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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to establish how the f i f t h - c e n t u r y 
audience's perception of Aeschylean tragedy was influenced by 
their pr ior knowledge of the myths on which the dramas were based. 
Thus we study references to these myths in earlier epic and ly r i c 
sources in an attempt to detect borrowings and deviations from the 
earlier material on the part of the poet. The earliest surv iv ing 
tragedy, the Persae, has a historical basis and so mythical 
knowledge is supplanted by the audience's own f i r s t -hand 
experience of the recent war. We see how foreknowledge of the 
Greek vic tory at Salamis wil l prove a deep influence on the 
audience's perception of the presentation of the enemy court and 
how Aeschylus presents the Persians as being u t t e r ly devastated by 
the defeat. Likewise an appreciation of the Seven Against Thebes 
is greatly enhanced i f we remember that from the very beginning of 
the drama the audience were anticipating the double f ra t r ic ide 
from their knowledge of this events in previous versions of the 
myth. During the Supplices, the audience would have suspected 
that not only would the Argives accept the supplication of the 
Danaids but also that these helpless gir ls would shortly murder 
their bridegrooms on their wedding-night, and Aeschylus includes 
many dark hints at this f u tu r e event dur ing the course of his 
play. Our study of the myth of Agamemnon wi l l enable us to 
appreciate the exploitation of audience expectation throughout the 
Oresteia and their foreknowledge that murder is plotted against 
Agamemnon on his r e tu rn and that Orestes wi l l r e tu rn to exact 
vengeance proves vi ta l to the tragic effect. I n addition we 
detect certain areas i n which Aeschylus may diverge from his 
inherited material, such as his presentation of Clytemnestra as 
the sole unaided ki l ler of her husband and his inclusion of a 
t r i a l of Orestes before the court of the Areopagus. Thus i t is 
hoped that by considering the mythical knowledge shared by both 
Aeschylus and his audience we are able to gain a fu l l e r 
appreciation of the effects sought by the poet in the 
f i f t h - c e n t u r y theatre. 
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Introduction 

As we read the tragedies of Aeschylus today, concentrating by 
necessity solely on the text, we gain merely a fa in t impression of 
the impact and effect of the original production wi th i ts visual 
and musical effects. Nothing survives of the music, dance, mime 
and gesture which must have been an integral part of the total 
effect experienced in the theatre. The tragic poet did not merely 
wri te a script , but was personally responsible fo r all aspects of 
the performance, including the choreography, music and general 
visual effects. Stanford (p65) suggests that he be compared to 
the modern composer/conductor of music but he also acted as 
director, producer and choreographer. He was f u l l y responsible 
fo r almost every aspect of the whole production, jus t as earlier 
rhapsodes and kitharodes had presented their own compositions 
personally to a l ive audience. Herington (p23) notes how Alcman, 
a Spartan composer of early choral ly r i c working i n the mid 
seventh century, not only composed the poetry, melody and 
choreography but also dri l led the chorus himself (see Poetae 
Melici Graecae p30) and how "the tragic poet seems also to have 
inherited the function and the very title of didaskalos (teacher) 
from the choral lyricists" (p40). The texts then are the mere 
skeleton of the live performance and even these are imperfect and 
many corruptions, omissions and interpolations may have occurred 
even before, according to Plutarch (Vit Orat 841f) an of f ic ia l 
state copy was made by order of Lycurgus i n 330BC. Thus our 
conception of the original production is severely impaired by both 
the fa l l ib i l i t y of the text and our lack of knowledge about the 
aural and visual components of the drama 1. 

In addition to our inheritance of the text alone, there are 

We shall consider below the question whether vase-paintings shed 
any l ight on these aspects of the dramatic production but as we 
shall see, any evidence drawn from such a source must be treated 
wi th great caution. 
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f u r t h e r barriers to a f u l l appreciation of the drama fo r the 
modern reader. Many commentators regard the tragedies as works of 
l i terature which, i f not actually wr i t ten wi th us in mind, were 
intended to be preserved down the centuries and provide subject 
matter fo r scholarly debate today. This is certainly not the case 
however and we should remember at all times that Aeschylus 
composed his plays some two and a half thousand years ago to be 
performed before a mass audience of his contemporaries and that i t 
was their reaction which would dictate his success or fai lure in 
the tragic contest. Naturally contemporary Greek ideas, opinions 
and prejudices pervade the dramas and the poet c o u l d s that his 
audience shared an intimate acquaintance wi th the culture, 
religion, politics and values of the day. The poet directed all 
his energies towards f ind ing favour with a particular audience on 
a particular day in the f i f t h century BC and there would have been 
a sense that what they were witnessing was spontaneous and unique. 
What we possess today is merely the skeleton of this single live 
performance. 

