onward. The flaming light
was not diminished—its strength kept growing.
Like a glowing moon, it jumped across
the plain of Asopus, up to the ridges
on mount Cithaeron, where it set alight
the next stage of the relay race of fire.
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Agamemnon

Those watching there did not neglect their work—
that light which came to them from far away
they passed on with an even greater blaze,
which dashed across the shores of Gorgopus,
to reach mount Aegiplanctus, with orders

for those there to keep the beacon moving.
They lit a fire, a huge flaming pillar,

with unchecked force, speeding the message on—
its light visible even at the headland

by the Saronic Gulf. It swooped down,

once it reached the crest of Arachnaeus,

that look-out near our city—and from there
jumped down onto the roof of Atreus’ sons,
flames directly linked to blazing Troy.

I organized these messengers of fire,

setting them up in sequence, one by one.

In that race the first and last both triumph,
the ones who sent the message and received it.
That’s the evidence I set before you,

a message from my husband, dispatched

all the way from burning Troy to me.

CHORUS

My queen, I'll offer up to all the gods

my prayers of thanks, but now I'd like to hear
the details of your wonderful report.

Can you tell me the news once more?

CLYTAEMNESTRA

On this very day Achaea’s army

has taken Troy. Inside that town, I think,
voices cry out in mass confusion.

If you place oil and vinegar together,

in the same container, you'll observe
they never mix, but separate themselves,
like enemies—well, in Troy the shouting
of conquerors and conquered is like that,
matching their very different situations.
Trojans fall upon their family corpses,
husbands, brothers. The children scream
over dead old men who gave them life.
As captives now, they keep lamenting

all their slaughtered loved ones. But the Argives,
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Agamemnon

famished after a long night’s roaming,

and weary after battle, are set to eat,

to gorge themselves on what the town affords.
They’re quartered now in captured Trojan homes,
sheltered from the night sky’s frost and dew,
but not according to official rank,

rather as luck determines each man’s lot.
They’re happy. They'll sleep straight through the night,
without posting a guard. Now, if these troops
fully and piously respect Troy’s gods,

a captured country’s divinities and shrines,
those who've conquered may not, in their turn,
be conquered. But let no frenzied greed,

no overpowering lust for plunder,

fall upon the army from the start,

so they ravage what they should leave alone.
For to get safely home, the army needs

to make that long journey back again.

But even if the soldiers do reach home
without offending any god, harsh sorrow

for the dead may still be watching for them,
unless some new disaster intervenes.

Well, I've let you hear my woman’s words.
May good things now prevail for all to see.

I take this news as cause for common joy.

CHORUS LEADER

You speak wisely, like a prudent man.

But now I've heard that I can trust your news,
we must prepare ourselves to thank the gods,
who've given a blessing worthy of our toil.

[Clytaemnestra goes back into the palace]

CHORUS

O Zeus, my king, and friendly Night,
you've handed us great glories

to keep as our possession.

You cast upon the towers of Troy
your all-encompassing hunting net,
and no one, young or old, escaped

its enslaving fatal mesh

that overpowered them all.
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Agamemnon

I worship mighty Zeus,
god of hospitality,

who made this happen.
For a long time now

he’s aimed his bow at Paris,
making sure his arrow
would not fall short or fly
above the stars and miss.

Men will say it’s a blow from Zeus
and trace his presence in all this.
He acts on what he himself decides.
Some people claim that gods
don’t really care about those men
who trample underfoot

favours from the pure in heart.
Such people are profane.

For we now clearly see

destruction is the penalty

for those with reckless pride,

who breathe a boastful spirit
greater than is just,

because their homes are full,
stuffed with riches to excess,
beyond what’s best for them.

Let men have sufficient wealth

to match good sense, not so much
it piles up their misfortunes.
There’s no security in riches

for the insolent man who kicks aside
and pushes from his sight

great altars of righteousness.

Such a man is overpowered

by perverse Persuasion,

insufferable child of scheming Folly.
And there’s no remedy.

His evil’s not concealed—

it stands out, a lurid glitter,

like false bronze when rubbed.

All men can judge his darkness,
once he’s tested by events.

He'’s like a child chasing a flying bird.
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Agamemnon

He brands his city with disgrace
which cannot be removed,

for no god hears his prayers.

The man who lives this way,
doing wrong, the gods destroy.
Such a man was Paris. He came
to the home of the sons of Atreus,
and then abused their hospitality,
running off with his host’s wife.

But she left her people

the smash of shield and spear,

a fleet well armed for war.

To Troy she carried with her

no dowry but destruction.
Daring what should not be dared,
she glided through Troy’s gates.
The prophets in this house cried out,
“Alas, alas for house and home,
and for the royal leaders here.5
Alas, for the marriage bed,

still holding traces of her body,
the one who loved her husband.”
As for him, he sits apart,

in pain, silent and dishonoured.

He does not blame her—

no, he aches to be with her,

the woman far across the sea.

Her image seems to rule the house.
Her husband finds no beauty now

in graceful statues, for to his blank eyes
all sexual loveliness has gone.

In his dreams he sees sad images,
with memories of earlier joy—

a vain relief, for when the man
thinks he sees such beauty there,
all at once it’s gone, slipping
through his hands, flying away
along the paths of sleep.

These are the sorrows in the house,
around the hearth, and pain
much worse than this. For everywhere,
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Agamemnon

throughout the land of Greece,

in every home where men set out [430]
to gather in that army

there is insufferable grief.

Many disasters pierce the heart.

People know the ones who leave,

but every house gets back

weapons and ash, not living men.

For Ares, god of war, pays gold

for soldier’s bodies. In spear fights

he tips the scales, then back from Troy [440]
he ships a heavy freight of ash,

cremated bodies of the dead,

sent home for loved ones to lament.

He trades funeral dust for men,
shiploads of urns filled up with ashes.
Back home the people weep,

praising one man for his battle skill,
another for courageous death.

Some complain about that woman,

how she’s to blame for all of this—

but do so quietly. Nonetheless, [450]
this sorrow spreads resentment

against the leaders of the war,

the sons of Atreus. Meanwhile,

over there, across the seas in Troy,
around the city walls, the hostile ground
swallows our beautiful young men,

now hidden in the earth they conquered.

The people’s voice, once angered,

can create dissent, ratifying a curse

which now must have its way.

And so, in my anxiety, | wait,

listening for something murky,

something emerging from the gloom. [460]
For gods aren’t blind to men who kill.

In time, black agents of revenge,

the Furies, wear down and bring to nothing
the fortunes of a man who prospers

in unjust ways. They wear him out,

reverse his luck, and bring him at last
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Agamemnon

among the dead. There’s no remedy.
To boast too much of one’s success

is dangerous—the high mountain peak
is struck by Zeus’ lightning bolt.

I'd choose wealth no one could envy.
May I never be the sort of man

who puts whole cities to the sword.
Let me never see myself enslaved,

my life in someone else’s power.

CHoRUS MEMBER ONE
This welcome fiery message has spread fast;
it’s gone throughout the town. But is it true?
Sent from the gods or false? Who knows?

Cuorus MEMBER Two
What man is such a senseless child
he lets his heart catch fire at this news,
and then is shattered by some fresh report?

CHORUS MEMBER THREE
That’s just the nature of a woman—
to give thanks before the truth appears.

Cnorus MEMBER Four
Yes, they’re far too trusting.
The proper order in a woman’s mind
is easily upset. Rumours women start
soon die out, soon come to nothing.

CHORUS LEADER
We'll quickly know about these signal fires,
flaming beacons passed from place to place.
We'll find out if that really did occur
or if; just like a dream, this joyful light
has come in order to deceive our hopes.
For I see a herald coming from the shore—
an olive bough of triumph shades his face.
The dry dust on him, all those muddy clothes,
tell me he'll report the facts. Nor will he
light some flaming pile of mountain wood
to pass a signal on with smoke. No—
he'll shout out to us what he has to say,
and we can then rejoice still more,
orelse . .. but I wont think of that. Let’s have
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Agamemnon

good news to add to what we know already.
If anyone is praying for something else

to happen to our city, let him reap

the harvest of his own misguided heart.

[Enter Herald]

HEraLD
Greetings to this Argive soil, my father’s land.
On this day, ten years later, I've come back.
I've seen many hopes of mine destroyed,
and only one fulfilled—TI've made it home.
I never dreamed I'd die here in Argos,
with a burial plot in this land I love.
I bless the land, the bright light of this sun—
and I give thanks to Zeus, our highest god,
and to Apollo, lord of Pytho.
May you never fire your arrows at us
any more. We had enough of those,
my lord, beside Scamander’s banks,
when you took your stand against us. But now,
Apollo, may you preserve and heal us.
And I greet all gods assembled here,
including Hermes, whom I honour,
the well-loved herald god, worshipped
as the herald’s patron. And next I pray
the heroic spirits who sent us off
will welcome back the remnants of our army,
those spared being slaughtered by the spear.
O you hall of kings, you roof I cherish,
you sacred seats and gods who face the sun,
if your shining eyes in days gone by
have welcomed our king home, then do so now,
after his long absence. He’s coming here,
carrying light into this darkness, for you
and all assembled here—our mighty king,
lord Agamemnon. Greet him with full respect.
For he’s uprooted Troy—with the pick axe
of avenging Zeus he’s reduced her soil.
The altars of the gods and all their shrines
he has obliterated, laying waste
all that country’s rich fertility.
Around Troy’s neck he’s fixed destruction’s yoke.
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Agamemnon

Now he’s coming home, king Agamemnon,

the fortunate elder son of Atreus, [530]
among all men he merits the most honour.

For neither Paris nor his accomplice,

the Trojan city, can ever boast again

their deeds were greater than their suffering.

Guilty of rape and theft, he’s lost his loot.

He’s utterly destroyed his father’s house,

the land, too, which sustained his people.

So Priam’s sons have paid the price twice over.

CHORUS LEADER
All joyful greetings to you, herald,

as you come back from our army.

HEeraLD
I, oo, rejoice.

Now I don’t fear death—it’s as the gods decide.

CHorus LEADER
Did your love of this land cause you distress? [s40]

HEeraLD
Yes. That’s why my eyes are filled with tears.

CHoRrus LEADER
It’s as if you had some pleasing sickness.

HEerarp
How so? Tell me exactly what you mean.

CHORUS LEADER
You suffered from love for those who loved you.

HEerarp
You mean the country and the army
both missed each other?

CHoORUS LEADER
Yes, so much so,
often my anxious heart cried out aloud.

HEraLD
What caused this gnawing trouble in your heart?

CHorus LEADER
Long ago I learned to keep my silence—
the best antidote against more trouble.
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Agamemnon

HEerarp

Why’s that? Were you afraid of someone,
once the kings were gone?

CHORUS LEADER

Indeed I was.
In fact, as you have said, thered be great joy [ss50]
in dying now.

HEeraLD

It’s true we have done well.
As for what happened long ago, you could say
some worked out happily, and some was bad.
But who except the gods avoids all pain
throughout his life? If T told what we went through—
the hardships, wretched quarters, narrow berths,
the harsh conditions—was there anything
we did not complain about? We had our share
of trouble every day. And then on shore
things were even worse. We had to camp
right by the enemy wall. It was wet—
dew from the sky and marshes soaked us. [s60]
Our clothes rotted. Our hair grew full of lice.
And it was freezing. The winters there,
beyond endurance, when snows from Ida
froze birds to death. And then the heat,
so hot at noon, the sea, without a ripple,
sank to sleep. . . . But why complain about it?
Our work is done. It’s over for the dead,
who aren’t about to spring to life again.
Why should the living call to mind the dead? [s70]
There’s no need to relive those blows of fate.
I think it’s time to bid a long farewell
to our misfortune. For those still living,
the soldiers left alive, our luck’s won out.
No loss can change that now. We've a right,
as we cross land and sea, to boast aloud,
and cry out to the sun, “Argive forces once,
having captured Troy, took their spoils of war
and nailed them up in gods’ holy shrines,
all through Greece, glorious tribute from the past!”
So whoever hears the story of these things
must praise our generals—our city, too. [580]
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Agamemnon

Full honour and thanks to Zeus who did the work.
That’s my full report.

CHORUS LEADER
What you say is true.
I was in the wrong—I won’t deny that.
But the old can always learn from younger men,
and what you've said enriches all of us.

585 [Enter Clytaemnestra from the palace]

But your news will have a special interest
for Clytaemnestra and her household.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Some time ago I cried out in triumph,
rejoicing when that first messenger arrived,
the fiery herald in the night, who told me
Troy was captured and was being destroyed.
Some people criticized me then, saying, [590]

590 “How come you're so easily persuaded
by signal fires Troy’s being demolished?
Isn’t that just like a woman’s heart,
to get so jubilant?” Insults like these
made it appear as if I'd lost my wits.
But I continued with my sacrifice,
and everywhere throughout the city

595 women kept up their joyful shouting,
as they traditionally do, echoing
their exultation through all holy shrines,
tending sweet-smelling spicy flames,
as they consumed their victims. So now,
why do I need you to go on and on
about all this? I'll hear it from the king.

600 Bug, so I can give my honoured husband [600]
the finest welcome home, and with all speed—
for what light gives a woman greater pleasure
than to unbar the gates to her own husband
as he comes home from battle, once the gods
have spared his life in war?—tell him this,
and give him the message to come home

605 as soon as possible. The citizens
will love to see him, and when he gets back,
in this house he'll find his wife as faithful
as when he left, a watch dog of the home,
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Agamemnon

loyal to him, hostile to his enemies,

and, for the rest, the same in every way.

In this long time, I've not betrayed our bond—
I’'ve known no pleasure with another man,

no breath of scandal. About such things

I understand as much as tempering bronze.

I'm proud to state this, for it’s all true—
nothing a noble lady should feel shame to say.

[Clytaemnestra exits back into the palace]

CHORUS LEADER
She seems to speak as if she really wants
to tell you something, bug, in fact,
to those who can interpret her words well
she’s only saying what she ought to say.
But tell me, herald, can I learn something
of Menelaus, this country’s well-loved king—
did he make it back safe and sound with you?

HEerALD
I can't lie with false good news of Menelaus,
so his friends can enjoy themselves for long.

CHoRrus LEADER
I wish your news of him was true and good.
It’s hard when both of these don’t go together.

Herarp
Menelaus disappeared—the army
lost sight of him and his ship. That’s the truth.

CHORUS LEADER
Did you see him sail off from Ilion,
or did some storm attack the entire fleet
and cut him off from you?

HeraLD
Like a master archer, you hit the mark—
your last question briefly tells the story.

CHoRuUS LEADER
According to the others in the fleet
what happened? Is he alive or dead?

45

[610]

[620]

[630]



Aeschylus

Kupyz
0UK 0l0€v 0VOELS HOT amayyeilal Topds,
A Tob Tpédovtos HAlov xOovos dpuow.

Xorox
TAS YAP NEYELS XEYLDVO VAVTIKG OTPATD
eNdetv TeAevTijoal Te dayuovwy KOTW;

Kupyz
- 5 B ’ ’
eUdnuov Nuap ov TPETEL KaKayyEéAw
yAdooy ualvew- xwpls 1 Tyun Dedv.
Otav & amevkTa TuaT dyyeNos mONeL
OTUYV® TPOCWT®W TTWOULOV OTPATOD PéP),
7’ \ e o \ ’ ~
TONeL pév ENkos Ev TO dMutov TuXELy,
m0ANOUs d¢ moAAGY €fayiolévTas dduwy
dvdpas durAy) paoTuyt, v "Apns dule,
d\oyxov dmv, powiav Evvwplda-
TOLWVOE UéVTOL TMUATWY CECQYUEVOV
, , - , s ,
mpémeL Aéyew marava T6vd Epuwiwr.
cwtnplwv 8¢ TpayudTwy evdyye\ov
TKOVTa TTPOS XALPOVOaY €VEOTOL TOALY,
TAS Kedva Tols Kakolol cupuelfw, Aéywy
xewav Axacols ovk auivirov Qewv;
&wdpooar ydp, dvres ExboTol T Tply,
~ \ ’ \ \ ’ > ’
70p kal Oalaooa, kal Ta wioT €defaTny
Plelpovre TOV dvoTnvov Apyelwv oTpaTdv.
€v VvukTl duokluavta 8 wpwper Kakd.
~ \ \ k4 ’ ’ \
vats yap mpos aAAjAaiot Oprjkiat mroal
Npewor- at O¢ kepoTuTovpuevar Bl
~ ~ \ ’ > > ’
Xeypdve Tupd ovv {aAy T ouBpokTiTw
WxovtT dpavrol ToLuévos Kakob oTpofw.
emel & avijAle Aaumpov nAlov pdos,
opduev avlotv méayos Avyatov vekpols
avdpdv Ayaidv vavtkois T épevmriots.
NUas ye pev 01 vaiv T dk)paTov oKAPos
R4 > /4 N > ’
fToL Tis €ééxheer 7) EnmioaTto
Oeds Tis, ovk dvlpwos, olakos Quywv.

46

635

640

645

650

655

660

Agamemnon

HErRALD
No one knows for certain, except the sun,
moving around the earth sustaining life.

CHORUS LEADER
Tell me how that storm struck the soldiers’ ships.
How did the anger of the gods come to an end?

HEeraLD
It’s not right I talk of our misfortunes,
and spoil such an auspicious day as this.
We ought to keep such matters separate
in deference to the gods. When a messenger
arrives distraught, bringing dreadful news
about some slaughtered army, that’s one wound
inflicted on the city. Beyond that,
from many houses many men are driven
to their destruction by the double whip
which Ares, god of war, so loves—
disaster with two prongs, a bloody pair.
A messenger weighed down with news like this
should report the Furies’ song of triumph.
But when he brings good news of men being saved
to a city full of joyful celebrations . . .
How can I mix the good news and the bad,
telling of the storm which hit Achaeans,
a storm linked to the anger of the gods?
For fire and sea, before now enemies,
swore a common oath and then proclaimed it
by destroying Achaea’s helpless forces.
At night malevolent seas rose up,
as winds from Thrace smashed ships together.
Pushed round by the power of that storm,
and driven by great bursts of rain, the ships
scattered, then disappeared, blown apart
by the evil shepherd’s whirlwind. Later,
when the sun’s bright light appeared again,
we witnessed the Aegean sea in bloom
with corpses of Achaean troops and ships.
As for us, some god saved us in secret
or interceded for us—our boat survived,
its hull intact. That was no human feat.
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Agamemnon

to where she'd beached her ship,
on leafy shores of Simois.

