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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’ Libation Bearers
with a facing English translation. The Greek text is that of Herbert Weir
Smyth (1926), which is in the public domain and available as a pdf. This
text has also been digitized by the Perseus Project (perseus.tufts.edu). The
English translation and accompanying notes are those of Ian Johnston of
Vancouver Island University, Nanaimo, BC. This translation is available
freely online (records.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 Aeschyluss text are to the translation by Robert
Fagles (Penguin, 1977).

Introduction

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

The Trojan War

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

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

The complete narrative of the Trojan War includes at least six sections:
the long-term causes (the Judgment of Paris), the immediate causes (the se-
duction of Helen of Troy by Paris), the preparations (especially the gathering

ix



Aeschylus

of the forces at Aulis and the sacrifice of Iphigeneia), the events of the war
(climaxing in the Wooden Horse and the destruction of the city), the returns
(most notably the adventures of Odysseus and Aeneas and the murder of
Agamemnon), and the long-term aftermath.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The House of Atreus

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

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

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

The Revenge Ethic

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

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

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

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

An Important Preliminary Interlude

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

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

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

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

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

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

Revenge in the Agamemnon

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

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

The Chorus in the Agamemnon

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A Final Postscript

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

and he agreed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Cultural Influence of the Legend of the Trojan War

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

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

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

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

Turkey.

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

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

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

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

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

The Royal House of Atreus

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Introduction

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

Family Tree (Simplified)

Tantalus
|
Pelops
|
| |
Thyestes Atreus
Aegisthus  Menelaus Agamemnon

(= Helen) (= Clytaemnestra)

Iphigeneia  Electra Orestes

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Some Comments

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

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

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

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



Xondopou

"OPEXTHE
Eppij x00ve, matp@ emomtedwy kpdt),
owTnp yevod pot Eppaxds T alrovuéve-
MKW yap €s yijv TIVOE Kal KATEPXOUAL.
TouBov & ém dxOw Tdde kypvoow matpl

, s
KA\Vew, akovoat . . . 5

. mASkapov Tvaxw Opemrtipiov.

Tov devTepov B¢ TAvde mevlnmipLov

ov yap mapwv @uwéa odv, maTep, pudpov

Ny S s - N
ovd €féTewa xelp' €m €xpopd vekpod.

’ ~ ’ ’ > /Q> ¢ 14

T{ Xpijpa Aevoow; Tis ol 10 opryvpts 10
OTElXEL YUVAKDY PAPETLY LEAQYXLOLS
mpémovoa; molg Euudopd TPooEKAoW;
TOTEPQ OOLOLOL T TPOOKUPEL V€O,
) TaTpl TOUG Tdod émewdoas TUYW
X0as pepovoas vepTépols petN\lypara; 15
0vd€v ot dANo- kal yap HAéxkTpav dokd
oTelxew adehpmy v éuny mévher \uypd

’ 5 ~ ’ ’ ’
mpémovoav. @ Lev, d6s ue Teloaclar pdpov

7’ ~ \ 4 /4 3> ’

TaTPOS, Yevod d¢ ovupaxos Géhwy éuol.
[TvAady, oralduer ekmoddv, ws av capods 20

palw yvvakdv 1jTis 10e mpooTpom).

4

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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Xorox I've been sent here from the palace,

to bring libations for the dead,

to clap out the hands’ sharp beat.
Blood flows down my cheeks

from cuts my nails have scratched.
As life drags on and on, my heart
feeds itself on my laments,

to the sound of garments torn apart,
the sound of sorrow in our clothes,
as we rip the woven linen

covering our breasts.

No laughter any more.

Our fortune beats us down.

With hair-raising shrieks, Fear,
dream-prophet in this house,

breathed a furious cry of terror,

at night, while people were asleep.
Deep within the inner house

the heavy scream re-echoed, all the way
to rooms where women slept.

Those who read our dreams,

who speak by heaven’s will,

declared, “The dead beneath the ground
are discontent—their anger grows
against the ones who killed them.”

O Earth, my mother Earth,

to protect herself from harm

that godless woman sends me here
with gifts, with loveless gifts.

But I'm too scared to speak her words,
the prayer she wishes me to say.
What can atone for blood

once fallen on the ground?

Alas for the grief-filled hearth,
Alas for the buried home!

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,

[60]
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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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Libation Bearers

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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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—

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
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,
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

31

[340]

[350]



Aeschylus

’ 3 e ’

mdpos & ol KTavovTes
. _
v oUTws dautjvat
<pidots>, BavaTyddpov aloav
7’ \ 7’

mpéow Twa muviavesa

T@VOe TOVWY dmeLpov.

Xoprox
TabTa pév, & mal, kpelooova xpvoob,
peydAns 8¢ TUxms katl vepPopéov
pellova pwvets- dvvaoar yap.
aAAa durhijs yap Tijode papdyvns
dobmos tkvelTal TV eV dpwyol
Kata yis 10n, TV 8¢ KPaTOUVTWY
XEpEs oV SoaL oTUYEPDY TOUTWY-

mawol 0¢ pwaA\ov yeyévnTad.