The plays of Aeschylus then, or rather their imperfectly 
preserved dialogue element, are somewhat removed from our own 
experience in the twentieth-century. They are wr i t ten in a 
foreign language and embedded in a culture ve ry d i f fe ren t to our 
own. I n addition a vast amount of time has elapsed since they 
were f i r s t composed and so any attempt to appreciate the plays 
today requires a considerable degree of e f f o r t on our part. I n 
this thesis we shall endeavour to see the dramas consistently 
through the eyes of the original Greek audience and attempt to 
trace how and why Aeschylus manipulates their sympathies and 
anticipations. As Sourvinou-Inwood r igh t ly comments, "if we want 
to read fifth-century images through fifth-century eyes, we must 
reconstruct the relevant assumptions and expectations and try to 
read the images through these fifth-century perceptual filters, 
rather than our "naked eyes" (pl31). I f our e f for t s enable us to 
gain merely a glimpse of the effect of the original production on 
its f i f t h - c e n t u r y audience, then we shall have been well rewarded 
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indeed. 

a) The Festival of Dionysus 

Since the f i f t h - c e n t u r y audience who attended the original 
productions of Aeschylus are central to our study, let us begin by 
considering the nature and composition of this group of people. 
The tragedies were designed to be performed at the Great Dionysia, 

2 

a fest ival held in Athens every spring . This was a public 
holiday to herald the end of the harsh winter-time and so the 
modern reader should remember that the original audience witnessed 
the plays amidst an atmosphere of fes t iv i ty and communal 
enjoyment. Pickard-Cambridge gives an excellent over-view of the 
fest ival (see especially p57-101) but he tends to regard i t as a 
fixed enti ty, whereas there can be l i t t le doubt that many 
modifications and innovations were introduced wi th the passage of 
time. I t is unfortunate f o r us that almost all evidence about the 
Dionysia comes from the four th -cen tu ry or later which means we can 
say l i t t le with certainty about the form of the fest ival in the 
time of Aeschylus, although certain basic elements, such as the 
torchl ight procession escorting the statue of Dionysus into the 

3 
theatre at dawn on the f i r s t day , the suspension of public 

4 
business , and the judgement of the dramatic and dithyrambic 

5 
contests by individuals chosen from each of the ten tribes , may 
have been early components of the festival. However the fest ival 
of Dionysus had risen to prominence during the sixth century BC, 

There is some dispute over whether i t lasted fo r three or fou r 
days - see Pickard-Cambridge p63ff. 

3See IG ii2 1006 122-121BC, quoted by Pickard-Cambridge p60 n l 

4 
See Demosthenes Meid 10 

See Pickard-Cambridge p95-99 
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perhaps through the policy of Peisistratus and so by the time of 
Aeschylus, the dramatic performances must have been of deep 
significance in the lives of the Athenians, eagerly anticipated by 
all those eligible to attend. 

We have no exact parallel in our own time to the dramatic 
performances of the City Dionysia, although particular elements 
occur separately in certain of our modern insti tutions. The 
dramatic festivals of today, such as the one held annually in 
Edinburgh, naturally share some some characteristics, but a major 
difference is that these are on a much smaller scale and consist 
of several individual performances, not one central one. We shall 
see below how the audience's anticipations arising from their 
acquaintance with the general outline of the plot adds a v i ta l 
component to the impact of the dramas and perhaps the closest 
modern parallel to this occurs in pantomimes where the plots are 
based on familiar fa iry- tales . However our pantomimes are mainly 
directed at children whereas myths were regarded as deeply 
relevant to the whole community. The audience of a medieval 
Mystery Play also enjoyed great religious knowledge beforehand 
which was exploited in the course of the presentation, but here 
again there are differences since the biblical themes were known 
to them from one defini t ive wri t ten version and so could be 
treated with f a r less freedom by the dramatist. The visual and 
aural side of the drama is similar to that of a ballet or operatic 
performance and indeed the general form of the drama is closer to 
these than to most modern dialogue-based drama. Herington 
compares the audience to those of the concert halls of the late 
eighteenth century, early nineteenth century Vienna who were also 
"trained almost to a person in musical practice and theory and 
able therefore to respond to the subtlest touch of musical wit and 
pathos" (pl44). The atmosphere of shared enjoyment might be 
compared to the way a whole community packed into the cinema 

See Pickard-Cambridge p58 
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dur ing the 1930s, and the great air of f e s t iv i ty and f u n might be 
reflected in the atmosphere at a modern village carnival. Baldry 
compares the mood of the fest ival to that of a crowded football 
match attended by a higher proportion of citizens (p20) and 
indeed, although the contest was open to the whole Greek world, 
there may have been a large degree of partisanship and support f o r 
one's fellow demesmen and native poets, as well as a good deal of 
excitement about which production would win the prize (compare 
also international competitions like the Eurovision Song Contest 
or the Olympic Games). However the Athenian audience were 
gathered, not fo r a regular sporting event, but fo r an annual 
fest ival of drama, based on myths which were an integral part of 
their culture, and no equivalent is to be found in our own 
society. 

The audience of Aeschylus was massive by modern standards and 
we should th ink in terms of thousands of people packed together 

7 

into the theatre . Most of these would be native Greeks, many of 
them Athenian, but there would also have been a considerable 
number of foreigners i n Athens at this time when the seas were 
once again navigable. Participation in the dramatic contest was 
open to the whole Hellenic world and Pickard-Cambridge notes how 
i t "was an effective advertisement of the wealth and power and 
public spirit of Athens, no less than of the artistic leadership 
of her sons" (p58). This may be more applicable to the fest ival 
in later times but Herington notes that of the f i r s t twenty- f ive 
tragedians who exhibited at Athens no less than seven were 
non-Attic. Thus there would have been a cosmopolitan f lavour to 
the fest ival and Aeschylus may have been regarded by the Athenians 
as one of their own native poets. 