Then came bloody war.

And so Troy’s destiny’s fulfilled—
wrath brings a dreadful wedding day,
late retribution for dishonour

to hospitality and Zeus,

god of guest and host,

on those who celebrated with the bride,
who, on that day, sang aloud

the joyful wedding hymns.

Now Priam’s city, in old age,

has learned a different song.

I think I hear loud funeral chants,
lamenting as an evil fate

the marriage Paris brought.

The city’s filled with songs of grief.

It must endure all sorrows,

the brutal slaughter of its sons.

So a man once raised a lion cub
in his own home. The beast
lacked milk but craved its mother’s teat.
In early life the cub was gentle.
Children loved it, and it brought
the old men great delight.

They gave it many things

and clasped it in their arms,

as if it were a nursing child.

Its fiery eyes fixed on the hands
that fed it, the creature fawned,

a slave to appetite.

But with time the creature grew
and its true nature showed—
the one its parents gave it.

So it paid back those who reared it,
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preparing a meal in gratitude,

an unholy slaughter of the flocks,
house awash with blood,

while those who lived inside the home
were powerless against the pain,
against the massive carnage.

By god’s will they'd brought up

a priest of doom in their own house.

I'd say she first arrived in Troy

a gentle spirit, like a calming breeze,

a delicate, expensive ornament—

her soft darting eyes a flower

which stings the heart with love.
Then, changing her direction,

she took her marriage to its bitter end,
destroying all those she lived with.
With evil in her train and led by Zeus,
god of guest and host, she turned into

a bride of tears, a Fury.

Among men there’s a saying,

an old one, from times long past:
A man’s prosperity, once fully grown,
has offspring—it never dies
without producing children.
From that man’s good fortune
spring up voracious pains

for all his race. But on this

I don’t agree with other men.

I stand alone and say

it’s the unholy act that breeds
more acts of the same kind.

A truly righteous house is blessed,

its children always fair and good.

Old violent aggression
loves to generate new troubles

among evil men—soon or late,
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when it’s fated to be born,

new violence springs forth,

a spirit no one can resist or conquer,

unholy recklessness,

dark ruin on the home, [770]
like the destructiveness

from which it sprang.

But Righteousness shines out
from grimy dwellings, honouring
the man who lives in virtue.

She turns her eyes away

from gold-encrusted mansions
where men’s hands are black,

and moves towards integrity,
rejecting power and wealth,
which, though praised, are counterfeit. [780]
Righteousness leads all things

to well-deserved fulfillment.

[Enter Agamemnon in a chariot with Cassandra and a large military escort]

CHoRUS LEADER
Welcome, son of Atreus, my king,
Troy’s destroyer. How shall I address you?
How honour you without extravagance,
without failing to say what's suitable?
For many men value appearances
more than reality—thus they violate
what’s right. Everyone’s prepared to sigh [790]
over some suffering man, though no sorrow
really eats their hearts, or they can pretend
to join another person’s happiness,
forcing their faces into smiling masks.
But a good man discerns true character—
he’s not fooled by eyes feigning loyalty,
favouring him with watered-down respect.
Back when you were gathering the army
in Helen’s cause—I won’t deny the fact— [800]
I saw you in an unflattering light,
an unfit mind steering our ship astray,
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trying through that sacrifice to boost the spirits
of dying soldiers. But now, with love,

with a full heart, I welcome your return.

For those who've won final success, the joy

is worth the toil. If you enquire, in time

you'll learn about the men who stayed at home,
those who with justice stood guard for the city

and those who failed to carry out what's right.

AGAMEMNON

First I salute Argos and my native gods,

as is right, the ones who worked with me

for my safe return and for the justice

I brought down on Priam’s city. The gods
refused to listen to their urgent pleas,

then cast their ballots—there was no dissent—
into the urn of blood—to kill their men,

to wipe out Ilion. The other urn,

the one for clemency, stood there empty—
only Hope took up her stand beside it.

Even now smoke from the burning city,

an auspicious sign, tells of its capture.

The storms from its destruction still live on.
As fiery embers cool, their dying breaths

give off ripe smells of wealth. For all this,

we must give the gods eternal thanks.

Around Troy we've cast a savage net.

For a woman’s sake, the beast from Argos,
born from the belly of that wooden horse,

in the night, as the Pleiades went down,
jumped out with their shields and razed the city.
Leaping over walls, the ravenous lion

gorged itself on blood of royalty.

So much for my long prelude to the gods.

As for your concerns, I've heard your words,
and I'll keep them in mind. I agree with you—
we'll work together. By nature few men
possess the inborn talent to admire

a friend’s good fortune without envy.
Poisonous malice seeps into the heart,
doubling the pain of the infected man,
weighing him down with misfortunes of his own,
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while he groans to see another’s wealth.

I understand too well companionship

no more substantial than pictures in a glass.

From my experience, I'd say those men

who seemed so loyal to me are shadows,

no more than images of true companions. [840]
All except Odysseus—he sailed with me

much against his will, but once in harness,

he was prepared to pull his weight for me.

I say this whether he’s alive or dead.

For other issues of the city and our gods,

we'll set up a general assembly,

all of us discussing things together.

We must make sure what’s working well

remains that way in future. By contrast,

where we need some healing medicine,

we'll make a well-intentioned effort

to root out all infectious evil,

burning the sores or slicing them away. [850]

[Enter Clytaemnestra with attendants carrying the purple carpet]

Now I'll go inside my palace, my hearth and home,
first, to greet the gods who sent me off

and today bring me back. May victory,

which has been mine, stay with me forever.

[Agamemnon moves to climb out of the chariot but is held up by Clytaemnes-
tras speech]

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Citizens, you senior men of Argos here,
I'm not ashamed to speak before you all,
to state how much I love my husband. With time,
men’s fears diminish. So I'll speak out now.
I don't talk as one who has been taught
by others, so I'll just describe my life,
my oppressive life, all the many years
my husband’s been away at Ilion. [860]
First, it’s unmitigated trouble
for a woman to sit at home alone,
far from her man. She has to listen to
all sorts of painful rumours. Messengers
arrive, hard on each other’s heels, bearing
news of some disaster—and everyone
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tells of troubles worse than those before,
shouted throughout the house. If my husband
had had as many wounds as I heard rumours
coming to this house, he'd have more holes in him
than any net. If he'd died as many times

as rumour killed him, he could claim to be

a second Geryon, that triple-bodied beast,

and boast of being covered up with earth

three times, one death for every separate shape.
Because of all these spiteful messages,

others have often had to cut me loose,

a high-hung noose strung tight around my neck.
That’s why our son, Orestes, is not standing here,
the most trusted bond linking you and me.

He should be, but there’s no cause to worry.
He's being cared for by a friendly ally,

Strophius of Phocis, who warned me twice—
first, of your own danger under Ilion’s walls,
second, of people here, how they could rebel,
cry out against being governed, then overthrow
the Council. For it’s natural to men,

once someone’s down, to trample on him

all the more. That’s how I explain myself.

And it’s all true. As for me, my eyes are dry—
the welling sources of my tears are parched,

no drop remains. Many long nights I wept

until my eyes were sore, as I kept watching

for that beacon light I'd set up for you,

but always it kept disappointing me.

The faint whirring of a buzzing fly

would often wake me up from dreams of you,
dreams where I saw you endure more suffering
than the hours in which I slept had time for.
But now, after going through all this, my heart
is free of worry. So I would salute my lord—

the watch dog who protects our household,

the mainstay which saves our ship of state,

the lofty pillar which holds our roof beams high,
his father’s truly begotten son, for men at sea

a land they glimpse beyond their wildest hopes,
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the fairest dawn after a night of storms, [900]
a flowing stream to thirsty travellers.

What joy it is to escape necessity!

In my opinion, these words of greeting

are worthy of him. So let there be no envy,

’ 5 5 ~ 5 ’
KAA\OoTOV Tinap €lOWdelV €K XeqLaTos, 900
3 ’ ~ ~ (4
odourdpw dubwvT TNYyaiov péos:
\ \ > ~ > ~ ¢/
TepmVOV O¢ Tavaykatov ekpuyely dmav.

ToL0t00€é Tol vw aéud Tpoopléyuao.

06 S gmé MG . . since in days past we've suffered many ills.

0vos O amEoTwW- TOANG Yap TA TPW KAKA
yap P And now, my beloved lord, come to me here,

nreryopeala. viv 8¢ pot, gpilov kdpa, 905 climb down from that chariot. But, my king,

3

Baw’ dmivms THode, ) xapal Tihels don'’t place upon the common ground the foot

o o a -, i which stamped out Troy.

Tov oov wod, avaf, Thiov mopliTopa.

[Clytaemnestra turns to the women attending on her who, on her orders, begin

to spread out ar Agamemnonss feet the tapestries they have brought out from the

house, making a path from the chariot to the palace doors. The tapestries are

duwal, ( ueANell, als éméoTalTar Té\os

/4 ’ 4 ’
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€05 yevéolm mopdupdoTpwros mopos 910 all a deep red-purple, the colour of blood]
és S’ demrTov ws av yfiTar Sik. You women, don’t just stand there.
s sy , I’ve told you what to do. Spread out those tapestries,
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Onoew dikaiws ovv Jeots elpapuéva. Let his path be covered all in red, so Justice [910]
can lead him back into his home, a place
ATAMEMNQN he never hoped to see. As for the rest,
Ajdas yévebrov, Swpdtwy udv GvAal, my unsleeping vigilance will sort it out,

, P ., o with the help of gods, as fate decrees.
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NN Sy ys , AGAMEMNON
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My fame proclaims itself. It does not need
foot mats made out of such embroideries.
Not even to think of doing something bad
is god’s greatest gift. When a man’s life ends
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in great prosperity, only then can we declare

that he’s a happy man. Thus, if T act,

in every circumstance, as I ought to now,

there’s nothing I need fear. [930]

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Don’t say that just to flout what I've arranged.

AGAMEMNON
You should know I'll not go back on what I've said.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
You must fear something, then, to act this way.
You've made some promise to the gods.

AGAMEMNON
I've said my final word. I fully understand,

as well as any man, just what ’'m doing.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
What do you think Priam would have done,
if he'd had your success?

AGAMEMNON
That’s clear—
he'd have walked across these tapestries.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
So then why be ashamed by what men say?

AGAMEMNON
But what people say can have great power.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
True, but the man whom people do not envy
is not worth their envy.

AGAMEMNON
It’s not like a woman
to be so keen on competition. [940]
CLYTAEMNESTRA

Its fitting that the happy conqueror
should let himself be overcome.

AGAMEMNON
And in this contest
that’s the sort of victory you value?
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KAYTAIMHETPA CLYTAEMNESTRA
R , , , Y. Why not agree? Be strong and yield to me,
mhol- kPATOS UéVTOL TTAPES Y €KWV €UOL. ‘
of your own consent.
ArAMEMNON AGAMEMNON
Well, if it's what you want . . .
Quick, someone get these sandals off—
AVot Tayos, mpodovAov éufacy modds. 945 they’ve served my feet so well. As I now walk
on these red tapestries dyed in the sea,
may no distant god catch sight of me,
w) Tis mpoowlev opparos Balot plovos. and, for envy, strike me down. There’s much shame

al\\’ €l dokel oow Tadl, vral Tis apBidas

kal Totodé W euBaivovd alovpyéow Oecov

ag - . hen my feet squander assets of my house
AAT) ya i) w y q y ,
moA) ydp aidis dwpatoplopel mootw wasting wealth and costly woven finery.
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Ppleipovra mAodTOV dp YUPWYNTOUS 0 dds. 950 [Agamemnon, in bare feet, comes down from the chariot onto the tapestries]
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TOUTWV pev olTw- T Eévmy de mpevuevws So much for that.

TﬁvB’ éGKduLCG- TOU KpaTolvTa ‘ua)\BaK(I)g [Agamemnon turns to call attention to Cassandra in the chariot]

Oeos mpoowlev evuevas mpoodéprerad. Welcome this foreign girl [950]

o , . . into our house. And do it graciously.
ekwV yap ovdels dovAiw xpijTat {uyd. For god, who sees us from far away,
atr 8 Moy xpnudrav éfalperov looks down with favour on a gentle master.
No one freely puts on slavery’s yoke,

dvos, oTpaTob dcbpnu’, éuot fvvéomeTo. 955 but this gitl, the finest flower of all our loot,
comes with us as my army’s gift to me.
And now, since you've talked me into this,
el és dduwv péhabpa mopdipas maTdv. I'll proceed into my palace, treading

on this crimson pathway as I go.
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€TeL O AKOUEW 00U KATEOTPAUULAL TADE,

KAYTAIMHETPA [Agamemnon starts to move slowly along the tapestries towards the palace and
dotw BdAaooa, Tis 8¢ v katacBéoes; up the stairs. Cassandra remains in the chariot]
Tpépovoa TOANTs Topplpas Loapyvpov CLYTAEMI_\]ESTRA ] o
There is the sea. Who will drain it dry?
A~ 7 3 ’ ’
KNKIdQ TaykavoTov, eludTwy fadas. 960 It gives us crimson dye in huge amounts,
olkos & Smdpyer T@wvde adv Geots dhus as 'Valuable as silver, inexhaustible.
With that we dye our garments. And of these [960]
b4 /4 3 > Ed ’ ’
&xew- méveolar § ovk emioTaTal douos. our house has a full store, thanks to the gods.

We're rich. We have no sense of poverty.

I'd have vowed to tread on many clothes,

, , ) , .

ddpoiol mpovvexbévTos €v ypnaTyplots, to use what we have stored up in our home,

TOAGY TaTyouov O euatwy av noéauny,

duxiis KoTpa Tiode pmyavewéy. 065 if an oracle had ordered such a payment
‘ to save your life. If the root still lives,

pilns yap olions PpvAdas tker €s douovs, the house can blossom into leaf once more,

66 67



Aeschylus Agamemnon

OKLOY VTEPTElVaTa TELPlOV KUVOS. growing high-arching shade, protection
against the Dog Star’s scorching season.

Your return to your father’s hearth and home
fdAmos pev év xeyudv onpaivels poAdy- brings us the summer’s heat in winter time.

Srav 8¢ Tevyy Zeds dm Supakos mKkpas 970 I¢s like when Zeus makes wine from bitter grapes, [970]
the house immediately grows cool, once its lord

Kal 000 LoAOvToS dwuatiTw €oTiav,

olvov, 767" 7jdn Yixos & ddpois méAer, strolls through his own halls in complete command.
avdpos TeAelov dd EmoTPwPwpEvOU. [By this time Agamemnon has reached the palace doors and has just entered

Zev, Zeb TéNete, Tas €uas evyas TéNeL the palace]
Aot O€ ToL ool TV TEP AV UEANNS TeNeL. O Zeus, Zeus, who accomplishes all things,
answer my prayers. Take care to bring about
Xoprox all things that reach fulfillment through your will.
TUTmTE ot T8 EumEdws 975 [Exit Clytaemnestra into the palace. The doors close behind her]
detua mpoaTaTiplov CHORUS
kapdias TepackdTov TOTATAL, Why does this sense of dread

R hover so unceasingl
pavtimolel & axéevoTos duwolos dodd, &y
around my heart

ovd amomrTvoat dikav 980 with such foreboding?
dvokplTwv ovelpdTwy My song of prophecy goes on
04 s 1 unbidden and unpaid.
apO0s €vTelves L= Why can’t some calming confidence [980]
lev ppevos pilov Gpdvor; sit on my mind and spurn

s R . . R
xpdvos & ém mpumaiwv EvvepBolais my fears as enigmatic dreamst

s i It was so long ago—
papul” drras mapr)- 985 Time has long since buried
unoev, o v’ “I\wov deep in sand the mooring cables

5 , . cast when the army sailed to Troy.
wpTo vavBdras oTpardss.

My own eyes tell me
/ s s s,
mevfopal & am opudTwy Agamemnon has returned.
> > For that I need no further witness.
VOOTOV, QUTOUAPTUS (V- or that eed no urther witness
But still, here, deep in my heart,
the spontaneous song
Opijvov "Epwios avTodidaxTos éombev keeps up its tuneless dirge, [990]
as the avenging Furies chant.
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Qupuds, ov 76 mav Exaw It kills my confidence, my hope.

eAtridos pilov Opdoos. Everything inside me
om\dyxva & oUToL patd- 995 beats against my chest,
S evdl \ surging back and forth
lev mpos evdikors ppeotv in tides of grim foreboding—
TeNeohdpoLs dlvais KuKWuerov Kéap. something’s moving to fulfillment.
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But I pray my premonitions
prove false and never come to light.

For, as we know, boundaries

of vigorous health break down—
disease is always pressing hard
the common wall between them.
So with the fate of men.

It holds to a straight course,
then, all at once, can crash

upon a hidden rock of grief.

But if, as a precaution,

men toss overboard

some part of their rich cargo,
and time their throw just right,
the house, though grieving,

will not completely founder,

nor will its hull be swamped.
And Zeus’ bountiful rich gifts
reaped from the furrows every year

hold off the plague of famine.

But once a murdered man’s dark blood
has soaked the ground, who then

can bring him back through song?
Even Aesculapius, whose skill

could raise men from the dead,

was stopped by Zeus’ thunderbolt.
Was that not warning to us all?

If one fate settled by the gods

did not prevent another fate

securing an advantage,

my heart would then outrace my tongue—

I'd speak out loud and clear,
I'd cry out my forebodings.
But now it mutters in the dark,
uneasy, holding little hope

for any resolution.

And still my spirit smoulders.
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[Enter Clytaemnestra from the palace. She addresses Cassandra, who is still in
the chariot]

CLYTAEMNESTRA
You should go in, too—I mean you up there,
Cassandra. Zeus, in his mercy to you,
has made you member of our household,
one who shares its purification rites.
So you can take your place before the altar
of the god protecting all our wealth,
along with other slaves. So come down.
Leave the chariot. And leave your pride behind.
Men say even Hercules, Alcmene’s son, [1040]
once long ago was sold in slavery
and had to eat its bitter bread. If Fate
has brought you to the same condition,
be very grateful you serve masters here
who've been rich forever. Certain men,
those who've reaped a harvest of rich goods
beyond their dreams, maltreat their slaves.
They go too far. But here, with us, you'll get
the treatment our traditions say is right.