"OPEXTHE
TOUTO dLapTEpPES 00S
ke’ dmep T BéNos.
Zev Zeb, kaTwlev auméumwv
voTepdTowor dTav
~ ’ \ ’
Bpotdv TAdpovt kat wavovpyw

. A sow -
XELpl—TOKeDOL & Opws TeAelTaL.

Xoroxz
€puuvijoal YévouTo pot TUKd-
evT OAoAvyuov avdpos
Oewopévov, yvvakds T
oMwpévas- 7( yap kevbw ¢pevos olov Eumas
moTaray;, mapollev de mpwpas
dpyuvs dnrar kpadias
Bupos éykoTov oTvyos.

32

370

375

380

385

390

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?
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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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Aeschylus Libation Bearers

Xoprox CHORUS
Zropa oppdv Apiov & Te Kiootas Like some Asian wailing woman,
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Libation Bearers

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.
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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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Libation Bearers

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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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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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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Libation Bearers

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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Libation Bearers

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

77



Aeschylus
TAjuwy ‘Opéons, 7ol Suws atpovpeda,

oplaluov otkwy un mavwebpov meoeiv.

éuole pev dika lpiapidais ypovw, 935
Bapvducos mowd-

€uole & €s douov Tov Ayauéuvovos

dumrAols Aéwv, Sumdots "Apns.

é\ace & €s 7O TaAY

o mlloxpnoros ¢puyas 940
Oedlev €0 ppadatow wpunuevos.

emoloAvéat @ deomooivwy dopwy

> ~ ~ \ ’ ~
avaduyds Kak®v Kal KTedvowy TpLBas
vmat dvolv paoTopow,

dvooiuov TUYAS.

éuole & @ péew kpumTadiov paxas
doAbppwv mowd-
y s sy N
€0vye & €v puaxa xepos €mTupos
Aws kdpa—A~Alkav &€ v

4 \ ’ ~
mpocayopevopuer BpoTol TUXOVTES KAADS—
N s ss s o
o\éfprov Tvéova év éxlpots koTov.
émoloNvéat & deomoovvwy dduwv
, - Ay , -
avaduyds Kak®v kal kTedvwy TpLBas
vrral dvotv uaoTdpow,

dvooluov Toxas.>

7a mep o Aoklas o llapracoias

’ b4 \ \ b ’
pe€yay éxwv pvyov xtovos emwpbia-
Eev addA\ws ddots
BAdBav eyxpovioleioav émoiyeTat.
‘kpatetTal mws 10 Oetov Tapa TO w1
VTOUpYELY KaKols.

déwa & ovpavodyov apyav oéPew. 960

78

Libation Bearers

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.

[The palace doors are thrown open, revealing Orestes standing above the bodies
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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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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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aly® pev épya kat wabos yévos Te mav, I mourn the entire race, for though I've won,

y , N , I can’t avoid the guilt which now pollutes me.
diyAa vikns 908 éxwv waouata.

CHORUS
Xorox No mortal goes through life unscathed,
y , s\ pr free from pain until the end.
oUTLS pepomwy aowns BloTov
One trouble comes today,

\ \ > ’ > 5 14
dua mavTos dmijpor’ dueipet. yet another comes tomorrow. [1020]
€ ORESTES [starting to break down]
woxbos & o pev avrix’, o & el 1020 But still, you need to understand . . .
I don’t know how this will end . . . I feel like
’OPEXTHE some chariot racer lashing on my team,

but we're way off track . . . My mind is racing . . .
it’s lost control. Something’s overpowering me . . .
womep EVv mmots MrooTpopd dpduov carrying me off . . . Deep in my heart, fear
prepares its furious song and dance.

aAXN’, ws av ediT, ov yap old 61 Telel,

Efw/TGPUJ , pepovor yap\ VLK\(U ,U«EVOI’/ , So while I still have my wits about me,
ppéves dloapkTor mpos de kapdiq pdfos to all my friends I publicly proclaim

ddew €Toyos 1O vmopyetobatr KOTW. 1025 I killed my mother not without just cause.

She was guilty of my father’s murder,

a woman gods despised. What drove me on?

KTavelw Té P unTép olK dvev diks, I cite as my chief cause the Delphic prophet, [1030]
Apollo’s priest, who said this to me,

“If you carry out this act, you'll go free—

no charge of evil. But if you refuse . . .”

€ws & €T Euppwv elul, knploow pilows
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kal pATpa ToAuns Tijode mAewoTypillopat
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mpafavTL pev TaDT EKTOS alTiaS KAKT)S )

K the top of so much pain.

elvat, mapevTa O—ovk €pw T {nuiav- ‘ ‘ )
[Pylades hands Orestes an olive branch, the mark of a suppliant to Apollo’s

T6éw yap olTis TudTwy édierar. oracle at Delphi]

Look at me now—
armed with this branch and wreath, I go
a suppliant to earth’s central navel stone,

Kal VOV 0paté [, ms TaPECKEVATEVOS
Ev de Qad\@ kal oTéper mpooifopar 1035

peooudaldv 0 WBpvpa, Aoklov médov, Apollo’s realm, to that sacred flame

, , ,, , hich, people say, never dies awa
€ 6 EKANULE R w > peop Y Ys
mupos 7€ Peyyos dpliTov kerAnuevoy an exile who murdered his own blood.

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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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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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.'3 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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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.
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