For comparison, the reconstructed theatre of Lycurgus is said to 
have held between 14000 and 17000 spectators - see 
Pickard-Cambridge p263 

8 
These are listed more or less chronologically in Snell's 

Tragicorum Graecorum Fragments. - see p91 
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Demosthenes declared that had he not provided seats of honour 

in the theatre fo r Philip's ambassadors in 346, they would have 

watched the performance ev TOLV 5uotv oPoXotv e9e6pouv av "from 

the two-obol seats" (de Corona 28). Pickard-Cambridge (p266) 

notes the general assumption that this implies a uniform price f o r 

theatre seats, but this is by no means certain and we simply do 

not know i f or how much the audience of Aeschylus had to pay for 

their seats. The fact that under Pericles the attendance of 

citizens was subsidized by the state suggests that the Greeks 

considered tragedy to be an integral part of citizenship but we 

have no evidence that the less well o f f were excluded from 

attending the dramatic performances in the time of Aeschylus. 

I t is not certain whether women attended the dramatic 

performances at the City Dionysia or not. I n Aristophanes Peace, 

Trygaeus instructs a servant to throw corn amongst the audience in 

a parody of sacrificial preparations. On learning that every man 

has received an ear, he declares: 

Tp Kal TOTC; Oeaxatc; piVce xwv Kpi9oiv. Oi . idov. 
Tp eSaicac; T\8T\; O I . vr\ TOV ' Epur)v ooxe ye 

xouxov oooinep e l o t TOV ©ewuevov 
OUK e o T i v ouoelc; OOTLQ ob Kpidr\v e%ei 

Tp ou% a l yuvaLKegyeA.ap'ov Ot. a M ' e lq eonepav 
owoouoiv auTaLQ avSpeq 

Trygaeus Throw the barley among the spectators 
Servant See 
Trygaeus Have you done it already? 
Servant Yes by Hermes so that there is no one in the 

audience who has not received an ear of barley 
Trygaeus But the women have not received one 
Servant No but the men will given them all one later 
(962-67) 

This bawdy joke fails to c la r i fy whether women were among the 

audience or not, since, Trygaeus may be r e fe r r ing to the presence 

of the women at the sacrifice in the play rather than in the 

theatre. Earlier in the Peace the servant declares that he wi l l 

te l l his tale to boys, youths and men (50-53) and makes no mention 
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of the presence of females. Meanwhile i n the Frogs, Aeschylus 
tells Euripides that many a noble lady has drunk hemlock 
aio%uv9ei|t<; 5ia TOUQ OOUQ BeAAepcxpovxac; "ashamed at your 
Bellephron scenes" (1050-1) but i t is not clear whether they had 
personally witnessed the play or merely knew about i t f rom 
hearsay. Of course we must be wary of laying undue weight on 
these comments since Aristophanes was wr i t ing in and about the 
comic theatre long af ter Aeschylus but in fact his words 
concerning women do not help us decide this question either way. 
On balance I believe that women probably did attend the 
performances although they may have been segregated and i t is most 
unlikely that their presence would have influenced the form of the 
drama in any respect. 

Plato states that tragedy S^urryopeLV Tipoq wi t f ldq xe Kai 
yuvaiKctQ Kai xov navxa oxA-ov "speaks to children and women and the 
whole populace" [Laws v i i 817c) but again this is ambiguous and 
may mean merely that the dramas were spread by word of mouth 
following their performance. The Life of Aeschylus suggests that 
women attended the performance of the Oresteia when the t e r r i f y i n g 
appearance of the Erinyes caused some to suffer miscarriages (9, 
Pollux iv 110) but again this is unreliable since i t may refer to 
subsequent performances of the dramas following Aeschylus' death. 
Thus the question of the presence of women at the tragedies, 
although of great interest, is unanswerable on present evidence 
and i t probably makes l i t t le difference to our study of audience 
perception. Aeschylus no doubt directed his dramas towards the 
male spectators who would have regarded, fo r example, the 
presentation of the manly, domineering Clytemnestra wi th 
unmitigated censure and i t seems unlikely that Aeschylus would 
have made any concessions to the female element of his audience, 
i f indeed women were present. The tastes of the female elements 
of the audience were not Aeschylus' concern and we should not be 
influenced by twentieth-century ideas in this respect. 

Walcot estimates that the performance of three tragedies, a 
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satyr play and a comedy would have taken about six hours each day 
fo r three successive days (pl2-20) although we cannot gauge how 
fa r they were prolonged by music and dance and nor do we know how 
much time was devoted each day to civic business. The chorus of 
the Birds suggests that the spectators remained in the theatre all 
day without re turn ing home fo r a midday meal: 

auxtx' uuwv xwv 6eaxSv et XIQ T)V vnbnxepOQ 
eiTct uetvov tote; xopoioi xuv xpaycpSwv r\%Qexo, 
eKTixouevog av ouxoq TipCaxrioev eX6ov otKaSe, 
K^tx' av evmXrpQelc; e<p' WOQ auSig <n> tcaxenxaxo. 