CHORUS LEADER [addressing Cassandra]
Our queen is talking to you. Her meaning’s clear.
Fate has caught you in its nets—youd best obey,
unless such action is beyond your power.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
If she’s not like a swallow, with a song [1050]
all her own, something barbarously obscure,
I'll speak so she can understand. She must obey.

CHORUS LEADER [to Cassandra]
Go with the queen. Of all your options now
what she says is best. Do as she says.
Step down from your chariot seat.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Come down now.
I don’t have time to waste on this girl here.
Inside, by our central hearth, our victims
are already waiting for the sacrifice,
a joyful time beyond our fondest hopes.
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Agamemnon

So if you want to play your part in this,

youd better come at once. If what I say

means nothing to you, if you can’t understand,
at least use your foreign hand to make a sign.

CHoRus LEADER
An interpreter is what this stranger needs.

She’s like some wild thing, freshly trapped.

CLYTAEMNESTRA

She’s mad, too busy listening to her troubled heart.

She’s just left her newly captured city,

then come here, without sufficient time

to learn to stomach the controlling bit.

She will, once her anger’s been dissolved

in foaming blood. But I'll waste no more time,
dealing with her contempt outside the house.

[Clytaemnestra turns and exits into the palace. The members of the Chorus

gather around Cassandra]

CHORUS LEADER
I'll not lose my temper. I pity her.
You unhappy creature, why not come down?
Leave the chariot. Why not accept fate’s yoke
of your own free will?

[1060]

[x070]

CASSANDRA [searching the sky for a sign of Apollo and screaming]

Aieeeee . . . earth .. .sky. ..

Apollo . .. Apollo . ..

CHORUS MEMBER
Why cry out your distress in Apollo’s name?
He’s not a god who pays attention
to those who mourn like this.

CASSANDRA

Aieece . .. earth...sky. ..

Apollo . . . my destroyer . . .

CHORUS MEMBER
She cried out again. Such ominous words—
and to a god who’s not the one
to have around at times of grieving.
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Agamemnon

CASSANDRA
Apollo! Apollo! God of the road . . .
You're destroying me. Why leave me here
beyond all hope a second time?

CHORUS MEMBER
It looks as if she’s going to prophesy,
to say something of her unhappiness.
She may be a slave, but inside her
the god’s voice still remains.

CASSANDRA
Apollo!
O Apollo! God of the road . . .
You're obliterating me! Where am I now?
Where have you led me? What house is this?

CHoORrUS MEMBER
If you don’t know where you are, I'll tell you—
you're at the house of the sons of Atreus.

That’s the truth.

CASSANDRA
No...no...ahouse
that hates the gods . . . house full of death,
kinsmen butchered . . . heads chopped off . . .

a human slaughterhouse awash in blood . . .

CHORUS MEMBER
This stranger’s like a keen hound on the scent.

She’s on the trail of blood.

CASSANDRA

[1080]

[x090]

... I'see evidence I trust—young children

screaming as they’re butchered—then their father
eating his own infants’ roasted flesh . . .

CHORUS MEMBER
We've heard about your fame in prophecy.
But here in Argos no one wants a prophet.

CASSANDRA
O god what’s this she has in mind?
What new agony inside the house
is she preparing? Something monstrous,
barbaric, evil . . . beyond all love,
all remedy. And help is far away.
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Agamemnon

CHORUS MEMBER

I don’t understand what she’s saying now.
What she first said, that I understood—
the whole city talks about it.

CASSANDRA

O evil woman, you're going to do it.

Your own husband, the man who shares your bed—
once you've washed him clean . . . there in the bath . . .

How shall I describe how all this ends?

It’s coming soon. She’s stretching out her hand . . .
and now her other hand is reaching for him . . .

CHORUS MEMBER

I still don’t understand. What she’s saying
is just too confused. Her dark prophecies
leave me bewildered.

CASSANDRA
Look! Look over there!

What's that apparition? Is that death’s net?

No, she’s the net, the one who sleeps with him,
that woman, murder’s willing agent.

Let those Furies insatiably at work

against this clan rise up and scream for joy—
they have another victim fit for stoning.

CHORUS MEMBER

What Fury do you now invoke to shriek
throughout this house? What you've just said
makes me afraid.

CHORuUS

Drop by drop the dark blood flows
around my heart—like mortal wounds
when life’s sunset comes,

when death is near.

CASSANDRA

Look over there! Look now!

Keep the great bull from his mate.
She’s caught him in her robes—

now she gores him with her black horn.
A trap! He’s collapsing in the bath!

I'm telling you what’s going on—

he’s being murdered in there,

while bathing—a plot to kill him!
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Agamemnon

Drinking human blood has made them bold—
they dance in celebration through the house.
The family’s Furies cannot be dislodged. [1190]
Sitting in the home, they chant their song,

the madness that began all this, each in turn
cursing that man who defiled his brother’s bed.
Have I missed the mark? Or like a fine archer
have I hit the beast? Or am I selling lies,

a fortune-teller babbling door to door?

Tell me on your oath how well I know

these old stories of this family’s crimes.

CHoRuUs LEADER
How could an oath of ours be any help,
no matter how sincere, to heal your grief?
But I'm amazed that you, born overseas,

can say so much about a foreign city, [1200]
as if youd lived here.
CASSANDRA
It was Apollo,

god of prophecy, who made me what I am.

CHORUS MEMBER
Surely the god was not in love with you?

CASSANDRA
I used to be ashamed to talk of this . . .

CHORUS MEMBER
When we’re doing well, we all have scruples.

CASSANDRA
Apollo was like a mighty wrestler,
panting all over me, in love.

CHORUS MEMBER
Did you go through with it—
bear him a child?

CASSANDRA
I promised to,
but then I broke my word.

CroRrUS MEMBER
Did you already have prophetic skill,
inspired by the god?
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Agamemnon

CASSANDRA
At that time
I used to prophesy to all my countrymen.
I'd foretell disasters.

CHORUS MEMBER
How did you escape Apollo’s anger?

CASSANDRA
Since I resisted him, no one believes me.

CHORUS MEMBER
But to us, at least, what you prophesy
seems true enough.

CASSANDRA
Ajece . . . the pains I feel.
The fearful labour pains of true prophecy
seize me, confuse me, as they start again,
full of foreboding. Look there—see those creatures,
young ones, sitting by the house, dark shapes,
like something from a dream? They're like children
murdered by their loved ones . . . their hands are full,
clenching chunks of their own flesh as food,
their guts and inner organs . . . it’s all so clear . . .
that awful meal their own father tasted.
For all that, I say, revenge is on the way,
someone’s planning it, a craven lion,
a beast wallowing in bed, keeping watch,
waiting for my master to get back.
Yes, my master—since I must now bear
the yoke of slavery. That lord of war,
who led the fleet and ravaged Ilion,
has no idea what that cur is up to,
what evil plans the hateful bitch is hatching,
as her tongue licks his hands in welcome,
ears perked up for joy, like treacherous Ate,
goddess who destroys. It’s outrageous—
the woman kills her man. What shall I call her?
What awful monster suits her? A snake?
An amphisbaena with a head at either end?
Or perhaps a Scylla living in the rocks,
preying on sailors, raging mother of hell,
who breathes relentless war on loved ones.
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Agamemnon

How that woman, in her audacity,

screamed out in triumph, like a battle cry,
pretending to enjoy his safe return!

Whether you credit what I say or not—

that doesn’t really matter. Why should it?
What will come will come. And soon enough,
as you stand here full of pity, you'll say
Cassandra’s prophecies were all too true.

CHORUS
I understand about Thyestes’ meal,
and tremble thinking how he ate his children’s flesh.
Terror grips me as I hear these truths
without embellishment. As for the rest,
hearing that just makes me lose my way.

CASSANDRA
I tell you you'll see Agamemnon dead.

CuHorus MEMBER
Poor girl, calm yourself. Tone down those words.

CASSANDRA
No—no one can heal what my words prophesy.

CHorus
Not if they’re true. But may the gods forbid!

CASSANDRA
While you pray here, others move in to kill.

CHoORuUS LEADER
What man is going to commit such crimes?

CASSANDRA
What man? You've completely missed the point.
You've failed to understand my prophecies.

CHoORUS LEADER
Yes I have—

I don’t see who has means to do it.

CASSANDRA
Yet I can speak Greek well enough.

CHoRrus LEADER
So does the oracle at Delphi,
but understanding what it says is hard.
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Agamemnon

CASSANDRA
O this fire! His fire comes over me once more!
The pain . . . Lycian Apollo . . . burning me . . .
That two-footed lioness . . . crouching there
with a wolf, once the noble lion’s gone . . .
She’s going to kill me . . . the agony!
Now she prepares her drugs, and in her rage,
vows I too will be a part of her revenge,
as she whets a sword to kill her king.
He brought me here. Now we both die.
Her retribution. So why do I bear
these ornaments that mock me, this rod,
these prophet’s wreaths around my neck?
Let me be rid of you before I die . . . .

[1260]

[Cassandra breaks her wand and throws off the insignia of her office as a

prophet]
There, an end to you. With you down there,

I get revenge. Make some other woman rich.
Let her preach destruction instead of me.

[Cassandra now starts tearing off her clothes]

Look how Apollo now in person strips me,

rips my prophetic robes, the god who watched,
as my friends in their hatred turned on me,
mocked me so savagely in these very clothes—
they thought they knew what they were doing.
But they were wrong. I heard them call me names,
“beggar,” “starving wretch’—I endured them all.
And now the prophet god is done with me.

He’s led his prophet to her place of death.

No father’s altar for me here—instead

a chopping block awaits, slaughtered

in one hot stroke of bloody sacrifice.

But we'll not die without the gods’ revenge.
Another man will come and will avenge us,

a son who'll kill his mother, then pay back

his father’s death, a wanderer in exile,

a man this country’s made a stranger.

He'll come back and, like a coping stone,

bring the ruin of his family to a close.

For gods have made a powerful promise—

his father’s stretched out corpse will bring him home.
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Agamemnon

Why then do I lament so piteously?

Since 'm the one who first saw how Troy
would be wiped out the way it was,

since I see now how those who took the city
are being destroyed in judgment from the gods,
I'll go to meet my fate. I'll dare to die.

I greet this doorway as the gates of Death.
Once the death blow strikes, I pray I'll have

a gentle end—no struggle, as my life blood
drains away. And then I'll close my eyes.

CHORUS LEADER

You poor woman, so much pain and wisdom.
You've said so much. But if you see your death—
see it so clearly—how can you go on

so bravely to the altar, like an ox

destined by gods for sacrifice?

CASSANDRA
There’s no way out. My friends, the time has come.

CHORUS LEADER

But there’s some benefit in going last.

CASSANDRA

This is the day. It makes no sense to run.

CHORUS LEADER

You know, you endure your suffering
with courage I admire.

CASSANDRA

No one hearing that
has reason to be glad.

CHORUS LEADER

But to die well
confers some human dignity.

I cry for you, my father, your noble children.

CHORUS LEADER

What's wrong? Why turn around in fear?

CASSANDRA

This house . . . It’s horrific!
93

[1290]

[x300]

CASSANDRA [approaching the door then moving back in horror]
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Agamemnon

[Cassandra exits slowly and deliberately through the palace doors, which close
behind her]

CHORUS
To rest unsatisfied amid great wealth
is in the nature of all human beings.
No one can point and order it away
from princely homes by uttering the words
“Dissatisfaction, enter here no more!”
Take Agamemnon. The powers in heaven
permitted him to capture Priam’s town,
to return home honoured by the gods.
But now, if he must pay the penalty
for blood which other men before him shed
and die in retribution for the dead [1340]
he killed himself, what mortal human being
who hears all this can boast he lives
a life unscarred by fate?

[A scream comes from inside the palace]

AGAMEMNON [from inside]
Help me!
I'm hit. .. a deadly blow . . .

CrORUS LEADER
Silence!
Who cried out then? Something about a deadly blow.

AGAMEMNON [within]
Aaagh! I'm hit again . . . a second blow . . .

CHORUS LEADER
That’s the king in there. Those cries, I think,
tell us what's going on. Come now, let’s decide
what’s best to do, our safest course of action.

[At this point the Chorus breaks up in panic, losing its unity as a group. Indi-

vidual members speak to each other in great confusion]

CHorus MEMBER ONE
Here’s my advice—summon all the people,
call them to bring help up to the palace.

CHORUS MEMBER Two
I say we must attack the house at once, [1350]
catch them at it, swords still wet with blood.
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Agamemnon

CHORUS MEMBER THREE
My view is we should do something like that.
I vote we act. There’s no time to delay.

CHoRuUs MEMBER Four
It’s all so clear. This is their opening move—
a sign they’re going to tyrannize the city.

CHorus MEMBER FIvE
We're wasting time. They've thrown aside
all sense of hesitation. Their hands won't rest.

CHORUS MEMBER S1x
I don’t know what scheme I could propose.
I¢’s up to those who can carry out the plan
to tell us what to do.

CHORUS MEMBER SEVEN
That’s my view, too. [1360]
I don’t know how to bring the dead to life
with nothing but our words.

Cnorus MEMBER E1GHT
But just to stay alive,
should we bow down before these tyrants,
who desecrate the house?

Craorus MEMBER NINE
No. We can’t do that.
Death would be preferable, a gentler fate
than such a tyranny.

Cuorus MEMBER TN
But should we assume,
just on the basis of those groans we heard,
that Agamemnon’s dead?

CHORUS MEMBER ELEVEN
Before we act,
we must have clearer evidence. To guess like this
is not really knowing what is true or not.

CHORUS LEADER
That’s it then—everyone agrees on this— [1370]
we need to know more clearly how things stand
with Agamemnon, son of Atreus.
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Agamemnon

[The palace doors open, revealing the bodies of Agamemnon and Cassandra.

Clytaemnestra stands over them. She is covered in blood]

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Before this moment I said many things
to suit my purposes. I'm not ashamed
to contradict them now. How else could I
act on my hate for such a hateful man,
who feigned his love, how else prepare my nets
of agony so high no one could jump them?
I've brooded on this struggle many years,
the old blood feud. My moment’s come at last,

though long delayed. I stand now where I struck,

where I achieved what I set out to do.

I did all this. I won't deny the fact.

Round this man I cast my all-embracing net,
rich robes of evil, as if catching fish—

he had no way out, no eluding fate.

I stabbed him twice. He gave out two groans.
Then as his limbs went limp, I hit again,

a third blow, my prayerful dedication

to Zeus, underground protector of the dead.
He collapsed, snorting his life away,

spitting great gobs of blood all over me,
drenching me in showers of his dark blood.
And I rejoiced—ijust as the fecund earth
rejoices when the heavens send spring rains,
and new-born flower buds burst into bloom.
That’s how things stand, old men of Argos.
Be joyful, if that’s how you feel. For me,

this is my triumph. If it were fitting

to pour libations on this corpse,

I'd pour my curses out—that would be just.
He filled the mixing bowls in his own house
with such destructive misery, and now

he drinks it to the dregs. He’s home at last.

CHoRUS LEADER
What you say I find incredible!
How can that tongue of yours gloat like this,
exulting over your dead husband?

I0I
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Agamemnon

CLYTAEMNESTRA
You're testing me, as if I were some silly woman.
But my heart is fearless. Let me tell you
what you already know—then you can praise
or criticize me as you like. I don’t care.
This man is Agamemnon, my husband.
He’s a corpse, the work of this right hand,
a work of justice. That’s how matters stand.

1405

CHORUS LEADER
Woman, what earth-grown poison have you eaten,
what evil drink drawn from the surging sea,
that youre so mad to risk the public voice,
the curses people mutter? You cast him off.
You cut him down. So now you'll be thrown out, [1410]
exiled from the city—a hateful thing
to your own people.

1410

CLYTAEMNESTRA
So now
youd sentence me to banishment,
send me from the city a thing accursed?
1415 Back then you made no accusation
against this man lying here. He sacrificed
his own child, that dear girl I bore in pain,
to charm the winds from Thrace—and didn’t care.
To him she was a beast for slaughter.
He had flocks of them—his farms were full.
1420 Shouldn’t you have banished him from Argos
in punishment for that polluting crime? [1420]
You're strict enough when you pass judgment
on what I've done. So let me caution you—
I’'m prepared to fight you head to head.
1425 If you win, well then, you can govern me.
But if god lets me prevail, you old men
will learn, old as you are, to behave yourselves.

CHORUS LEADER
You're too ambitious, far too arrogant.
Blood-drenched murder’s made you mad. Thats plain.
Your eyes are full of blood. Now stroke for stroke
you'll pay for what you've done. You've lost your friends,
1430 you've lost your honour . . . [1430]
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Agamemnon

CLYTAEMNESTRA [interrupting]
Then hear this, too, the force behind my oath—
by that Justice I exacted for my child,
by Ate, goddess of destruction,
by the Fury to whom I offered up this man,
my hopes will never walk these halls in fear,
1435 so long as Aegisthus stokes the blazing fires
in my hearth. And he’s as loyal to me now
as always, my shield, no man to trifle with.
He'll boost my confidence. Here he lies,
the man who abused his wife, seduced
by every captive girl at Ilion—
1440 and here she lies, his concubine, his spear prize, [1440]
the faithful prophetess who shared his bed.
She also knew the rowing benches
where sailors sweat. They get what they deserve.
He’s dead. She, like a swan, sang her last song,
then died. Now she lies there, his sweetheart.

1445 She’ll bring new thrills, fresh pleasures to my bed.

CHORUS
O that some Fate would soon come,
free from suffering and quick,
bringing endless sleep, [1450]
our last eternal sleep,
now our gracious lord is dead.
1450 For a woman’s sake
he suffered much, and now

by a woman’s hand he died.

Alas for you, Helen, frantic woman.
On your own, beneath Troy’s walls,
you slaughtered many lives,
1453 and more than many.
Now you wear your final garland—
one long remembered for the blood
which will never wash away. [1460]
1460 Back then in this house
lived a spirit of strife,
a power that broke our king.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Don’t torment yourself like this, invoking
death and fate, or redirect your rage
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on Helen, as if she killed those men,
1465 all those Danaan lives, all by herself,
and brought us pain past remedy.

CHORUS
O spirit that falls upon this house,
on Menelaus, on Agamemnon,
descendants of Tantalus,
you overpower me
through these two sisters, [1470]
each with power like a man.
You consume my heart with grief.
Perched on his corpse
the hateful raven caws her song,
her harsh triumphal tune.