For example if any of you in the audience had wings 
and then felt hungry and bored by the tragic choruses, 
he would spread his wings and go home for lunch and then 
fly back to us again (786-9) 

Naturally a journey home at midday would not have been 
feasible fo r the majority of the audience who lived some distance 
from the theatre. Whether there was a break or not i n the time of 
Aeschylus, the length of the dramatic performances required the 
audience's attention fo r extremely long periods of time compared 
to modern standards. This suggests that their abi l i ty to 
concentrate on and appreciate drama at long stretches was f a r 
greater than that usually required of a modern audience and we 
shall see below how poetic performance and appreciation were 
central elements of Greek society. 

b) Poetry in Ancient Greece 

A central characteristic of Greek society, in contrast w i th 
our own, was i ts deeply oral and aural nature. The spoken word 
played an essential role in the spheres of politics and the law, 
while the memorizing of poetry fo r recital, either spoken or to 
lyre accompaniment, was the major component of tradit ional 

q 
Athenian education". Thus many in the audience would have enjoyed 

9See Plato Protagoras 325e-326b and Laws 7 810e-811a. 
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a high degree of poetic and musical knowledge and many would 
themselves perform regularly at symposia. Herington has done an 
excellent study of the important role played by poetry in many 
spheres of Greek society. He notes that we should lay aside our 
view of poetry in modern times, where i t is usually the solitary 
and passive pursui t of a select few, and regard i t instead as a 
l ively performing art , active and competitive, integral to the 
celebration of various religious festivals. He gives an outline 
history of the main poetic genres - rhapsody (spoken verse), 
ki tharody (solo singing of verse to one's own accompaniment on the 
kithara), ele gy (long narrative or personal poems) and choral 
ly r ic (performance by a choir wi th musical accompaniment "usually 
reinforced by the power of dance") - and notes that tragedy 
represented a combination of these various forms (plO), Li t t le 
about the new ar t of tragedy was unique or novel per se but "the 
unprecedented achievement of Attic tragedy was its fusion of the 
known, metrical genres within the compass of a single work" (p75). 
Thus tragedy retains the competitive element of earlier poetry as 
well as i ts emphasis on live oral p e r f o r m a n c e ] ° 

Earlier poetry was kept alive by continual reperformance at 
various festivals which set a very high standard fo r new 
composers. Herington comments that "the poetry composed in all 
previous eras coexisted at any given moment" (p62) and each new 
production must compete with t radi t ion. We see that the treatment 
of the mythical stories by earlier poets was familiar and easily 
accessible to the audience from live performances and we shall see 
in this thesis how audience anticipation arising from their 
famil iar i ty with these old stories played a v i ta l role in their 
appreciation of tragedy. Herington notes, fo r example, that the 
rhapsodes regularly performed the works of Homer, Hesiod, 

We shall discuss below the question of whether poetry was ever 
read by the individual , but no doubt i t was essentially a l iv ing 
a r t which reached its public through performance. 

9 



Archilochus, Solon and Simonides (pl74-5) . Thus the Greeks were 
expert listeners and their appreciation of d i f fe rent types of 
poetry would have been immediate and intui t ive . They would have 
had intimate knowledge about the d i f fe ren t types of metre used in 
tragedy both from their education and live performances of 
rhapsody, kitharody and choral lyr ics . Cicero notes how the Roman 
audience also had an intimate knowledge of metre so that i f a 
mistake were made theatra tota reclamant "the whole theatre cries 
out" (De Oratore I I I L 196) and this must have been equally t rue 
of the Greeks. Walcot (p23) notes that ski l l at listening and 
comprehension depends on conditioning and habit - "we have 
sacrificed the habit of concentrated listening" (p45) - and we 
must acknowledge that there is a great difference between 
ourselves and the Greek audience in this respect. 

The long passages of narrative poetry spoken by individuals 
to be found in the plays must have been reminiscent in style and 
form to rhapsodic performances, while the unaugmented past form is 
often used dur ing messenger speeches suggesting a close 
relationship wi th the epic style. Although messenger-speeches 
relating large-scale or violent events may have been supplemented 
by gesture and mime, the emphasis is on the verbal descriptions 
themselves and the invi tat ion to the audience to use their 
imagination would encourage a closer relationship wi th the stage 
action than i f everything was described in great detail. I t is 
l ikely that the audience agreed wi th the sentiments expressed at 
Euripides' Orestes 640-1 - "xa uatcpa xwv ouitcpov Xoyov/kn tnpoo9ev 
eoxi K a i aa<pri uaA-Xov KPiueiv" - "a long speech is better than a 

12 

short one and much clearer to hear" and they would have enjoyed 

greater involvement in the drama result ing from the necessity to 

Most evidence is Platonic or later, but this must surely have 
been the custom at an earlier stage also. 

12 
Although see also Aristophanes' comment at Frogs 787, quoted 

above, that one could become bored by the tragic choruses. 
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listen carefully. 

Another major difference between ourselves and the original 
audience then is their deep poetic awareness. I t is impossible 
f o r us to imagine the importance of poetry in a society completely 
divorced from the wealth of information in p r in t , on screen and 
from computers with which we are bombarded today. Nor had they 
any conception of the high degree of realism facilitated by the 
medium of f i lm or TV. Poetry surrounded all Greeks from b i r th and 
their intimacy and famil iari ty wi th i t must have been immense. 

c) Dance and gesture 

The texts of the plays then are of a highly poetic nature and 
i t was important that the audience, wi th their great experience 
and sk i l l in listening, should hear the words of the dramas 
clearly. Arnott notes how the theatre of Epidauros, bui l t in the 
mid f o u r t h century is "acoustically perfect" and that the sound of 
a coin fa l l ing on the stone floor may be heard even from the upper 
t iers (p5). Vi t ruvius stresses the importance of good acoustics 
fo r a theatre (De Architectura V 3-8) and we may suppose that, 
even at this earlier stage, the majori ty of the audience could 
both hear and appreciate f u l l y the verbal element of Aeschylean 
drama. Nonetheless the visual and musical elements of the 
performance also made an important contribution to the effect of 
the whole. The stage was f i l l ed wi th music and movement, mime and 
gesture, and the total effect , choreographed by the poet himself, 
must have come close to a realization of his artistic intention. 
The poet was judged on the whole performance presented in the 
theatre and i t must have been outstanding in every respect i f he 
was to be victorious in the tragic contest. Stanford declares 
that "poets are artists in words not in visual effects" (p76) but 
we should not assume that this aspect was any the less impressive 
or innovative than the poetry merely because i t has not survived 
the passage of time. 

We know nothing of the procedure by which a poet was awarded 

11 



a c h o r u s b y t h e a r c h o n b a s i l e u s a n d t h e r e b y s e l e c t e d f o r 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e c o n t e s t . T h e i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e v i s u a l a n d 

o r a l e l e m e n t s t o t h e w h o l e e f f e c t a r g u e s a g a i n s t t h e t h e o r y t h a t 

t h e p o e t r e a d o u t a s ample o f h i s w o r k , as P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e 

b e l i e v e s ( p 8 4 ) , o r t h a t he p r e s e n t e d t h e a r c h o n w i t h a w r i t t e n 

v e r s i o n , d e v o i d o f d i r e c t i o n s f o r m u s i c a n d d a n c e {see H e r i n g t o n 

p 4 7 ) . A p a s s a g e f r o m P l a t o ' s Laws i s o f t e n c i t e d as e v i d e n c e f o r 

t h e p r o c e d u r e f o r t h e s e l e c t i o n o f t r a g e d i e s : 

e iudeC^avxec; xo tc ; ap%ouoi npoixov x a ^ uuexepaq napa 
x a q f iuexepac; ^ 5 d q , a v u.ev a u x a ye r\ K a l fieXxiQ x a 
nap ' Ouov ( p a i v n x a t A-eyoueva, Swoouev u u i v x ° p o v , e l 5e 
\ir\, o q u X , o i , O U K a v noxe 8 u v a i u e 9 a . 

First show your songs to the authorities for 
comparison with ours (the philosophers) and if your 
message appears similar to ours or better, we shall 
grant you a chorus, but if not, friends, we can never do 
so ( v i i 817 d ) 

H o w e v e r we s h o u l d n o t e t h a t t h i s i s n o t a d e s c r i p t i o n o f h o w 

p l a y s w e r e s e l e c t e d i n f i f t h - c e n t u r y A t h e n s b u t a p r e s c r i p t i o n f o r 

a n i d e a l s t a t e y e t t o be f o u n d e d , a n d i n a d d i t i o n t h e v e r b 

67it5eLKVUUL - t o " e x h i b i t " o r " d i s p l a y " , w h i l e i t s u g g e s t s some 

s o r t o f p e r f o r m a n c e , o f f e r s l i t t l e c l u e a b o u t t h e p r e c i s e f o r m o f 

t h i s a u d i t i o n o r t h e c r i t e r i a o n w h i c h t h e p l a y s w e r e t o be 

j u d g e d . I f i n d i t d i f f i c u l t t o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e p l a y s w e r e c h o s e n 

o n t h e b a s i s o f p o e t i c m e r i t a l o n e ( t h i s w o u l d be l i k e j u d g i n g a n 

o p e r a s o l e l y o n i t s w o r d s ) a n d t e n t a t i v e l y s u g g e s t , g i v e n t h e 

h i g h l y o r a l n a t u r e o f G r e e k s o c i e t y , t h a t t h e p o e t m a y h a v e 

c o n v e y e d a g e n e r a l i d e a o f a l l a s p e c t s o f t h e p r o p o s e d p e r f o r m a n c e 

v e r b a l l y t o t h e a r c h o n , w i t h o u t t h e a i d o f a c h o r u s . 

I t seems t h a t t r a g i c a c t o r s i n d u l g e d i n a c o n s i d e r a b l e a m o u n t 

o f g e s t u r i n g a n d p o s t u r i n g i n o r d e r t o r e i n f o r c e t h e m e a n i n g o f 

t h e i r w o r d s a n d M y m n i s c u s , w h o p e r f o r m e d i n A e s c h y l u s ' l a t e r p l a y s 

a c c o r d i n g t o t h e Life, c a l l s C a l l i p p i d e s 7i i0T|KOV "the ape" b e c a u s e 

h i s u s e o f g e s t u r e was so e x t r e m e {Poetics 26 1461b34) . T h e 

c h o r u s a l so seem t o h a v e e c h o e d t h e d r a m a t i c a c t i o n w i t h t h e i r 

b o d i e s f o r a c c o r d i n g t o A t h e n a e u s , A r i s t o p h a n e s c o m m e n t e d o n a 
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l o s t p l a y o f A e s c h y l u s : 

T O U Q $>puya<; oi<5a 9eopSv 
oxe %<# npi&nw a u M u o o u e v o i x d v nato*' nX,0ov x e 9 v e « x a 
noXXa T o t a u x l K a l x o i a u x i KCC! 3 e u p o a x r p a x i o a v x a g 

I know about his Phrygians for I was in the 
audience when they came to help Priam ransom his dead 
son. They made many gestures this way and that way and 
the other way ( i 2 1 . d - f ) 