1470

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Now you're talking sense, when you call on
the demon of this house, who's eaten up
three generations, the one who nurtures
bloodlust in our guts. And so new blood
spurts out before the old wound heals. [1480]

1475

CHORUS

1480 You appeal to that huge fiend
haunting this house,
whose anger weighs it down,
to that tale of evil fate
insatiably consuming us.
Alas, alas, the will of Zeus,
the cause of everything,

1485 who brings all things about.
What can come to mortal men
except at Zeus will?
And in what’s happened here
what’s not caused by the gods?
Alas, my king, my lord—

1490 How shall I weep for you? [1490]
How speak of you with love?
To lie entangled in the spider’s web,
gasping life away—a sacrilege—
stretched out on this bed of shame,
struck down in treachery,

1495 the two-edged sword
wielded by your wife.
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So let him not boast out loud in Hades.
He was the first to draw his sword,
and by the sword he’s been repaid.
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Agamemnon

CHoORuUS
There’s no clear way, and now
this family’s falling. I'm afraid.
It’s not just bloody drops. No,
storms of blood rain batter down,
destroying the house, while fate
on yet another whetstone,
hones the edge of Justice,
for the next act, one more crime.

O Earth, my Earth—

how I wish youd swallowed me
before I ever saw my king

lying low on such bed,

a silver-plated bath.

Who will now bury him?

Who will lament for him?

Will you dare to do this,

a woman mourning for the spirit
of the husband she’s just killed,
complete the injustices you've done
with wretched favours to the dead
to expiate your monstrous crimes?
As people stand around the grave
to praise this god-like man, in tears,
whose sad heart will be sincere?

CLYTAEMNESTRA
That business is none of your concern.
At our hands he collapsed in death.
We'll bury him. Buct this house will not weep.
No. Iphigeneia will meet him down there,
as is fitting—the daughter greets her father
happily by that swift stream of sorrow.
Then she’ll embrace the man with love.

CHORUS
One disgrace exchanged for yet another,
the struggle to decide is hard.
The man who sins is sinned against,
the killer pays the price.
Yet while Zeus sits upon his throne
this decree from god remains—
the man who acts will suffer.

[x530]

[1540]

[1550]

[1560]
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Who can then cast from this house
its self-perpetuating curse?
This race is wedded to destruction.
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a feast day with lots of meat, but served
my father flesh of his own children.
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He sliced their toes and fingers off. Over these
he diced the other parts, then passed this dish
to Thyestes, where he sat beside him.
My father then, in total ignorance,
took the food he didn’t recognize,
and ate the meal which, as you've witnessed,
destroyed the race. When Thyestes learns
the abominable thing he’s done, he screams,
staggers back, vomits up the butchered flesh.
Then, kicking down the banquet table
to underscore his cry for justice,
he calls down on the House of Atreus
a curse no one can bear, “Let them all die, [1600]
the race of Pleisthenes—all die like this.”¢
That’s why you see this man lying here.
1605 This murder was my plan for justice.

For Atreus threw my broken father out,

and me as well, his third son, still a child,

1595

1600

an infant wrapped in swaddling clothes.
But I grew up. And Justice brought me back.
I seized the man whod banished me.
1610 I planned each detail of this murderous scheme.
Now I see him in the nets of Justice, [1610]
I can face even my own death with joy.

CHORUS LEADER

To me you're contemptible, Aegisthus,

getting pleasure from all this agony.

You say you killed the king deliberately,
1615 and planned the cowardly slaughter on your own.
I tell you—remember this—when justice comes,
your head will not escape the people’s cursing

or death by stoning at their hands.

AEGISTHUS
So you say—but you man the lower oars.
Your masters on the higher tiers control the ship.
You may be old, but you'll learn how painful
1620 it is at your age to be taught your place. [1620]
Hunger pangs and chains, two worthy teachers,
make excellent cures for teaching wisdom,
even with old men. Surely you have eyes.
Can't you see this? You shouldn’t kick at thorns.
You'll only hurt yourselves.
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Agamemnon

CHoRUS MEMBER ONE

You womanly creature!
You stayed at home, waiting out the war,
until the men came back. You soiled a real man’s bed,
then planned to kill our king.

AEGISTHUS

This talk of yours
will soon give you sufficient cause to weep.
The tongue of Orpheus was not like yours—
the pleasure of his voice drew all things to him. [1630]
Your puny squawking merely irritates.
But once I chain you up, my force has ways
to make you more compliant.

CHoORUS MEMBER Two

As if you rule in Argos!
You, the one who plotted Agamemnon’s death,
but weren’t brave enough to kill the man yourself!

AEGISTHUS

Clearly it was the woman’s role to trick him.

I was not a man whom he would trust.

After all, 'm an old enemy of his.

But with his wealth I'll try to rule the people.

Those who resist I'll strap under the yoke. [1640]
It won't be light—not like a well-fed trace horse.

No. Miserable starvation in the dark—

then we'll see how docile they can be.

CHORUS MEMBER THREE

You coward!
Why not kill the man yourself? Why rely
upon that woman for the murder,
a disgrace to her own country and its gods?
O can Orestes still see the light of day?
If his good fortune holds, will he come home,
win out, and kill the two of them up there?

AEGISTHUS

If that’s the way you want to act and speak,
you'll get your lesson fast. Men, stand ready.
My trusty guard, your work’s in front of you. [1650]
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[The soldiers place their weapons at the ready and move into menace the Cho-
rus. The Chorus stands its ground, raising their staves as weapons]

CHORUS LEADER
Don’t give way. Each of you, get your weapons ready.

AEGISTHUS [half drawing his sword]
My hand is on my sword, as well.
I’'m not afraid to die.

CHORUS LEADER
You say you'll welcome death. That’s good to hear.
We're happy to oblige.

[Clytaemnestra, alarmed at the way in which the conflict has grown, moves

quickly between the guards led by Aegisthus and the Chorus]

CLYTAEMNESTRA

Stop this, my dearest.
Let’s not act to bring on further trouble.
Our wretched harvest is bountiful enough—
we've reaped sufficient pain. No more bloodshed.
You honourable old men, go home. Yield to fate,
before you hurt yourselves. What we've done here
we had to do. Let our troubles end right now.
That we'll allow, even though our fate [1660]
has struck a heavy blow. That’s my advice,
what a woman ought to say, if any here
will act on it.

AEGISTHUS
‘What about these men
who let their tongues prattle on against me,
hurling insults in my face, testing fate?
They throw aside all moderate restraint
to abuse their master.

CHORUS LEADER
Men of Argos

will never cringe before an evil man.

AEGISTHUS
I'll get my own back soon enough.

CHoRrus LEADER
Not if fate brings Orestes home again.

119



Aeschylus
Arrizeox

old éywm PpevyovTas drdpas EATISAS OLTOVUEVOUS.

Xoroxz

TPACOE, Talvov, palvwy T dikny, €mel Tapa.

Arrizeos

{00 pow dchowv dmowa Tiode pwplas xapw. 1670

Xorox

4 ~ k4 /’ 4 ’ 14
koumaocov Japodv, aNékTwp woTe Onleias méAas.

KAYTAIMHZTPA
W) TPOTYNONS aTAlwY TAOVY DAAYUATWY: €Y

\ \ ’ ~ ~ ’ ~
kal ov Ooouer kpaTodvTe TWVOE dWUATWY KANDS.

120

Agamemnon

AEGISTHUS
I understand how exiles feed on hope.

CHoORUS LEADER
Go on. Fatten yourself up. While you still can,
pollute all Justice.

AEGISTHUS
You must know you'll pay [1670]
for all this insolence to me.

CHoRus
Keep on bragging—
just like a cock beside his hen.

CLYTAEMNESTRA [pulling Aegisthus towards the palace doors]
Leave them their feeble yelping. You and I
control the house. We'll put things in order.

[Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus back slowly into the palace and close the doors,
leaving the guards and Chorus still facing each other. Slowly the Chorus disin-
tegrates and its members walk off one by one. The guards form up in front of
the palace, an armed defence before the doors]
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NOTES

Priam was king of Troy, father of Paris (the man who abducted Helen).
Agamemnon and Menelaus were the commanders of the expedition
against Troy (with Agamemnon in the senior position).

Alexander was an alternative name for Paris, son of Priam.

Uranus was the original god, who was overthrown by his son Cronos.
Then Cronos, in turn, was overthrown by his son Zeus.

Calchas tells Agamemnon he must sacrifice his daughter Iphigeneia
to appease Artemis and stop the hostile winds.

The lines following describe Menelaus’ reaction to Helen’s disappearance.

In some legends Atreus had a son Pleisthenes who was raised by his
brother Thyestes. Thyestes sent Pleisthenes to kill Atreus, but the
latter killed him, not knowing he was his son. This was the cause of
the notorious banquet. In other stories Pleisthenes (perhaps another
person with the same name) is the husband of Aerope and father of
Menelaus and Agamemnon. When Pleisthenes died, Atreus married
Aerope and adopted the children. Aerope had a sexual affair with
Thyestes, another cause for the quarrel between the two brothers, and
was drowned for her adultery.
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TA TOY APAMATOXZ ITPOXZQITA

OPEZTHE
XopPoxz
HAEKTPA
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KAYTAIMNHETPA
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Trooox

A1r1zeo0s

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

ORESTES: son of Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra, brother of Electra.

CHORUS: slave women captured at Troy and serving the royal palace at
Argos.

ELECTRA: daughter of Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra, sister of
Orrestes.

SERVANT: house slave serving in the royal palace.

CLYTAEMNESTRA: widow of Agamemnon, lover of Aegisthus, mother
of Orestes and Electra.

PYLADES: friend of Orestes.
CILISSA: Orestes’ old nurse, a servant in the palace.
AEGISTHUS: son of Thyestes, lover of Clytaemnestra.*

ATTENDANTS on Orestes and Pylades and Aegisthus.
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The Libation Bearers

Scene: Argos, the tomb of Agamemnon some years afier his murder by Clytaemnestra
and Aegisthus. Behind the tomb stands the royal palace of the sons of Atreus.

[Enter Orestes and Pylades. They have just arrived in Argos]

ORESTES
Hermes, messenger to the dead, guardian
of your father’s powers, help rescue me—
work with me, I beg you, now I've come back,
returned to this land from exile.> On this grave,
on this heaped-up earth, I call my father,
imploring him to listen, to hear me . . .

[Orestes cuts two locks of his hair and sets them one by one on the tomb]

Here’s a lock of hair, offering to Inachus,

the stream where I was raised. Here’s another,

a token of my grief. I was not there,

my father, to mourn your death. I couldn’t stretch
my hand out to you, when they carried off

your corpse for burial.

[Enter Electra and the Chorus, dressed in black. They do not see Orestes and

Pylades]
! What's this I see? [10]

What's this crowd of women coming here,

all wearing black in public? What does it mean?
What new turn of fate? Has some fresh sorrow
struck the house? Or am I right to think

they bring libations here to honour you,

my father, to appease the dead below?

That must be it. I see my sister there,

Electra. That’s her approaching with them.
She’s grieving—in great pain—that’s obvious.
O Zeus, let me avenge my father’s death.
Support me as my ally in this fight.

Pylades, let’s stand over there and hide, [20]
so I can find out what’s taking place,

what brings these suppliant women here.
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[Orestes and Pylades conceal themselves from the sight of Electra and the Chorus]
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Sunless darkness grips the house
which all men hate, for now
their master’s murdered.
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Libation Bearers

It’s gone—that ancient splendour
no man could resist or fight,
no man could overcome.

Its glory rang in every ear,
echoed in every heart.

Now it’s been thrown away.
But each man feels the fear.
For now, in all men’s eyes,
success is worshipped,

more so than god himself.
But Justice is vigilant—

she tips the scales.

With some she’s quick,
striking by light of day,

for others sorrows wait,
delaying until their lives

are half way sunk in twilight,
while others are embraced
by night that never ends.

The nurturing earth drinks blood,
she drinks her fill. That gore,

which cries out for revenge,

will not dissolve or seep away.

The guilty live in utter desperation—
madness preys upon their minds
infecting them completely.

The man who violates a virgin’s bed
cannot be redeemed. All rivers low
into one stream to cleanse his hand

of black blood which defiles him.

Such waters flow in vain.

As for me—gods set a fatal noose
around my city, so [ was led

out of my father’s house a slave.
Now I do what I have to do—
beat down my bitter rage.
Against my inclinations,

I follow what my masters say,
whether right or wrong.

Still, behind our veils

we weep for her, this girl,
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Libation Bearers

her senseless suffering,
as grief, concealed and cold,
congeals our hearts to ice.

ELECTRA
You women who keep our house in order,
now you're here attending me in prayers,
in supplication, give me your advice.
What should I say as I pour out these cups,
my offering to grief? How frame my words
to make my prayer a tribute to my father?
Shall I say I bring these gifts with love,
from doting wife to her beloved husband,
from my mother? I have no strength for that.
I don’t know what to say, as I pour out
this oil and honey on my father’s tomb.
Shall I recite the words men often use,
“May those who send this noble tribute
get back the same.” No, let him give them
a gift their treachery deserves! Or should I
stand here in silence and dishonour, the way
my father died, empty out these cups,
with eyes averted as I toss the gift,
let the earth drink, and then retrace my steps,
like someone sent to carry out the trash
left over from some purifying rite?
Help me, my friends, with your advice.
We share a common hatred in the house.
Don’t hide what’s in your hearts. Don’t be afraid
of anyone. Fate waits for each of us—
the free and those in bondage to another.
Speak up, if you can think of something better.

CrHORUS LEADER
I respect your father’s tomb, as if it were
an altar. So I'll speak straight from my heart,
as you have asked.

ELECTRA
Then talk to me,
out of your reverence for my father’s grave.

CHORUS LEADER
As you pour, bless those who are your friends.
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ELECTRA
Of those close to me, whom shall I call friends? [110]

CHORUS LEADER
First, name yourself—then anyone
who hates Aegisthus.

ELECTRA
Then I'll make this prayer
on my own behalf. Shall I include you too?

CHORUS LEADER
That’s your decision. In this ritual
you must let your judgment guide you.

ELECTRA
Who else should I then add to join with us?

CHorus LEADER
He may be far from home, but don’t forget Orestes.

ELECTRA
That’s good. You give me excellent advice.

CHoRrus LEADER
Remember, too, the guilty murderers.

ELECTRA
What do I say? I've never practised this.
Teach me what I should say.

CHORUS LEADER
Let some god
or mortal man come down on them.

ELECTRA
You mean as judge or as avenger? Which? [120]

CHoRrus LEADER
Pronounce these words—and clearly—
“Someone who'll pay back life by taking life.”

ELECcTRA
Is it a righteous thing for me to do,
to petition gods like that?

CHoRrus
Why not?
How can it not be a righteous thing to pray
to pay back one’s enemies for evil?
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Libation Bearers

ErECTRA

Oh Hermes, mighty herald, moving

between earth above and earth below,
messenger to the dead, assist me now—
summon the spirits there beneath the ground
who guard my father’s house, to hear my prayers.
And call on Earth herself, who, giving birth
and nurturing all things, in due course takes back
the swollen tide of their increasing store.

As T pour out these offering to the dead,

I call upon my father, “Pity me—

and dear Orestes, too! How can we rule

in our own home? We're beggars now,

as if our mother traded us away,

exchanged us for her mate, Aegisthus,

her partner in your murder. For now I live

just like a slave. Orestes lives in exile,

far from his estates. In their arrogance,

those two squander all the wealth you worked for.
And so I pray to you—dear father,

let good fortune bring Orestes home!

Father, hear me. Make me more self-controlled,
than mother, my hand more righteous!

Those are my prayers for us. Our enemies—
for them, my father, I pray someone will come
as your avenger, then kill your killers,

in retribution, as is just. As I pray

for our well being, I include this curse—

may they be caught by their own evil.

Bring us your blessing to the earth above,

with help from gods, and Earth, and Justice,

all combined to bring us victory.”

[Electra pours out her libation on the tomb]

Those are my prayers, and over them I pour
libations. Your duty now is to lament,

to crown my prayers with flowers, chanting
your mournful chorus for the dead.

CHORuUS

Come, let our tears begin,
fall, and die, as our master died.
Let them guard us from evil,
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Libation Bearers

preserve the good, and keep away
with our outpoured libations

the polluting curse.

Hear me, oh hear me,

my honoured master.

May your disembodied spirit
hear my prayer.

Alas, alas . . . ohhhhhhhh!
Let him come now,

some forceful man,

a power with the spear.
May he restore this house,
bent Scythian bow in hand,
a fist around his sword hilt.
Like Ares, god of war,

let him begin the slaughter!

ELECTRA
My father’s now received his offerings.
The earth has drunk them up. But look—

here’s something new. Come, look at it with me.

CHORUS
Speak up. My heart’s afraid. It’s dancing.

ELECTRA
I see a lock of hair, an offering . . . on the tomb.

CHORuUS
Whose is it? A man’s? A full-grown girl’s?

ELECTRA
It shouldn’t be too difficult to guess,
to sort out what this indicates.

CHorus
How so? Let your youth instruct your elders.

ErECTRA
No one but me could have cut this off.

CHORuUS
You're right. Those who should make offerings,
cutting their hair in grief, are enemies.
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Libation Bearers

ELecTRA
Look at this . . . It looks just like . . .

CHORUS
Like whose?

I want to know.

ELECTRA
Like mine. It looks identical.

CHORUS
Perhaps Orestes? Did he place it here,
a secret offering?

ELECTRA
It really looks like his . . .
these curls . . .

CHORUS
But how could he come back?

ELECTRA
He sent it here, a token of respect [180]

for his dead father.

CHORUS
Those words of yours
give us fresh cause for tears, if there’s no chance
Orestes will set foot in this land again.

ELECTRA
Over my heart, too, breaks a bitter wave.
I feel as if a sword had sliced right through me.
Seeing this hair, my eyes weep thirsty drops—
I can’t hold back my flood of grief. There’s no way
I would expect one of the citizens,
someone in Argos, to own this lock.
I¢’s clearly not that murderess’ hair,
my mother's—her treatment of her children [190]
profanes the very name of mother.
But how can I accept without a doubt
this offering’s from the man I love the most,
Orestes? I'm just clinging to a hope.
Alas! If only, like a messenger,
this hair possessed a friendly human voice,
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Smws dippovTis odoa w) kuwvooduny, my thoughts would not be so distracted.
aA\ € ‘oadiver TV dmomTioal TASKoV, It would tell me clearly what to do.