T h u s i t seems t h a t a c t o r s d i d n o t d e l i v e r t h e i r w o r d s 

p a s s i v e l y b u t r e i n f o r c e d t h e m b y t h e i r p h y s i c a l a c t i o n s . T h e 

f o r e r u n n e r s o f t h e t r a g i c a c t o r s w e r e t h e r h a p s o d e s a n d i t seems 

t h a t t h e s e t o o w e r e a c c u s t o m e d t o p l a y i n g t h e i r p a r t s w i t h g r e a t 

e n t h u s i a s m . H e r i n g t o n n o t e s h o w t h e m a n y l o n g f i r s t - p e r s o n 

s p e e c h e s i n H o m e r w o u l d i n v i t e t h e r h a p s o d e s t o a d o p t t h e p e r s o n a 

o f t h e n a r r a t o r a n d s h a r e h i s e m o t i o n s , a n d P l a t o ' s I o n c l a ims t o 

s u f f e r s t r o n g e m o t i o n s w h e n r e c i t i n g p o e t r y : 

hyi) yap oxotv e X e e i v o v x t k e y © , Saicpuwv 
euntTiA^vTaL you o t ocpOakuot. o x a v xe q x ^ e p o v r\ 
S e i v o v , o p 6 a i a t x p t x e q t o x a v x a i vnb <po3ou i ca i f) 
K<xp5ia TinScL 

Whenever I say anything pitiable, my eyes fill with 
tears, and when it is fearful or terrible, my hair 
stands on end with fear and my heart pounds (Ion 535b) 

T h u s t h e r o l e o f t h e r h a p s o d e i s c l e a r l y r e l a t e d t o t h a t o f 

t h e t r a g i c a c t o r , a l t h o u g h t h e l a t t e r ' s u s e o f a m a s k w o u l d f o r c e 

h i m t o r e i n f o r c e h i s w o r d s , n o t w i t h f a c i a l e x p r e s s i o n s , b u t b y 

g e s t u r e a n d t h e p o s t u r e o f h i s w h o l e b o d y . 

T h e a l m o s t c o n s t a n t s t a g e p r e s e n c e o f a c h o r u s o f t e n s t r i k e s 

t h e m o d e r n r e a d e r as r a t h e r u n u s u a l a n d r e s t r i c t i v e . T h i s g r o u p 

p e r f o r m e d t h e l y r i c p a s s a g e s w h i c h o c c u r a t r e g u l a r i n t e r v a l s i n 

t h e d r a m a , t h u s p r o v i d i n g i n t e r l u d e s t o t h e m a i n a c t i o n d u r i n g 

w h i c h t i m e m i g h t pass w h i l e t h e a u d i e n c e d i g e s t e d w h a t h a d 

h a p p e n e d a n d s p e c u l a t e o n f u t u r e e v e n t s . T h i s k i n d o f c h o r a l 
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s i n g i n g w a s a c o m m o n f e a t u r e i n t h e f i f t h - c e n t u r y a n d a c o n t e s t 

i n d i t h y r a m b b e t w e e n t eams o f men a n d b o y s w a s h e l d d u r i n g t h e 

D i o n y s i a i t s e l f . I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e i r m o r e d e t a c h e d c o m m e n t a r y o n 

t h e d r a m a h o w e v e r , t h e c h o r u s a l s o h a d a d e f i n i t e d r a m a t i c 

i d e n t i t y a n d , a l t h o u g h t h e y n e v e r e m e r g e as i n d i v i d u a l s , t h e g r o u p 

w e r e a b l e t o e n t e r t h e d r a m a a n d i n t e r a c t w i t h t h e m a i n a c t o r s t o 

some e x t e n t , a l t h o u g h , as we s h a l l see, t h e i r i n f l u e n c e o n t h e 

a c t i o n i s s e v e r e l y l i m i t e d . H e r i n g t o n n o t e s h o w t h e 

"dramatization" o f t h e c h o r u s was o c c u r r i n g as e a r l y as t h e 
14 

s e v e n t h - c e n t u r y , f o r t h e l y r i c p o e t A l c m a n p r e s e n t s h i s c h o r u s o f 

t e n f e m a l e s i n g e r - d a n c e r s n o t m e r e l y as a n o n y m o u s r e c i t e r s o f 

p o e t r y b u t as n a m e d i n d i v i d u a l s w h o d i s c u s s t h e c o n t e s t i n 

c h a r a c t e r ( p 2 1 ) . T h u s t h e i d e a o f a l y r i c c h o r u s w i t h a d r a m a t i c 

i d e n t i t y w i l l be a l r e a d y f a m i l i a r t o t h e a u d i e n c e f r o m t h e i r 

e x p e r i e n c e o f e a r l i e r c h o r a l p e r f o r m a n c e s . T a p l i n n o t e s t h a t "a 

chorus lent ceremony and depth to all "festive" occasions in Greek 

life" ( p l 3 ) a n d f a r f r o m s e e m i n g i n t r u s i v e o r u n u s u a l t o t h e 

o r i g i n a l a u d i e n c e , a f i f t h - c e n t u r y t r a g e d y w i t h o u t a c h o r u s w o u l d 

h a v e b e e n i n c o n c e i v a b l e . 