If someone I detest had cut it off,

I'd throw this lock away, but if it’s his,

my brothers, it could share my sorrow,

k4 A ’ AB \ \ ’ . .

dyaipa TUuBov Tobde Kal TyuNY TATPOS. 200 adorn this tomb, a tribute to my father. [200]

I call upon the gods who understand

elmep v am éxOpob kpaTos Ny TeTuNuUéVos,

7 Evyyers dv elxe ovumevletv epol

3 3 3 7 \ \ \ ’
AN elddTas pev Tovs feovs kalovpela, how storms whirl us off course, like sailors.

o , - , ,
olowow év xeydot vavTidawv dlknv But if we're fated to come safely home,
oTpoBovuel- el d¢ xpn Tvxelv owTnplas, then mighty trees can spring from tiny seeds.

~ 7 3 N 7 ’ ’
OpKkpod yévolr' dv omépuatos peyas mubujy. [Electra notices footprints in the dirt around the tomb]
K(li ‘U,’))]V O‘TL’/BOL YE, 851)’7’5#)01} T€K‘U,T}'OLOV, 205§ Here are some fOOtpl‘iﬂtS—l’nOl‘C evidence—

T0d@w Buowow Tois T euoiow ubepeis— tracks of feet, just like my own—in pairs—

L ST Cor ‘S b oSt two sets of footprints, his own and others,

Kal yap OU €GTOV TWOE TEPLYPAPDa TOOOLY .
vap pap ’ some companion’s. The heels, the arches—

3 ~ > > /4 AY /7 ’
aUTOU T €KELVOU KAl OUVEUTTOPOV TLVOS. these prints are shaped just like my own . . . [210]

/’ ’ > € AY ’
wrépval TevdvTwy 8 Dmoypadal uerpoiuevar e
. P . , ’}ip q't) . K {) ® [Electra traces the tracks from the tomb towards Orestes’ hiding place. Orestes
els TavTo ovuBaivovor Tols euols oTiBos. 210 emerges to meet her as she follows the footprints]

mapeoTt & wils kal dpevav kaTadbopd.
P P $lop The pain of this . . . my mind grows dizzy . . .

"OPEXTHE ORESTES
eUyov Ta Aourra, Tots eols Teheoddpous Pray for what must still be done. Thank the gods
€vxas emayyéN\ovoa, Tuyxdvew KAADS. for answering your prayers. Pray to them
that all will work out well.
"HAEKTPA
. ELECTRA
€mel TL VOV €kaTt dayuovmy Kup; What? The gods?
, What have they given me?
OPEZTHZ e
€ls ofsw Tkels dvmep eénuyov mdAa. 215 Orestes
You've come to see
"HAEKTPA the person you've been praying for all this time.
kal Tiva ovvowsld pot kalovuévy BpoTav; FLECTRA
, Then you know the man I was calling for?
OPEXTHE

ORESTES

ovvod’ ‘Opéomny moAAd o éxmraylovuevnu. ) ,
I know your sympathies are with Orestes.

"HarkTPA FLECTRA

\ \ 7 QA ’ ’ .
Kal TPos T( STa TUYXAVW KATEVYUATWY, Yes, but how have my prayers been answered now?
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Libation Bearers

ORESTES
I’'m here. You need look no more for friends.
I’'m the dearest one you have.

ELECTRA
No, stranger.
You're weaving a net, a trick to trap me.

ORESTES
If so, I plot against myself as well.

ELECTRA
You just want to laugh at my distress.

ORESTES
If I laugh at you, I'm laughing at myself.

ELECTRA
Orestes . . . is it truly you? Can I
call you Orestes?

ORESTES
Yes, you can.

You're looking at Orestes in the flesh.
Why take so long to recognize the truth?
When you saw the lock of hair, that token
of my grief, and traced my footprints in the dust,
your imagination flew—ryou thought
you saw me. Look. Put this hair in place.
It’s your brother’s. And it matches yours.
See this weaving here—that’s your handiwork.
You worked the loom. Look at this design,
these animals . . .

[Electra is finally convinced. She almost breaks down with joy]

Control yourself. Calm down.
Don’t get too overjoyed. Remember this—
our closest family is our enemy.

ELECTRA
You dearest member of your father’s house.
the seed of hope through all our weeping—
trust to your own strength and win back again
your father’s home. How my eyes rejoice!
To me you are four different loves—fate
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Libation Bearers

declares that I must call you father,

and on you falls the love I ought to feel
towards my mother, who’s earned my hate.
Then there’s the love I bore my sister,
Iphigeneia, that cruel sacrifice—

and youre my faithful brother. You alone
sustained my sense of honour. May Power
and Justice stand with us now, our allies—
and may almighty Zeus make up the third.

ORESTES
O Zeus, Zeus, look down on what we do!
See the abandoned fledglings of the eagle,
whose father perished in the viper’s coils,
that deadly net. Orphans now, we bear
the pangs of hunger, not yet mature enough
to bring our father’s quarry to the nest.
See us like this—I mean me and Electra—
children without a father, both outcasts,
banished from our home. If you wipe out
these fledglings, what respect will you receive
at feasts from hands like his, their father’s,
who offered you such wealthy sacrifice?
Kill off the eagle’s brood, then who will trust
the signs you send? If this royal stock decays,
it cannot consecrate your altars
with sacrificial oxen in the morning.
Stand by us. You can elevate our house
from its debased condition, make it great,
though now it seems completely ruined.

CHORUS LEADER
Children, saviours of your father’s home,
don’t speak too loud. Someone may hear you,
my children, and to hear his tongue run on
report to those in charge. O how I wish
I see them dead one day, roasting in flames,
sizzling like pitch.

ORESTES
Apollo’s great oracle
surely will defend me. Its orders were

that I should undertake this danger.
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Libation Bearers

It cried out in prophecy, foretelling

many winters of calamity would chill

my hot heart, if I did not take revenge

on those who killed my father. It ordered me
to murder them the way they murdered him,
insisting they could not pay the penalty

with their possessions. The oracle declared,

“If not, you'll pay the debt with your own life,
a life of troubles.” It spoke a revelation,
making known to men the wrath of blood guilt—
from underneath the earth, infectious plagues,
leprous sores which gnaw the flesh, fangs chewing
living tissue, festering white rot in the sores.

It mentioned other miseries as well—

attacks by vengeful Furies, stemming

from a slaughtered father’s blood, dark bolts
from gods below, aroused by murdered kinsmen
calling for revenge, frenzied night fits.?

Such terrors plague the man—he sees them all
so clearly, eyeballs rolling in the dark.

Then he’s chased in exile from the city,

his body scourged by bronze-tipped whips.

A man like this can never share the wine bowl,
no libations mixed with love. We don’t see

his father’s anger, but it casts him out—

no access to an altar. There’s no relief,

and no one takes him in, until at last,
universally despised, without a friend,

he wastes in all-consuming pain and dies.

Am I not right to trust such oracles?

Even if I don’t, the work must still be done.
Many feelings lead to one conclusion—

the gods’ decree, my keen paternal grief,

the weight of poverty I bear. Besides,

my countrymen, most glorious of men,

whose courageous spirit brought down Troy,
should not be subject to a pair of women.

For Aegisthus is at heart a woman—

if not, we'll learn about it soon enough.
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Libation Bearers

CHORUS

Oh mighty Fates, bring all this to pass.

Through Zeus’ power, make all things right.

For Justice, as she turns the scales

exacting retribution, cries aloud,

“Hostile words for hostile words— [310]
let it be done. One murderous stroke

is paid off by another lethal blow.

"The one who acts must suffer.”

So runs the ancient saying,

now three generations old.

ORESTES

O my unhappy father,

what can I say for you or do,

to send you, where you rest

so far away, some light

to drive away your darkness?

But nonetheless some joy [320]
comes from a funeral lament

for glorious sons of Atreus,

who once possessed the house.4

CHORUS

My child, among the dead

the savage jaws of fire

cannot destroy the spirit.

He'll show his rage in time.

Dead men receive their dirge—

the guilty stand revealed.

A father’s funeral lament,

strong and clear and just,

searches far and wide, [330]
confounding those who killed.

ELECTRA

Hear us now, my father,

as, in turn, we mourn and weep.
Your two children at your tomb
now sing your death song.

Your tomb has welcomed us,
two suppliants and outcasts.
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Libation Bearers

What in this is good?
What free from trouble?
Who wrestles death and wins?

CHORUS

But if god wills it, he can turn
our dirges into joyful songs—
instead of funeral laments
around this monument
chants of triumph ringing out
throughout the palace halls,

a welcome celebration

for reunion with a friend.

ORESTES

My father, if only you had died

hit by some Lycian spear at Troy!
Youd have left your glory

with your children in their home.
In their dealings with the world
men would now honour them.
Youd have won a tomb raised high
in lands across the seas, a death
your home could bear with ease.

CHORUS

Dear to the men you loved,
the ones who died so bravely,
youd stand out under earth,
as a majestic lord, minister
of the mightiest gods below,
who rule the dead. In life,
you were a king of men—
the ones who hold the staff
that every man obeys,

those with authority

to sentence men to die.

ELECTRA

I don’t want you dead, my father,
not even under Trojan walls,
with all those other men

who perished by the spear,
where the Scamander flows.5
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Libation Bearers

No. I'd much prefer

your killers had been killed

by their own families,

just as they murdered you.

People then in far-off lands

would hear about their deaths [370]
and not our present trouble.

CHORUS

Children, these things you say
are merely your desires,

finer than gold, greater still
than the great happiness

of those who live in bliss
beyond the northern wind.
But wishing is an easy thing.
Still, now it’s striking home,
that double whip—for now
protectors underneath the earth
are helping us. Our masters
are unholy creatures

with polluted hands.

The children win the day!

ORESTES

Our words, like arrows, [380]
pierce down into the earth

straight to my father’s ear.

O Zeus, Zeus, send us

from the world below

your long-delayed revenge,

pay back the wickedness

brought on by human hands.

O let that come to pass—

and thus avenge all fathers.

CHORUS

Let my heart cry out in triumph

when that man is stabbed,

when that woman dies.

Why should my spirit hide

what hovers here before me,

when driving hatred, like a storm, [390]
a biting headwind,

breaks across my heart?

157



Aeschylus

"HAEKTPA

kal o1 av audllalns
Zevs eml xetpa PBdlot,

ped Pped, kdpava daitas;
TOTA YEVOLTO XWPQ.

dikav & €€ adikwv amaird.

kA\DTe O¢ I'a xfoviwv Te Typal.

Xoroz

5> \ 7’ \ ’ 7

alAa vopos pev govias oTayovas
T -

Xvuévas €s médov dANo mpooalTely

alpa. Bod yap Aovyos Epwiv

mapa TV TpoTepor pOwévar dry

€Tépav émayovoav €m dTy).

’OPESTHE

oo 1) vepTépwr Tupavvides,
dete moAvkpaTels Apatl plwouévwr,
deoll Atpedav Ta Noimr aunyavws
éxovta kal dwudTwy

dTwa. @ TIS TPATOUT AV, & Le€D;

Xorox

mémalTal daldTe pot pilov kéap
TOVde kKA\Vovoay olKTOV

\ /7 \ 7
KOl TOT€E eV OUOEATLS,
omA\ayxva O€ pot Keawob-
TaL TPos €mos kKAvovoq.
oTav & a7 €m alkijs émapy <y
3 \ > ’ K
EATTLS D>, ATTEOTAOEY A YOS
TPOoPavelod (Lot KAADS.

"HAEKTPA

14 > N ’ 4 N /7
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Libation Bearers

ELECTRA
Oh, when will mighty Zeus
strike them with his fist—
split their skulls apart!
Alas, alas! Give our land
some sign—confirm our faith.
From these crimes I seek
the rights of justice.
O Earth, hear me, and you,
blessed gods in earth below.

CHORUS
I¢’s the law—once drops of blood
are shed upon the ground
they cry out for still more blood.
Slaughter calls upon the Furies
of those who have been killed.
Thus, hard on murder’s heels
destruction comes again.

ORESTES
Lords of the world below, alas,
see the mighty curses of the dead.
See survivors of the line of Atreus,
here in our helplessness,
cast out from home, dishonoured.
O Zeus, where can we turn?

CHORUS
My fond heart races once again
to hear your pitiful lament.
Buct as [ listen to your words
I lose my hope. My heart
grows dark. But then again
hope comes to make me strong—
all my unhappiness is gone.
I see a bright new dawn.

ELECcTRA
To what can we appeal? What else
but to the agonies we suffer,
anguish from the one who bore us,
our mother. So let her grovel.
She'll not appease our pain.
We’re bred from her, like wolves,
whose savage hearts do not relent.
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Xoprox CHORUS
Zropa oppdv Apiov & Te Kiootas Like some Asian wailing woman,
I beat out my lament, my fists

vopows iAepuoTpias, keep pounding out the blows

1 ST AvTTAd & T et in qui -
ATPLYOOTANKTA TTOAVTIAAYTTA O MV LOEW 425 in quick succession. You see

> ~ \ \ >

€macovTepoTpLB) TA XEPOS OpéyuaTa my hands—I stretch them out,
dvwlev avéxalev, kTimw & émeppdle then strike down from above.

N \ 0 , My torment beats upon my head
KpoTNTOV dpov kai mavabAiov kdpa. it breaks £
until it breaks for sorrow.

"HAEKTPA FLECTRA
o [iw] data Oh cruel and reckless mother, [430]
TAVTONUE LaTep, dalals €v expopals 430 that savage burial, our king,

,, ~ > no fellow citizens around,
dvev TONTAY AVOKT , . .
no suffering procession—

you dared place him in the tomb

érA\as avoiuwkTov dvdpa Odifad. without the rites of mourning.

k4 \ 4
dvev 8¢ mevinudTwy

ORESTES
Alas. As you say, totally disgraced.
Buct shell pay for his dishonour,

’OPEXTHE

\ ~ > 14 b4 4
TO Tav atipws éXefas, oluoL.

maTpos O dripwow dpa Teloel 435 by the gods, by my own hands.
€kati pev dawudvawv, Let me kill her. Then let me die.
€xatt & audav xepwv; CHORUS
émeut €yw voogioas ololuav. And let me tell you this—
she first hacked off his limbs, [440]
Xorox then hung them round his neck.
éuaoyaliotn 8¢ v, s 138 eldjjs- That’s how she buried him,

to make that slaughter

émpaocoe &, mép vv 0de OamTe, 440 .
a burden on your life—

’ ’ V4
LOPOV KTLOAL [LIUEVQ a thing you couldn’t bear.

dpepTov aldvt 0. You hear me? Your father’s death—
Kk\Uets TaTpgiovs dvas aTipovs. she made it an abomination.
"HAEKTPA Erecrra

. You describe my father’s death,
Aéyes TaTp@ov uopov- €y & dmeoTdTOVY 445 but I too was utterly disgraced,
dryuos, ovdev afia- worth nothing, set apart,
pux® & dpepkTos moAvawols Kuvos dikav inside a cell, as if I were
. . \ e B some rabid dog. I wept.
ETOYLOTEPT YEAWTOS avépepov AL

, porep ),/ . P 77,’ What had I to laugh about,

X€éovoa moAUdakpuy ydov Kekpupuéva. as I shed all those tears in hiding?
TOWUT akovwv €v ppecly ypdpov ¥ =>. 450 Hear that. Carve that on your heart. [450]
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Xorox
O drwv d¢ ovv-
’ ~ e ’ ~ ’
TéTpawe pvlov Nodyw ppevav Bdoet.
Ta eV yap olTws ExeL,
Ta & avTos dpya pabeiv.

, . , ’
mpémer & akauTTe péver kabhkew. 455

’OPESTHE

o€ ToL Néyw, Evyyevol, mdTep, pilos.

"HAEKTPA
eyw & émpOéyyouar kekAavuéva.

Xorox
oTdous O¢ mdykowos dd emppolet-
dkovoov €s ¢pdos poAdv,

& B¢ yevod mpos exlpous. 460

"OPEZTHE
"Apms "Aper EvuBalet, Alkg Aika.

"HAEKTPA

o Oeol, kpaiver' évdikms <dikas.>

Xopox
TPOpos W VpépmeL KAVovoaV e0yudTwY.
TO UOpoYLOV UéveL TTAAaL,
evyouévois & av éfoc. 465

& TOVOS €yyerns

kal mapduovoos "Aras
atpaToecoa mAayd.

o dvoTov ddepTa k1dn-

>\ ’ k4
(o dvokaTdmavoTor dAyos. 470

dduaow Euuotov

TOVd dkos, o0d am dAA\wY

éktobev, aA\XN’ am avTav,

O wpav épw atpatnpdy.

Oecov <T@wv> kata yas 68 Tuvos. 475
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CHoRus
Let your ears pick up her story,
but keep your spirit firm.
Things now stand as they stand.
You're keen to know what’s next,
but you must wait, prepared
to fight on with no turning back.

ORESTES

Father, I call on you. Stand by your children.

ELECTRA
Through these tears I join his call.

CHORUS
In unison, our voices blend as one—
hear us. Return into the light.
Join us against our enemies.

ORESTES
Now war god Ares goes to meet
the war god Ares. Right fights with right.

ELECTRA
Dear gods, let justice choose what’s right.

CHORuUS
I hear these prayers and shudder.
This doom’s been long delayed,
but it does come for those who pray.

Oh, family bred for torments,
for the bloody strokes

of harsh discordant ruin,

for pains beyond enduring,
grief that can’t be staunched.

For all this evil there’s a remedy,
not from some stranger,
someone outside the house,

but from within, the cure

that blood strife brings,

their savage bloody fight.

To gods beneath the ground
we sing this hymn.

[460]
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’ \ ~ 7 4 ’
TAVTWY O¢ TPWTOV TOVdE TpPecPevow Tadov.

’OPESTHE

o T'at’, dves pow matép’ émomreboar pdymv.

"HAEKTPA

o llepoépaooa, dos & €7 elpnopdov kpaTos.

’OPEXTHE

wepuvnoo NovTpav ois évoopiolns, watep.

"HAEKTPA
wéprnoo & aupiAnoTpor ws éxaivioar.

164

Libation Bearers

Hear us, you blessed gods of earth,
hear this supplication, and assist
with your good will these children.
Give them the victory!