T h e t r a g e d i e s a r e c o m p o s e d t h r o u g h o u t i n v e r s e , w h i c h i s 

n a t u r a l w h e n w e r e c a l l t h a t t h e y e m b o d y "a deliberate synthesis of 

most of the previously independent genres of greek poetry into a 

new art" ( H e r i n g t o n p 7 9 ) , a n d i t s e s s e n t i a l l y r h y t h m i c f o r m e a s i l y 

a c c o m m o d a t e s e l e m e n t s o f s o n g a n d d a n c e . D a n c i n g c h o r u s e s a r e 

f o u n d o n v a s e s f r o m t h e n i n t h - c e n t u r y a n d t h e m o v e m e n t s o f a l a r g e 

g r o u p o f f i g u r e s o n t h e s t a g e w o u l d h a v e b e e n h i g h l y i m p r e s s i v e i n 

t h e t h e a t r e . E s t i m a t e s o f t h e i r n u m b e r r a n g e b e t w e e n t w e l v e a n d 

f i f t y . A r i s t o t l e c o m m e n t s : 

i ca i T O xe xwv U7tOKpiTc6v n%r\9oQ e £ e v o q eiq 5 u o 
7ipc5xoq \ ' U 3 % V X O Q ^ycxye K C U x a x o u x p p o u f |kaxxwoe ica! x o v 
Xoyov npoxayovLOxfjv napeatceuaoev. 

See H e r i n g t o n p 2 0 a n d a p p e n d i x I V 

F r a g m e n t 1 Poetae Melici Graeci 
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Aeschylus was the first to increase the number of 
the actors from one to two and to decrease the size of 
the chorus and he prepared the way for the words to 
become predominant (Poetics 4 1 4 4 9 a l 5 f f ) 

b u t i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o e s t a b l i s h t h i s q u e s t i o n o n p r e s e n t 

e v i d e n c e . T h e d r a m a f a l l s i n t o t h r e e m a i n c a t e g o r i e s - s p o k e n , 

c h a n t e d t o i n s t r u m e n t a l a c c o m p a n i m e n t , a n d s u n g a n d d a n c e d t o 

m u s i c - a n d W e b s t e r n o t e s t h a t t h e pace o f t h e d a n c e s f l u c t u a t e d 

b e t w e e n " s t a t e l y " o r " w a l k i n g " t i m e , " s t r i d i n g " o r " d a n c e " t i m e 

a n d " e x c i t e d " t i m e . T h e s e d i f f e r e n t s t y l e s o f m o v e m e n t a n d 

c h a n g e s i n t e m p o w o u l d a d d g r e a t v a r i e t y t o t h e l i v e p e r f o r m a n c e . 

A c h a n g e o f m e t r e a n d t e m p o c o u l d r e f l e c t a n e w e v e n t o r m o o d , 

s u c h as t h e u s e o f d o c h m i a c s t o c o n v e y h i g h e m o t i o n , a n d t h e 
15 

d r a m a t i c p o t e n t i a l o f t h i s w a s f u l l y e x p l o i t e d b y t h e p o e t . 

T h e d a n c e t h e n i s o f g r e a t i m p o r t a n c e t o t h e t o t a l e f f e c t . 

A t h e n a e u s c o m m e n t s : 

' ApiOTOKkr\q o u v <pr|Oiv o x i TeKeoxr\q, b Aio%,vXov 
bpXTfSTr\Q ouxwq T | V x e x v t x r v ; ©oxe e v x<p 6 p % e t o 9 a i X O U Q 

' E n x a e n l 6f|0a<; <pavepa T i o i r i o a i th Tipayiiaxa 6 V bp%r\oe<i>Q. 

Aristocles says that Telestes, Aeschylus' dancer, 
was so skillful that when he danced the S e v e n A g a i n s t 
T h e b e s he made the action clear from the dance (alone) 
( 1 22 a ) 

He c o n t i n u e s w i t h t h e o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t t h e o l d p o e t s , 

T h e s p i s , P r a t i n a s , C r a t i n u s a n d P h r y n i c h u s w e r e c a l l e d d a n c e r s : 

5ict T O u f | j i o v o v x a e a u x o v Spduaxa dva<pepetv e l q 
op%r\oiv xov %opov, aAAa tcai e £ © I 5 L G ) V flovrm&xwv 
5 i 5 a o t c e i v x o u q p*ouA,ouevou<; o p x e i o G o u . 

We d o n o t k n o w w h e t h e r t h e c h o r a l odes o f o u r p l a y s w e r e a l w a y s 
s u n g c o m p l e t e l y i n u n i s o n o r w h e t h e r t h e p a r t s c o u l d be d i v i d e d 
a n d c o m p l i m e n t e d b y d a n c e . I n Homer w e f i n d a k i t h a r o d e 
p e r f o r m i n g a m i d s t a g r o u p o f d a n c e r s (Odyssey 4 . 1 7 - 1 9 , 8 .256-65 , 
Iliad 1 8 . 5 9 0 f f ) a n d Clouds 1355-58 s u g g e s t s t h a t a so lo r e n d i t i o n 
o f c h o r a l l y r i c was a t l e a s t p o s s i b l e . 
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not only because they depended on the dancing of the 
chorus in their own dramas but also, besides their own 
compositions, they taught dancing to all who wished ( I 
22 .a ) . 