ORESTES
Father, you may not have perished like a king,
but, in answer to my prayer, make me [480]
480 the master of your house.

ELECTRA
I, too, father,
have a request of you—Iet me escape,
once I've accomplished this enormous task,
once Aegisthus is destroyed.

ORESTES
Yes.
Then men would set up on your behalf
those feasts of honour our laws demand.
485 But otherwise, when people sacrifice
burnt offering to Earth at solemn banquets
they will not honour you.

ELECTRA
And I, too,
at my marriage feast, from the full store
of what I inherit in my father’s house,
will pour libations to you. And your tomb
I'll honour above all other shrines.

ORESTES
O Earth, send my father up to see our fight.

490 ELECTRA
6

O Persephone, grant us glorious power. [490]

ORESTES
My father, remember that bath
where you were slaughtered.

ELECTRA
Remember the net in which they killed you.
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"OPEZTHE
médais & ayalkevTows €dnpedlns, waTep.

"HAEKTPA
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’OPESTHE

ap’ ekeyelpy Toiod oveldeow, mdATEP; 495

"HAEKTPA
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"HAEKTPA
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OavdvTi: peAdol & s dyovor dikTvov,

Tov €k Bubot kKh\woTijpa owlovtes Avou.

"OPEXTHE
dkov’, vmep ool Towdd ot odupuara.
> \ \ 7’ 7 ’ 7’
avTos O¢ oy Tovde Tyjoas Adyov.
Xorox
\ \ kd ~ 7 > 4 ’
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ORESTES
My father, you were trapped in fetters,
but they weren't forged in bronze.

ELECTRA
They covered you
with their deceit and shame.

ORESTES
Father, these taunts—
do they not stir your spirit?

ELECTRA
Will you raise
that beloved head of yours upright?

ORESTES
Either send Justice here to stand with us,
the ones you love, or let us, in our turn,
catch them in our grip, as they caught you—
that is, if you want to beat them down,
after the way they overpowered you.

ELECTRA
Father, listen to my last appeal—
see your children huddled at your tomb.
Take pity on them, your son and daughter.

ORESTES
Don’t let the seed of Pelops disappear.
With us alive, in death you cannot die.”

ELECTRA
For to a man that’s dead his children
are saving testament—Ilike corks,
they hold up the net and keep the mesh

from sinking deep into the sea.

ORESTES
Hear us!
We’re making our lament on your behalf.
Honour our request and save yourself.

CHORUS LEADER

There’s nothing wrong expanding your lament.

For that will honour this neglected tomb.
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"OPEZTHE
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Xorox

Texely dparovt Edofev, ws alTy) Aéyel.

’OPESTHE

Kal ol TENEVTA Kal KapavodTal Adyos;

Xorox

> , N, ,
€v omapyavolol Tados opuLoal Siknu.

"OPEXTHE
Twos PBopas xpnlovra, veoyeves daxos;

Xorox

avT) mpooéoxe palov €v Twvelpartt.
"OPEXTHE

kal T@s dTpwTov ovlap Hv Vo aTVYOUS;

168

SIS

520

525

530

Libation Bearers

But since your heart is rightly set to act,
it’s time to test your fortune, time to start.

ORESTES
You're right. But first we might ask this question:
Why did that woman send out these libations?
What did she have in mind, trying so late
to heal a crime which cannot be forgiven?
What she sent here was paltry tribute
to the unforgiving dead. I don’t see
what she intends. The gift’s too trivial
for her offence. As the old saying runs,
“Pour out all you've got to make amends [520]
for bloodshed, your work is all in vain.”
If you know her reason, tell me now.

I'd like to hear.

CHORUS LEADER
My child, I know—I was there.
She had bad dreams. Vague terrors in the night
upset her. So that godless woman sent these gifts.

ORESTES
Do you know the nature of her dreams?
Can you give me details?

CHoRrus LEADER
She'd given birth,
but to a snake. That’s what she told me.

ORESTES
How did the dream end up? What happened?

CHoRuUs LEADER
She set it in bed wrapped in swaddling clothes,

just like a child.
ORESTES
And that newborn snake,
what did it want for nourishment? [s30]

CHoORUS LEADER
She dreamt she offered it her breasts.

ORESTES
Didn’t the monster bite her nipple?
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Xoprox CHORUS LEADER
WoT év yahaxtt OpduBov alpatos omdoat. No. But with her milk it sucked out clots of blood.
’OPEZTHE ORESTES

” p > N , It’s an omen. Her vision means a man.
ovUToL paTatovs avdpos ofiavov meENeL.

CHORUS LEADER
Xoroxz

¢ oo s o , ) , She woke up with a scream, quite terrified.
7 & €€ Tmvov kéxayyev emTonuérn. 535

Many torches which stay unlit at night

oMot & avijfov, ékTuvpAwbévTes ordTW
! ) o> were set ablaze throughout the house

-~ > ’ 4 ’
AaumrTijpes €v dopoiat deomoivns xdpw:- to calm our mistress. Then she sent out
méuTeL T €meLTa TAGOE KNOElOVS X0dS, libations for the dead—in the hope
dkos Topalov EATTOaca TYUATWY. they'd work like medicine for her distress.
"OPEZTHE ORestes
AN edyouar yi T7de kal maTpds Tddw 540 I pray to Earth and to my father’s tomb [540]

Totvelpov evar TodT éuol TeNespdpov. that this dream will fulfill itself in me.
s SE Tol " / y I think it matches me in every point.
Kplww O€ TOL VIV WOTE OUYKOAAWS EXEL.
s v 5 o - ) N If that snake came from the same womb as me,
€L yap TOV aUTOV XDPOV EKALTTWV €UOL o i )
vy s , N if it was wrapped up in my swaddling clothes
oUdrs €uotot omapydrows wmAileTo, L ’
! < . S by 6 i and opened up its jaws to suck the milk
Kal naoTov audeyack euov Opemrrmnoiov . .. . .
Y K 52 ppex . K ,)[\) 77//;\ K 545 that nourished me, mixing sweet milk with blood,
0 euetéer aluato ov yd\a . . .
pouBe . preu tpaTos Y ’ so she cried out in terror at the sight,
3 3 3 4 ~ 3 3 ’ /7
19 dudl TdpBe T emgipwler mdlet, then that must mean she’ll die by violence,

d€t Tol v, ws Epeev Exmaylov Tépas, from nursing such a violent beast.
-~ 14 3 \ > > \
Oavetv Buaiws- exkdparovtwlels & €ym I am that snake. And I will kill her. [550]
KTEVw v, ws ToUVeLpoV eVVETeL TOOE. 550 That’s the meaning of this dream.
XoPox CHoRus LEADER

Tepackdmov &) Towdé o aipoduar mépt. Your reading of her dream seems right to me.

yévouro 8 otirws. TdAAa & éfnyod dilos So let it come. Tell your friends the rest—

N , - Y 8 uh Tt Sody A what they must do or take care not to do.
TOUS UEV TL TTOLELY, TOUS O€ (1] Tt Opav Aéyw.

, ORESTES
OPEETHZ

My plan is simple. First, Electra here
e ~ e ~ ’ \ /7 b4
amots o pdfos: Tvde pev oTelyew éow,

must go inside. ’'m instructing her

aive O kpvmTew Tdode ouvdiikas éuds, 555 to keep this bond with me a secret.

s dv 36Aw KTelvavTes dvdpa Tipov The two in there deceived a noble man,
doNowot kat AMpldow év TaiTed Bpoxw then killed him. So we’ll use deceit on them.
Oavdvres, kat Aoélas épruioer, They’ll die in the same net. Lord Apollo,
dvaé AméA\\wv, pdvtis afevdns 7o Tpiv. who’s never wrong in what he prophesies,
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Libation Bearers

has ordered this. I'll approach the outer gates,
pretending I'm a stranger, prepared

for anything. Pylades goes with me,

as guest and ally of the house. We two

will speak Parnassian dialect of Phocis.

If no one at the gate is in the mood

to let us in, alleging that the house

is haunted by some evil demon,

we'll wait there so any passer-by

will be intrigued and say, “What's going on?
Why does Aegisthus shut his doors like this
against a suppliant? Is he at home?

Is he aware of this?” If T get past the gate,
across the outer threshold, then find that man
seated on my father’s throne or meet him
face to face, his eyes will shift and fall,

I promise you. Before he’s had time to ask,
“Stranger, what country are you from?”

Il kill him quickly with my sword.

Our Fury never lacked for blood—

for her third draught she’ll drink his pure.
Now, Electra, keep a close watch in there,
check what’s going on inside the house.
We'll need to work on this together.

You women, be careful what you say—
keep quiet—speak only when you have to.
As for the rest, I invoke Apollo

to cast his eyes down here and be my guide

when the time comes to fight it out with swords.
[Orestes, Pylades, and Electra leave together]

CHORuUS

Earth brings forth many horrors—
terrors and agonies—the sea’s arms
hold monsters, savage beasts.
Between the earth and heaven
hang fiery lights, suspended high.
Winged birds and beasts

that walk along the ground

can also speak of storms,

the whirlwind’s power.
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Libation Bearers

But who of us can speak
about the arrogance of men
or women’s reckless passion
beyond all self-control,

so they become conspirators
in all our lethal woes?
Passionate desire wins out—
it gains a fatal victory

in every woman.

It ends all married love [600]
in men and beasts.

A man with any sense

should recognize these things,
once he recalls Althaea,

ruthless child of Thestius,

who planned her own son’s ruin.
She burned the fatal torch,
knowing that Meleager’s life,
from the time he first appeared
howling from his mother’s womb,
depended on that wood.

And so it was—he stayed alive [610]
until her fire doomed him.$

Another story of a hateful girl

tells of that murderous Scylla,

who killed her father,

brought to it by his enemies.
Tempted by a gift from Minos,

a golden necklace made in Crete,

she plucked out her father’s hair,

the one which made Nisus immortal.
As he lay peacefully asleep, [620]
then died, murdered by that bitch,
and Hermes led him off.?

As I recall these stories

of savagery without remorse,

it’s time to speak of marriages

in which there was no love,

which laid a curse upon the house,
schemes devised by woman’s cunning
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against her warrior lord, a man

his enemies have cause to honour.

I value hearth and home

where passions do not rule,

where women’s spirits

rein in their waywardness. [630]

Of all such tales of crime, the worst
concerns the isle of Lemnos,

where all the women killed their men.
At that story people moan—

they weep for that abomination.
When some new troubles come

men measure them by Lemnos.
Horror at that deed brought on

the hatred of the gods, and thus,

cast out by humankind and in disgrace,
that women’s race dies out.™®

No man can hold in reverence

what gods abhor. So of these tales
which one can I not justly cite?

Justice wields her sword.

She thrusts it home—

hungry and sharp, [640]
it slices deep,

right by the lungs—

and so the lawlessness

of those who flout what’s right,

who violate the majesty of Zeus,

lies trampled underfoot.

The anvil of Justice now holds firm.

Fate hammers out her sword—

she forges it in time.

At last the brooding Fury comes,

famous spirit of revenge—

leading a child inside the house,

to cleanse the stain of blood, [650]
the family curse from long ago.

[Enter Orestes and Pylades, with a couple of attendants. They move up to the
front doors of the royal palace. Orestes knocks loudly on the door]
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ORESTES
Hey, in there! You hear this knocking on the door?
I'll try again. Anyone in there?
All right, a third attempt. 'm knocking here—
are you coming out? Anyone in there?
Hello! Does Aegisthus welcome strangers?

SERVANT [from within]
All right. All right. I hear you. Stranger,

what country are you from? Who are you?

ORESTES
Announce me to the masters of the house.
I've come to bring them news. And hurry!
Night’s black chariot is speeding overhead.
It’s time for people on the road to rest—
drop anchor where all strangers feel at home.
Tell someone to come out who's in control—
the mistress would be fine, the master
even better. We could speak our minds.
After all, politeness can obscure the sense.
When we talk man to man, we get the point—
we say just what we mean without reserve.

[Clytaemnestra and Electra enter through the palace doors]

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Stranger, welcome. Just ask for what you need.
Inside we have all luxuries of home—
warm baths and beds to charm away your pains.
We live under the eyes of Justice here.
But if your business is more serious,
men’s work, then we'll send for Aegisthus.

ORESTES
I'm a stranger—a Daulian from Phocis—
coming to Argos on private business,
carrying this pack. I need to pause and rest.
On my way here I ran into a man—
wed never met before. He told me
where he was going and asked my route.
As we talked, I learned his name—Strophius.
He came from Phocis, too. And he said this,
“Well, friend, since you're heading off to Argos,
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here’s a message for Orestes’ parents,
something they’ve a right to know, so please
remember it: Orestes is dead. Don’t forget.
Then, when you return, you can tell me
whether his family wants to bring him back
or have him buried here in Phocis,

where he’s a stranger, forever outcast.

Right now his ashes sit in a bronze urn.

The man was truly mourned.” That’s my message.

That’s what I heard. At this point 'm not sure
whether I'm telling this to anyone who cares,
but Orestes” parent ought to be informed.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
I... thisnews. .. whatyou justsaid . ..
it’s shattering . . . that curse we can’t repress.
It haunts the house, ranges everywhere . . .
Someone kept safe and far away from here
the curse seeks out. Its arrow strikes and kills.
It takes those I love, drives me to desperation.
And now Orestes. He was well prepared.
He kept his feet well clear of muddy ground
where hidden danger lurks. He offered hope
the Furies’ striking revels in this house
might find a cure. Now, from what you say,
we've lost that hope.

ORESTES
As far as ’'m concerned,

with hosts as prosperous as you, I wish
youd seen me as the bearer of good news
and welcomed me for that. What's kinder
than the link between a stranger and his host?
But to my mind, it would have been profane
if I'd not told his loved ones, as I promised,
as hospitality demands.

CLYTAEMNESTRA

Don’t worry.

You'll receive what you deserve. In this house
you're no less welcome for your news,
which, in any case, someone else would bring.
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But now’s the time when strangers on the road [710]
get entertained once their long journey’s done.

[Clytaemnestra turns to Electra, ordering her as if she were a servant]

You there—take this traveller to the rooms
we use to entertain our guests—and with him
these fellow travellers, his attendants.

Look after them the way this house requires.
Those are my orders. See you follow them.
I'm holding you responsible. Meanwhile,

I'll go find the master of the house,

tell him the news. We don’t lack friends—
from them we'll seek advice about this death.

[Electra escorts Orestes, Pylades, and their attendants into the palace.
Clytaemnestra enters the palace. The Chorus is left alone on stage]

CHORUS LEADER
Dear fellow slaves who serve this house,
how long before our words can demonstrate
just how strongly we support Orestes? [720]

CHORUS
O sacred Earth,
heaped-up burial mound,
lying above that noble corpse,
commander of the ships,
hear me now,
help me now.
Now’s the moment
for Persuasion to come in
with her deceit,
for that stealthy god,
Hermes of the lower world,
to guide the fight,
the fatal clash of swords.

[Enter Orestes’ Nurse, Cilissa, in tears]

CHORUS LEADER
It seems the stranger’s mischief is at work. [730]
Here comes Orestes’ nurse. I see she’s crying.
Cilissa, why are you walking by the gates,
with your unpaid companion Sorrow?
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NURSE
My mistress ordered me to fetch Aegisthus
to meet the strangers—and to hurry up—
so he can find out clearly, man to man,
the news that’s just arrived. With servants
she puts on her gloomy face, but deep down
her eyes are laughing at how well all this
has ended up for her. But for this house
the stranger’s news is simply a disaster.
Once Aegisthus hears, gets the full report,
he'll jump for joy. How miserable I feel!
The old troubles of the house of Atreus,
so hard to bear, how they’ve hurt my heart.
I get these chest pains. But a blow like this—
I've never had to bear such sorrow.
Other troubles I've endured with patience,
but dear Orestes, how it breaks my heart!
When he was born, I got him from his mother.
I nursed him. I spent all night on my feet,
answering his cries. So much tiring work—
all for nothing. A helpless child like that
one has to nurse as if he were a beast.
Howd I do that? By following his moods.
A child in swaddling clothes can’t speak at all.
So if he needed something to eat or drink,
or had just wet himself; his one response
came from his instincts. So I had to use
a prophet’s skill. But often I was wrong.
I had to launder linen. Yes, I was
wet nurse and washerwoman, all in one,
two special skills. I received Orestes
from his own father’s hands. Now he’s dead.
That’s what I've been told. It makes me cry.
Well, I must go. I have to fetch Aegisthus,
the man who brought this house to ruin.
He'll be glad enough to hear my words.

CnoRus LEADER
Did she tell him how to come and what to bring?
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NURSE
How’s that? Say it again. I need a clearer sense
of what you're asking.

CHORUS LEADER
Did she tell him

to come with guards or unattended?

NURSE
She said he should bring his spearmen with him.

CHORUS LEADER
Don’t give that message to Aegisthus, [770]
that hateful tyrant. Tell him to come alone,
with a joyous heart, as quickly as he can.
He won't suspect a thing. The messenger
can straighten out a crooked message.

NURSE
What? Does your heart feel good about this news?

CHORUS LEADER
Why not, if Zeus turns evil into good?

NURSE
How’s that to happen? Orestes,
the house’s hope, is gone.

CHORUS LEADER
Not so fast.
A prophet who claimed that would be a bad one.

NURSE
What are you saying? Do you know something
more than what I've heard?

CHoRUS LEADER
Go on then.
Relay your message. Do what you've been told.
Let the gods care about what most concerns them. [780]

NURSE
All right, T'll go and do what you suggest.
With blessings from the gods, I pray all this
will work out for the best.

[Exit Nurse, off in search of Aegisthus, who is not in the palace]
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CHORUS

Now, in answer to my prayers,
I implore you, Zeus,

father of Olympian gods,
restore this house,

give it good fortune, so those
who rightly love due order
may witness it right here.

In every word we cry,

we plead for justice.

O Zeus, protect what’s right.

Zeus, Zeus,

inside that palace

place him face to face
before his enemies.

If you exalt him

he'll willingly repay you,
three or four times over.

You know that orphan colt,
child of a man you cherish,
stands now in harness,
yoked to a chariot of pain.
Control the way he runs,
preserve his pace,

so he will last the course,
and we may see him surge,
as he races to his goal.

You gods inside the house,

in those inner chambers,
where you celebrate its wealth,
hear me, you gods

who sympathize with us.
Cleanse that ancient blood

of crimes committed long ago.
Let old murder cease to breed.

And Apollo, you who dwell

in that massive well-built cavern,
grant that this man’s house

may raise its head once more,

so with loving eyes we see

the veil of darkness yield

to freedom’s light.

[790]

[800]

[810]



Aeschylus
EANdBou & évdikws
mats 0 Malas, émel popwrTaTos

mpalw ovplav Oérwv-

Libation Bearers

May Hermes, Maia’s son,
support him in what’s right.
He sends the finest winds

to hold an enterprise on course,
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e 3 \ > ~ 4 ’ ’
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AITIZ00% AEGISTHUS

s a oy s s s, I want to see this messenger and check
detv eéylaw " ad ére Tov dyyerov, if he was present at Orestes’ death,

€T’ avros Ay GvyokovTos éyyvbev mapawv, or if he’s just repeating what he heard

€T €€ duavpds kA\nddvos Aéyer pabdv. from some vague rumours. I'll see through him.

. , .
otiTou bpdv’ v ~NEbeter BppaTapdiny, These keen eyes of mine won’t be deceived.

[Exit Aegisthus into the palace]

Xorox c
N o HORUS
Zeb Zev, T( Néyw, mdbev dpémpal 855 Zeus, O Zeus,
Tdd" emevyopérn kdmbedlova’, what do I say? How do I start
vTo & evvolas appealing to the gods in prayer?

How from a loyal heart
can | find what to say,
matching words with deeds?

TTAS ooV €Ol AVUoWUaL;

viv yap peA\ovor utavlletoat

TEwal KOTAvwy avdpodatkTwy 860 Now blood-stained blades
) mavv Ooew Ayoueuvoviwy are slicing men to death [860]

" v . , and totally destroy forever
otkwv oAelpov dua TavTds, )
Agamemnon’s house, or else
with freedom’s blazing light
dalwv apxas Te TOAGOOVOLOUS Orestes wins the throne,
marépwv <O> Eev uéyav S\Bov. 865 and all his father’s riches.
The ambush now is set—

noble Orestes by himself

7) 70p Kkal pds ém éNevlepla

TOLdVOE TAAYY Uovos wv Epedpos
~ ’ ~ 3 ’

dwoools peAAew Oetos "Opéotns must face two enemies.

difsew. € & €ml viky. Let him emerge the victor!
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Libation Bearers
[Aegisthus screams in pain from inside the palace]

CHORUS MEMBERS [speaking separately]
Listen! [870]
What was that?
What's going on,
in there, inside the palace?

[Some members of the chorus start to move towards the palace doors]

CHoRuUs LEADER
Stay back. Until this work is finished,
we won't get involved in all the bloodshed.
That way no one can blame us.

[A servant emerges through the palace doors]

It’s over.
Whatever the result, the fighting’s over.

SERVANT
Oh, it’s horrible—my master’s killed!
He’s dead. Alas. I'll cry it out again,
a third time, Aegisthus is no more!

[The servant moves to a side door and tries desperately to pull it open]

Come on! Come on! Open this door! Hurry!

Unbolt the women’s doors! A strong right arm

is all it takes! Not to help Aegisthus—

he’s already dead. No point in trying. [880]
Come on! Am I shouting to the deaf,

or are you all asleep?

[The servant gives up pounding on the side door]

A waste of time.
Where’s Clytaemnestra gone? What's she doing?
Her own necK’s resting on the razor’s edge—
this justice could strike her down as well.

[Enter Clytaemnestra through the main palace doors]

CLYTAEMNESTRA
What'’s happening? Why are you shouting
all around the house?
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SERVANT
I'm telling you
the dead are murdering the living!

CLYTAEMNESTRA
I see. I understand your paradox.
We're being destroyed by someone’s trickery,
just as we destroyed. All right, then,
get me a man-killing axe—and quickly!

[Exit servant into the palace]

Let’s see now if we win through or lose. [890]
The wretched business brings me down to this.

[The palace doors open to reveal the dead body of Aegisthus with Orestes stand-
ing over it. Pylades is beside Orestes]

ORESTES
The very one I seek. This fellow here
has had enough.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
No, not Aegisthus,
not my love, my power . . . dead.

ORESTES
You loved this man? Then you'll find your rest
in a common grave with him—he’s one man
you won't abandon when he dies.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Hold off, my son, my child. Take pity
on these breasts. Here you often lay asleep.
Your toothless gums sucked out the milk
that made you strong,.

ORESTES
Pylades, what do I do?
It’s a dreadful act to kill my mother.

PyLADES
What then becomes of what Apollo said, [900]
what he foretold at Delphi? We made an oath.
Make all men your enemies but not the gods.
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Libation Bearers

ORESTES
That’s good advice. As judge in this debate
I say you prevail.

[Orestes turns on Clytaemnestra, pulls her towards the body of Aegisthus]

Over here.
I want to kill you right beside this man.
When he was alive, you considered him
better than my father, so once youre dead
you can sleep on by his side. You loved him.
The man you should have loved you hated.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
I brought you up. Let me grow old with you.

ORESTES
Whart? Kill my father and then live with me?

CLYTAEMNESTRA
My child, in this our fate’s to blame. [910]

ORESTES
Then, in the same way, Fate brings on your death.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
My son, do you not fear your mother’s curse?

ORESTES
You bore me, then threw me out to misery.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
No, no—I sent you to live with a friend.

ORESTES
You sold me in disgrace—a free man’s son.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
What's the price I charged for you?

ORESTES
That’s too shameful to declare in public.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Don’t forget to name your father’s failings, too.

ORESTES
Don’t charge him with anything—he worked hard

while you sat here at home.
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CLYTAEMNESTRA
My son, it’s painful [920]
for women to go on without their men.
ORESTES

Maybe, but while they stay safely in the home
their men look after them.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
My son, you really mean to do this—
to slaughter your own mother?

ORESTES
You kill yourself.
I'll not be the murderer. You will.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Take care.
The vicious hounds which avenge all mothers
will hunt you down.

ORESTES
What about my father’s?
If I don’t kill you, there’s no escaping them.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
It seems as if, while still alive, I waste
my useless tears at my own tomb.

ORESTES
My father’s destiny has marked you out.
It states that you must die.

CLYTAEMNESTRA
Alas for me!
You are the snake I bore and nourished.

ORESTES
Yes. That terror in your dream foretold the truth.
You killed the man you should not kill, and now [930]
you'll suffer what no one should ever see.

[Orestes pushes Clytaemnestra inside the palace doors. Pylades goes with them.
The doors close behind them]

CHORUS LEADER
The fate of these two victims makes me grieve.
But long-suffering Orestes rides the crest
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of so much bloodshed, we'd prefer he triumph—
the bright eyes of this house must never fade.

CHORUS
Just as justice came at last
to Priam and his sons,
a crushing retribution,
so a double lion comes
to Agamemnon’s house,
a two-fold slaughter.’?
Apollo’s suppliant, the exile,
sees his action through,
driven on by justice
sent from gods above.

Raise now a shout of triumph
above our master’s house,

free of misery at last,

free of that tainted couple
squandering its wealth,

and free of its unhappy fate.

He came back with a secret plan,
fighting to win crafty vengeance.
The goddess took him by the hand,
true daughter of great Zeus,

his guide throughout the fight.
Men call her rightful Justice—
who destroys her enemies

once she breathes in anger.

Raise a shout of triumph now
above our master’s house,

free of misery at last,

free of that tainted couple
squandering its wealth,

free of its unhappy destiny.

From his shrine deep within the earth,
Parnassian Apollo spoke in prophecy—
“Well intentioned stealthy trickery

will conquer long-entrenched deceit.”

I pray his words somehow prevail,

so I never am a slave to wickedness.

True reverence should worship heaven’s rule.
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Libation Bearers

Look now, dawn is coming!

Great chains on the home are falling off.
Let this house rise up! For far too long
it’s lain in pieces on the ground.

Time, which brings all things to pass,

will soon move through these doors,

once purifying rites expel

polluting evil. That will change

the roll of fortune’s dice—they’ll fall

so all can see the fair result,

a happy destiny once more [970]
for all who live within the house.

Look now, dawn is coming!

Great chains on the home are falling off.
Let this house rise up! For far too long
it’s lain in pieces on the ground.

R4 \ /7 \ K4 ’
avaye pav SOAU’OL' moAVY dyav xpdvov [The palace doors are thrown open, revealing Orestes standing above the bodies

xopavmeTels éxewol ael.> of Aegisthus and Clytaemnestra. Pylades stands beside Orestes. With them are

, attendants holding the bloodstained robes of Agamemnon]
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ORESTES
Here you see them—this pair of tyrants.
They killed my father, then robbed my home.
Once they sat enthroned in regal splendour.
They’re lovers still, as you can witness here
by how they died, true to the oaths they swore.
They made a pact to murder my poor father,
then die together. Well, they’ve kept their word.

[Orestes starts unfurling the robes in which Agamemnon was killed]

Look at this again, all those of you [980]
who pay attention to this house’s troubles.
This robe they used to trap my helpless father.
With it they tied his hands and lashed his feet.
Spread it out. Stand round here in a group—
put it on display, my father’s death shroud,

so that the Father (not mine—the one

who sees everything, the Sun) can see

my mothers sacrilege. Then he will come

on the day when I am judged, to testify

that I pursued and even killed my mother
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Libation Bearers

in a just cause. About Aegisthus’ death
there’s nothing I need say. As an adulterer, [990]
he dies—our law’s just punishment.

But as for her who planned this evil act
against her husband, a man whose children
she carried in her womb—I loved her once,
but she became my bitter enemy,

as you can see. What do you make of her?
If she'd been born a viper or sea snake,

she wouldn’t need to bite—her very touch
would make men rot, so evil is her heart,
so reckless.

[Orestes stoops and picks up the bloody robe]

What do I call this?
What fine words will do? A snare for some wild beast?
A corpse’s shroud? The curtain from a bath
wrapped round his legs? No. I¢’s a hunting net.
That name sounds right—robes to trap a man, [1000]
entangling his feet, something a highway thief
might use to trick and rob a stranger.
With such a net he'd take so many lives,
his pleasure in the work would warm his heart.
May I never live with such a woman.
Before that, let the gods destroy me—
let me die without a child.

CHORUS

Alas for this horrific act,

the monstrous way she died.
But woe on the survivor, too—
his suffering begins to flower.

ORESTES

Did she commit the crime or not? Come here. [1010]
This clothing is my witness, dyed with blood.

It’s from Aegisthus’ blade. These bloody stains

with time have blotted out the fine embroidery.

But I can praise my father. Now at last

I’'m here to mourn him, as I hold this robe,

the net that brought about my father’s death.

But I lament my act, my suffering.
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petywr 788" alpa kowdy- ovd ed’ éoTiav Apollo’s prophet gave me his orders—
N Tpaméolar Aoflas épleto. I'm to go to his shrine, no other place.
N A e s i . As to how I did this brutal act,
AL HAPTUPEW [ev S emopouyin Kaka I call all men of Argos—be my witnesses [1040]
Tad €v xpovw pou mavras Apyelovs Aéyw- to Menelaus when he comes back home.
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€yw & a\irns T1ode yijs amdevos,

{ov kal TeBvmras Tdode kAnddvas Auraiv.

Xopox
aAX €0 vy émpatas, und émlevxlijs ordua
Pnun movnpd und EmyAwood kakd,
elevllepddoas maocav Apyeiwv moAw,

duolv dpardvTow eVmeTds TepwY KApa.

’OPESTHE

\ ~ e/ ’ 14
duwat yuvaikes, aide 'opydvwv dikny
datox(Twres kal meTAekTavyuéval

TTUKVOLS OPAKOVOLY: OVKET AV pelvays’ €ya. 1050

Xorox
Tives oe ddfat, pidTat avlpdmwy TaTpl,

oTpoPoiow; loxe, u) Ppofov vikd ToAD.

"OPEZTHE
3 >\ ’ ~ ’ > ’
ovk etol doal Tdvde TudTwY €uol-

capws yap aide unTpos EykoTol KUVES.

Xorox
ToTAIOY Yap alud ool XEPOLY €Tt 1055

> ~ ’ \ > /. /
€K TWVOE TOL TaPayuos €s ppévas miTveL.

"OPEZTHE
avaé "AmoAdov, aide mAnGiovol &),

kaf oppdrwr oralovow aipua Suodiés.

Xorox
els ool kallapuds- Aoélas d¢ mpoolhrywv
eNevllepdy oe T@VOEe TUATWY KTIOEL. 1060
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Libation Bearers

Remember me in years to come. Now I go,
wandering in exile from my country.
Whether I live or die, I leave with you
your memory of me.

CHORUS LEADER
But you've done great things.
Why depress your spirit with such talk,
ominous predictions, evil omens?
You've freed the city, all of Argos,
hacking off the heads of those two serpents,
a healing blow.

[Orestes is suddenly overpowered with fear by a vision of his mother’s Furies
coming after him]

ORESTES
No. .. They’re here. . .
Look, you women . . . over there . . .
like Gorgons draped in black . . . their heads
hundreds of writhing snakes . . . [1050]
I can’t stand it here . . .

CHORUS LEADER
What's wrong? What are you looking at?
Of all men you have a father’s strongest love,
so stay calm. Don’t give in to fear

ORESTES
It’s no imagined horror, no!
It’s real. Out there my mother’s blood hounds wait.
They want revenge.

CHorus LEADER
Your hands are still blood stained—
that’s made your mind disordered.

ORESTES
Lord Apollo!
They come at me! Hordes of them! Their eyes
drip blood . . . it’s horrible!

CHORUS LEADER
There’s just one cure—
Apollo’s touch will cleanse you, set you free [1060]
of these hallucinations.
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"OPEXTHE
e ~ \ > (3 ~ 4 t] > \ 5 e ~
VUELS €V 0V OpaTE TAOD, €ym O 0pd-
e\avvopal O¢ KOUKET av peways €yow.

Xorox
aAN evTvX0)S, Kal 0" EMOTTEVWY TPOPPwY
Oeos puAdoool katplowot ovudopats.

— 80€ Tou pehdlpors Tois Baoilelows 1065
TPITOS A Xeyuwy
mvevoas yovias eTeNéoln.
madofdpor pev mpwTov vmipéav
wuoxbou TaAavés [te BuéoTov]-
devTepor avdpos Baoilewa wabdn- 1070
AovTpodaikTos & WAer Axaidv
TOAéUapXOS avjp-
viv & ad Tpitos NAOE mobev owmip,
7) uopov elmw;
ot 8fjTa kpavel, wol kaTaAnéel 1075
peTarkoyuolev pévos drms;

Libation Bearers

ORESTES

You don'’t see them. I do.

They’re coming for me. I have to leave . . .

[Orestes runs off. Pylades follows him]

CHORUS LEADER

Good fortune go with you. And may god

watch over you, protect you with his favours.

CHORUS

The third storm has broken on the palace,
then run its course across the royal clan.

First, came the torments of those children

slaughtered for Thyestes’ food.’? Next came

the suffering of a man, our warrior lord,
Achaea’s king. And now the third—

do I call him our saviour or our doom?

When will all this cease? When will murder,

its fury spent, rest at last in sleep?
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II.
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13.

NOTES

Thyestes, the father of Aegisthus, was the brother of Atreus, the father
of Agamemnon and Menelaus.

Hermes, a divine son of Zeus, accompanied the dead down to Hades.

The Furies are the goddesses of blood revenge, particularly within
the family.

Atreus was the father of Agamemnon and Menelaus.

The Scamander was the river near Troy, the site of many battles in the
Trojan War.

Persephone is the queen of the underworld, wife of Hades.
Pelops was the original founder of the royal family of Argos.

Althaea was the mother of Meleager. When he was born, the Fates told
her that Meleager would live as long as a log in the fireplace. Althaca
removed the log and preserved it to keep Meleager alive. However,
when Meleager, in an angry fit, killed Althaea’s two brothers, she threw
the log in the fire and killed her son.

Nisus had a purple lock of hair on which the safety of his kingdom
depended. When Minos, king of Crete, besieged their city, Scylla,
daughter of the king, cut off her father’s lock and presented it to Minos,
who promptly abandoned her.

The women of Lemnos offended the goddess Aphrodite, who, in revenge
gave them all a dreadful smell. When the men of Lemnos started sleep-
ing with other women, the wives on the island killed their husbands.

Perseus, a son of Zeus, was a famous hero, who, among other things,
killed the Gorgon Medusa, whose gaze turned people to stone.

Priam was king of Troy, killed when the city was ransacked at the end
of the Trojan War.

Thyestes, father of Aegisthus, was a brother of Atreus and thus uncle
of Agamemnon. Atreus had killed Thyestes” two sons and served them
to him at what was supposed to be a feast of reconciliation. Aegisthus’
murder of Agamemnon is his revenge for those killings.

215



EYMENIAEX EUMENIDES



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,
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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 . . .
€yw pev €pTw TPOS TONVOTEDT] (LU OV- [The Priestess gathers herself together and stands with great difficulty, holding
Spi> & e Subard pev dwdpa feopvori 40 onto the temple doors for support]

As I was entering the inner shrine—
the part covered up with wreaths—1I saw him, [40]

otdlovra yeipas kal veoomrades Eldos right on the central navel stone, a 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—

mpoaberv d¢ Tavdpos Tovde BavuaoTos Adyos

” » G T . , well, they weren’t exactly women,
ovTou yvvaikas, aAla L'opyovas Aéyw, . } .
I'd say more like Gorgons—then again,
> 8’ 5 F 3 > 7 ’ . .

ovo avTe l'opyeloiow etkaow TVTOLS. not much like Gorgons either. Years ago

I once saw a picture Of some monsters

€lddv moT 10N Pwéws yeypauuévas ) ) )
non VEYPARH 5 snatching a feast away from Phineas. [so]
detmvov gepovoas: dmTepol ye uny e But the ones inside here have no wings—
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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:
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- s - P,

ypaiat malatal waides, als o pelyvural

- s v sy 07
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~ > e > ’ > b \ \
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’ ’ 4 ’ > ¢ \ 4
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wonuar avdpav kat dewv ‘Olvumicwr.
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3> ~ /7 \ 3 o ’ ~
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\ \ 7 7 ’
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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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Eumenides

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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Xoprox [The Furies begin to wake up slowly, one after the other. As they start to get up,

y 5oy N the Ghost of Clytaemnestra exits]
Eyelp’, Eyelpe kal o TNVY, €yw O€ O€. 140

o . , ;s CHORUS LEADER [waking up and rousing the other Furies]
€Udels; avioTw, kaToAaKkTioao Umvov,

Wake up! Come on, I'll wake you up. [140]
Waued’ € Tv Totde Ppoiuiov patd. Now do the same for her. Still sleeping?
Stand up. Wipe that sleep out of your eyes.
— (ov oV mumaé. émdfouer, pilar, 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]

— 7) moA\a &) mallotoa kal paTyy €y,

— emdfouev malbos dvoaxés, & momor, 145 _ _ o
— Ah ha, what this? Dear sisters, something’s wrong.
k4 7
dgepToV KAKOV: .
— D’ve been through a lot, and all for nothing.
— €& aprdwv mémTwkev oixeral § o Op. — We're being made to suffer something bad,

. sy . alas, an evil we cannot endure.
Umve kpatnleio’ dypav wieoa.

— Our quarry’s slipped our nets. He’s gone!
— (o mat Auds, émiklomos mé\y, Once sleep came over us, we lost our prey.

— You're disgraceful, Hermes, a child of Zeus
— véos d¢ ypatas daluovas kablimrmaow, I50 who loves to steal.

— 7oV (kéTav oéBwv, dieov dvdpa kal — Foragod you're young— (x50l
’ but still you trample on more ancient spirits.
~ ’
TOKEDOLW TTKPOV- ,
p — You showed that suppliant respect,

. , y ae, " , a godless man, so vicious to his parent.
— 1ov unTpadolav & éféxeas wv Oeds. 8 ’ P
— You may be a god, but you're a thief.

— 7 TOWd épel Tis dikaiws Exew; You filched a man who killed his mother.

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

3 \ > v > ke /7 \
— €uol & dvedos €€ ovewpdTwy poAov 155 — In my dreams shame struck—

érvirev dikav duppnAaTov it came on like a charioteer

who gripped his cruel whip so tight,
then hit under my heart,

Vo Ppévas, vo AoBdv. deep in my gut.

pecolaBet kévtpw

, , " , — I feel the executioner’s scourge, [160]
— TApeoTL paoTikTopos dalov dauiov 160 ,
the one who wields a heavy lash,

Bapv 10 mepiBapv kpvos Exew. weighed down with pain.

— Younger gods are doing this—
they push their ruling power
KpaTolvTes TO AV dilkas TAéov beyond what’s theirs by right.

— TowatTa dpdow ol vesTepor Jeol,
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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.

— moTITpoTatos wv & €Tepov €v Kdpa

LAOTOpP €K YEVOUS TATETAL.

AnoasoN
éfw, kehedw, TOVdEe dwpaTwy TAXos
o s . - -

XWpPELT , amaAldooeole pavTik®Y puxwv,

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

4 4 > ’

xpvonAdarov Odduryyos eopumdpevor,
avijs v dA\yovs uéhav am avlpdmTwy appdv,
epovoa OBpduBovs ols adeilkvoas ¢povou.

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

/7 14 /’ ’ > bl ~
dikar opayal Te oméppards T amodplopd

/! ~ ~ 3 3 > /7
maldwy kakotTar xAovs, 10 akpwvia,
Aevouds Te, kat pulovow olkTIouoV ToADY
VO pdxw TayévTes. Gp AKOVETE
olas €optijs éoT amdmTvoToL Oeols
4 > v ~ 5 e ~ ’

otépynlp’ éxovoar; was & vdnyetTar TpoTOS
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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;

Xoroxz

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

ATIOAAQN

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

Xorox

\ \ \ ~ ’ ~
Kal TaS TPOTOUTOVS OfjTa TA0OE AoLdopEls;

AnioaroN
oU yap d6puotot TolodE TPOoPHOPOV [LONELV.
Xoproz

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!

236 237



Aeschylus Eumenides

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.
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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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— 08 avré y [olv] alkav éxwr [The Chorus of Furies catch sight of Orestes and crowd around him]
mepl Ppérer mhexbels Oeds dpBpdrov CHORUS [different individuals]
vmodikos OeNel yevéolar xpedv. 260 — He’s over there! Claiming sanctuary,
at that statue of the eternal goddess,
— 70 & 00 mdpeoTw- alpua unTp@ov yaual embracing it. He must want a trial,
a judgment on his murderous violence. [260]

dvoaykdouoTov, Tamal,
— ible! g
76 Suepdv médoL yUevov oixera. Impossible! A mother’s blood, once shed,
soaks in the earth and can’t come back again—

— aAX’ avTidotvar det o amo {@vTos podelv the flowing stream moves through the ground,

, , , - then disappears forever.
epvlpov éx uehéwv mé\avor- amo de cod 265 PP

— No. You must pay me back.
I'll suck your blood.
Drinking your living bones sustains me—

pepoipav Bookav wdpartos dSvomToTOL:

— kat {wvTd o loxvavao amafopar kaTw,
s s ey . / I feed upon your pain.
avtimow’ ws Tivns paTpodovov dvas.

— Though it wears me out, I'll drag you down,
— Ol B¢ kel Tis dANos T\tTev BpoTdov still living, to the world below. And there

7) Oeov 7) Evov 270 you'll pay for murdering your mother.

T doeBdv 1) Tokéas pilovs, — You'll see there other human criminals
y > o ~ o s who've failed to honour gods and strangers, [270]
éxovld €kaoTov Tijs dikns emadia. ;

who've abused the parents they should love.

— wbyas yép Adps éoriv eifuvos Bpordv They all receive the justice they deserve.

é’vep@e X@OVdg, — Hades, mighty god of all the dead,
Sen ey & TdvT 8 i dpevt judges mortal men below the ground.
CATOYPAPQ O€ TAVT €W PPEVL. 275 His perceptive mind records all things.
’OPEXTHE ORESTES

My misery has been my teacher—

eyw ddaxlels €v kaxols émioTapat
I know that men are cleansed in many ways,

moA\ovs kalappovs, kal Aéyew Gmov dik N .
s PHOVS, v 77 that sometimes it’s appropriate to speak,

ovyav & opoiws- év 3¢ Tde mpdyuatt sometimes to stay silent. And in this case

dwveiv érdxOny mpos codod Sidackdov. a wise master has ordered me to speak.

Bpilet yip aljua kal papaiverar xepds ,80 Blood'on m}f hands is dormant now, fading— [280]
’ polluting stains from my mother’s murder

unTpoKTOvOY placua O EkmTAuToV TENEL: have been washed away. When they were fresh,

moTalvov yap ov wpos €otia Jeod Apollo in his temple cleansed my guilt—

slaughtering pigs to make me pure again.

It’s a long story to describe for you,

right from the start, all the men I've seen,
6oots mpoofiNov afAafet Evvovoig. 285 ones I've stayed with, then left unharmed.

DoiBov kabappots PAaly yoypokTdvos.

TOoAUs &€ ot yévour av €€ dpxis Adyos,
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amopaivestar dedoknkev,
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evfvdikaiot & oiduel elvar-
\ \ \ ~ ’ >
Tov uev kabapas yeipas mpovéuovt
k4 > ’ ~ > 5 e -~
oUTLS €pépTeL uijuis dd Mudv,
s e -
aowns & atwva dioryvet:

242

290

295

300

305

310

315

Eumenides

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 trust 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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aueTépals €Podols peNaveluootw, opxm - 370

opols T emplovors modSs.

pdAa yap odv alouéva

avéxalev Bapvmeoti

KaTagpépw modOS AKUAV,

opalepa <kal> Tarvdpduots 375

K®Aa, dvopopov dTav.

mmTwY O 0Uk 0ldev TOO VT ddpovt AVug:

~ \ 3> \ ’ kd \ ’ ’
Totov [yap] éml kvépas avdpl pioos memdrarar,
kal dvodepav T’ ax\ov kata dduarTos avda-

TaL TOAVOTOVOS PATLS. 380

<udAa yap odv alouéva
avékalev Bapuvmeot)
KaTapépw modOS AKUAV,
opalepa kal TarvdpopoLs

K®Aa, dvopopov dTav.>

U€veL yap. evunxavol
\ 4 ~
Te Kal TENELOL, KAK®DY
TE UVLOVES TeUVal
\ 14 ~
kal dvomapiyopou BpoTots,
k24 3 > ’ ’
dry’ drleTa dudueval 385
Aaxm Oeav duyooTaToivt avyAiw
Aduma, dvcodomalmala

depropérolot kal SuoopupdTols oums.

7is obv Tad ovy dleral

Te kal dédowkev BpoTav, 390
€uot kA\wv Beopov

TOV powpdkpavtov €k Dedv

dolévra TéNeov; éru &€ pou
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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?

249



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.
Below ground, where we have our homes,

Apat & ev oikois yijs vmal kek\jueda. we're called the Curses.

AeHNA ATHENA
5 Now I know your race
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.
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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.

252

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 CHoRuUSs LEADER
Question him.
Then make a righteous judgment.

aA\” €Eéleyxe, kpive & evletav dikny.

AeHNA ATHENA

Are you prepared
that I should be the one to do this,
to produce a final verdict?

5 5 5 5 N ’ LR 5 ’ .
7 KT €UOL TPETTOLT AV aLTLaS ’TE)\O?,

Xorox
mws O ov; oéfovoal v ablav kam aiwv. 435 CHORUS LEADER
Why not?
A®HNA We respect your worth, as you do ours.
T{ Tpos Tad elmelv, d EEV, év uéper Oéles; ATHENA

Stranger, do you have anything to say

Nééas 3¢ xdpav kal yévos kat Evppopas
¢ XOP 4 Eopicpop by way of a response? State your country,

\ ’ ” ’ Q> > - ,
TaS 0ds, €émeTa TOvd OW«UVOLHOU %Z’OVOV' lineage, and circumstance. And then,
elmep memoloss i) Siky Bpéras Tde defend yourself against their accusations,
- , 4y, if you really trust the justice of your case,
NoaL puAdoowv €0TiaS auijS TENAS 440 . o

as you sit here clinging to my statue,
\ / > ’ ST e/ . N

OeUVOs TPOOIKTWP €v Tpomous 1Elovos. a sacred suppliant beside my hearth, [440]

doing what Ixion did so long ago.

TouTOols auelfov maow evualbés Ti pot. '8
Speak to me. Address all this directly.4

"OPEXTHE ORESTES
dvaoco’ Abdva, mpdTov €k TOV VOTATWY Queen Athena, your last words express

R o, , . , , important doubts which I must first remove.

TV 0BV emav pelnu’ dpaipiow péya. I'm not a suppliant in need of cleansing.

OUK €Ll TPOOTPOTALOS, 0VO EXwV uUoos 445 Nor have I fallen at your statue’s feet

with my hands defiled. On these two points

I'll offer weighty proof. Our laws assert

a criminal polluted with blood guilt

dpboyyov elvar Tov malapvaiov vouos, will be denied all speech until he’s cleansed

by someone authorized to purify

TPOS XeLpL THUY] TO o0V €delounv Bpéras.

TekupLov O TOVOE ool AéEw uéya.

éoT’ av mpos avdpos aipatos kabapoiov ; )
a man for murder, who sprinkles him

opayal kabayuatwot veothlov BoTod. 450 with suckling victim’s blood. Some time ago, [450]

mdAal mpos dAots TadT adepduela in homes of other men, I underwent
y \ - e, such purification rites with slaughtered beasts,
ourotat, kat BOTOLGL KAt puTOLS TOPOLS. at flowing streams, as well. So, as I say,

4 \ e/ nRNd > \ /’ . L
TaUTNY ey oUTw PpovTid éxmodwy Aéyw. there are no grounds for your misgivings here.
yévos 3¢ Totuov ws Exel mevoy Tdya. As for my family, you'll know that soon enough—
, ar s , - R - I'm an Argive, son of Agamemnon.
Apyetds eipu, marépa 8" ioTopeis rkads, 455 You may well ask his story—he’s the man

Ayauéuvov’, avdpav vavBatdv apudoTopa, who put that naval force together.
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EOnras. €0’ 00TOS 0V KAADS, LOAWY
€ls olkov: AANG VW KEAaQWOPpwY €u)
U)TNP KATEKTA, TOLKINOLS Aypevacty

kpUiao’, 0 AovTpdv éfeuapTiper povov.
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> ’ ~ 4 ’
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R - P,
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. N ,

d\yn mpodwvav avtikevTpa kapdig,
. T . ,

el pu) T Tvd €payut Tovs €malTious.
\ 3 3> 7 k4 \ ~ 7’

oV & el dikaiws elTe un) kptvov diknv-

mpafas yap év ool mavrayj Tdd aéow.

AOHNA

70 Tpdypa petlov, € Tis oleTal TOOE
Bpotos dukalew- ovde unv éuot Géus
pdvov duarpetv ofvunvitov dikas-

k4 \ \ \ \ > ~
AAAWS T€ KAl OV UEV KATNPTUKWS EULOLS

wérns mpoon\ies kalapos afAafns dduots:

p e v s s n ,
oUTws & dpopdor dvta o aldoduar ToeL.

adTar & €xovoL poipav ovk eVTéuTTE OV,
Kal un Tuxoboal TPAyUaTos VK)Hopov,
7 ~ 3\ > 7’
xwpa peradbls (os €k ppornudTwy
4 \ b4 3 \ ’
TEDOL TECWY APePTOS alavis vooos.

ﬁ T Y. ,
TowalTa eV TAY €OTV- AuUPOTEPQ, LEVEW
’ ’ b > ’ 5 ’

mepTEWw T€ QUOTUAVT AUNXAVWS EUOL.
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7 \ 3 ’ e /
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\ \ 3> ¢/ > > \ ’ ’
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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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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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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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Baimws Ev xpovw kabthjoew 555 in time he'll have to strike his sail,
- o , , as storming torments break his ship,
Aaios, dTav Aafy movos , 5 b
‘ as his yardarm shatters.
Opavouévas kepalias.
He screams for help.
A s , ) , But no one listens.
Kkael & drkovovTas ovder <év> uéoa
FEE08 In the middle of the seas
dvomalel Te divg- he fights—but all in vain.
yeAd O¢ daluwv ém avdpl Oepud, 560 Whirlpools suck him down,
S obror’ aivoir Sow d , while heaven roars with laughter [560]
TOV OUTTOT QUXOUVT LOWV AUAXAVOLS at the sight of this hot-tempered man
dvaws Aamadvov ovd’ vmepléovt drpav- who used to boast with pride
s aa ” he'd never come to grief
d¢ at@vos de Tov mpw SABov 0 Brie
now helpless, panic stricken,
€ppatt mpoofalwv dikas unable to ride out the waves.
et drhavros, aloTos. 565 He always lived for wealth—
now that, too, smashes on the reef,
; the rock of Justice—he drowns,
’AGHNA Ju
unseen and unlamented.
Kkpvooe, kipvé, kal oTpaTov kateypyalod, , , .
L , . [The scene shifts to the Areopagus, the high court of Athens. Athena enters with
1) 7 odv dudropos Tuponuuky a herald and ten citizens, the jury she bas selected. A crowd of citizens enters
od €, Bporelov TvedpaTos TANpovuév), with her. Orestes moves to the place where the accused stands]
vmépTovov Ypuna GawéTm oTpaTe. ATHENA
A\ , . 55 B A\ , Herald, blow the call for order in this court.
TANpovuévov yap Tobde BovAevTnplov o .
TIPOvK vap P 57 Raise that Etruscan trumpet, fill your lungs,
ovydv dpiyer kal pabetv Oeopots éuovs let these people hear an ear-piercing blast.
né\w € maoay eis Tov alavij ypdvov Af they crowd into this court of Judgr.nent [570]
. - it’s better to have silence. The whole city
Kal 70008 dmws dv €d katayvwob) dlkr). can listen to my laws, which are eternal.
So can these litigants. Then all will see
Xopox the justice in our verdict for themselves.
P 3 ® - ERERY ’
dva "AoANov, v éxels avTOS KPATEL. [Enter Apollo. He moves to stand behind Orestes]
’ ~ \ 14 ’ /
7( T000€ OOl [1€TE0TL TPAYUATOS AéYE. 575 Lord Apollo, you have your own domain.
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Eumenides

arising from his mother’s murder.
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.

CHoRruUs LEADER
We take first fall.

Three falls wins the match.
ORESTES

You gloat,
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.

265

[580]

[590]



Aeschylus
Xoprox
aAX\ €l o€ pdpies Pijdos, dAN €pets Taxa.
OPEETHE

mémold. apwyas & éx Tddov méwfel TaT)p.

Xorox

vekpoiol vov mémol umrépa kKTavav.

’OPEXTHE

dvotv yap elxe mpoofolas plaoudTow.

Xorox

mas O); 0idafov Tovs dikdlovTas Tdde.

’OPESTHE

avdpokTovoloa maTép EUOV KATEKTAVED.

Xorox
Tovyap ov pev (s, 1 & eevbépa dpovew.

’OPESTHE

7( 8 ovk éxewny {woav fAavves puyi;

Xorox

0UK TV SUaLLos GwTos OV KATEKTAVED.

"OPEZTHE

€y O¢ unTPOS TijS €uTjs €v aluaty;
Xopox

@S yap o Ebpeli av €vros, & paldove,

{dvms; amedyn unTpos alua pilTaTov;

"OPEZTHE
L4 \ ’ > ~ ’
710m oV papTipnoov- éényot O pot,
"Amolov, € ode ovv diky KaTéxTavov.
dpdoar yap womep €oTv ovk apvovuela.
aAX’ el dikatov elTe i) T1) o7) dpevt
doket 708 alpa, kptvov, ws ToUTOLS Ppdow.

266

600

605

610

Eumenides

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,
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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.
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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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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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Eumenides

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 heart?
O Night, my mother,
3 the cunning of those gods,
45
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.
850 But Zeus gave me a fine intelligence as well. [850]
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,
855 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, [860]
or rip the heart out of a fighting cock
to set it in my people, giving them

860

a thirst for reckless internecine war.
Let them fight wars abroad, without restraint
in those men driven by a lust for fame.
865 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— [870]
my ancient wisdom
driven underground,
despised, dishonoured.
The shame, my shame.
This pure rage I breathe

870

consumes me utterly.
What sinks under my ribs
875 and pains my heart?
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Eumenides

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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1025

1030

1035

1040

1045

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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