T h e r e seems t o be a n o t h e r t r i b u t e t o P h r y n i c h u s ' s k i l l a t 

d a n c e a n d c h o r e o g r a p h y a t t h e e n d o f t h e Wasps (1479, 1490, 152) , 

a n d P l u t a r c h c l a i m s t h a t he b o a s t e d : 

ox r iuaxa 5' op%T|Pi<; x o o a n o t nbpev, o ao ' e v l 
7i6vT(j> Kuuaxa 7ioieTxai x e i u a x t v u ^ oA,of| 

The dance o f f e r s me as many forms as a dreadful 
night of storms makes waves upon the sea (Quaest Conv 
v i i i 7 3 2 f ) 

A r i s t o p h a n e s a t t r i b u t e s A e s c h y l u s w i t h t h e w o r d s x o i o i x o p o t q 

a u x o g x a o x n ^ a x ' e n o i o u v "I myself devised the forms of the dance" 

( i . 21 .e ) a n d t h e r e c a n be l i t t l e d o u b t t h a t he was a s k i l l e d 

p r a c t i t i o n e r i n t h i s a r t , p r o b a b l y a c t i n g as c o m p o s e r , 

c h o r e o g r a p h e r a n d m u s i c a l d i r e c t o r f o r h i s d r a m a t i c p e r f o r m a n c e . 

I t i s m o s t u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t w e k n o w a b s o l u t e l y n o t h i n g a b o u t 

t h e f o r m a n d s t y l e o f t h e d a n c e i n A e s c h y l e a n d r a m a b u t i n f a c t n o 

h i n t a b o u t t h e m u s i c o r c h o r e o g r a p h y o f t h e o r i g i n a l p e r f o r m a n c e 

has s u r v i v e d . H e r i n g t o n s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e m e l o d i e s a n d d a n c e 

s t e p s w o u l d h a v e b e e n p r e s e r v e d t h r o u g h t h e r e - p e r f o r m a n c e o f t h e 

d r a m a s ( p 4 4 ) a n d i n d e e d t h e A r i s t o p h a n i c p a r o d i e s o f A e s c h y l u s ' 

w o r k s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e p l a y s w e r e f a m i l i a r t o t h e l a t e r a u d i e n c e 

a n d t h a t ^ f & r e a d y a p p e a r e d d u l l a n d o l d - f a s h i o n e d b y t h a t s t a g e . 

I t may be t h a t t h e s o n g s f r o m a s u c c e s s f u l d r a m a w o u l d e n t e r t h e 

r e p e r t o i r e o f G r e e k p o e t r y , m a i n l y t h r o u g h o r a l t r a n s m i s s i o n a n d 

w e s i m p l y do n o t k n o w w h e t h e r t h e r e was a n y a t t e m p t t o p r e s e r v e 

t h e m u s i c a l e l e m e n t o f t h e o r i g i n a l i n w r i t t e n f o r m . T h e 

p e r f o r m a n c e o f a d r a m a a t t h e f e s t i v a l m a y h a v e b e e n c o n s i d e r e d 

u n i q u e a n d s p o n t a n e o u s a n d , e v e n i f c e r t a i n p a s s a g e s w e r e 

s u b s e q u e n t l y r e p e a t e d e l s e w h e r e , t h e e m p h a s i s w o u l d r e m a i n o n l i v e 

p e r f o r m a n c e a n d o r a l t r a n s m i s s i o n , n o t w r i t t e n n o t a t i o n . 

I n a d d i t i o n t o s i n g i n g a n d d a n c i n g , t h e c h o r u s m a y a l so h a v e 
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r e f l e c t e d a n d r e i n f o r c e d t h e s t a g e a c t i o n b y g e s t u r e a n d mime as 

w e l l as b y t h e i r g e n e r a l p o s t u r e a n d g r o u p i n g o n s t a g e . A r i s t o t l e 

n o t e s h o w t h e c h o r u s i s a c t i v e i n t h i s r e s p e c t a t a l a t e r s t age : 

<5ia T O V axTUiaTtCouevov puSuwv u t u o u v x a t i ca i r\Qr\ x a i 
Tta6n. K a i t i p d ^ e t q 

Through the rhythms embodied in gesture, they mimic 
characters, s u f f e r i n g s and actions (Poetics I 144 7a27) 

T h i s may h a v e b e e n t r u e o f A e s c h y l e a n d r a m a t o o a n d a 

p h y s i c a l r e f l e c t i o n o f t h e m a i n d r a m a t i c a c t i o n w o u l d h a v e b e e n 

m o s t i m p r e s s i v e i n t h e t h e a t r e . L a t e r Roman w r i t e r s p r a i s e t h e 

s k i l f u l e f f e c t s p r o d u c e d b y d a n c e r s m e r e l y b y t h e use o f t h e i r 

h a n d s - x e t p o v o u v a ( s e e P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e p 2 4 8 f ) - a n d t h e r e a r e 

m a n y w a y s i n w h i c h t h e c h o r u s c o u l d r e f l e c t t h e d r a m a b y t h e 

p h y s i c a l use o f t h e i r b o d i e s . T h u s t h e e f f e c t o f a g r o u p o f 

s i n g e r s d a n c i n g a n d m i m i n g t h e a c t i o n m u s t h a v e b e e n a n i m p r e s s i v e 

s p e c t a c l e as w e l l as m a k i n g a g r e a t c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e d r a m a t i c 

i m p a c t o f t h e w h o l e . We m u s t r e a d t h e t e x t s t o d a y w i t h o u t t h e 

a c c o m p a n i m e n t o f m u s i c , d a n c e , mime a n d g e s t u r e a n d e v e n h a d t h e 

m u s i c a l a n d v i s u a l e l e m e n t s s u r v i v e d t h e p a s s a g e o f t i m e , t h e y 

w o u l d h a v e b e e n f a r l ess m e a n i n g f u l t o u s t h a n t h e y w e r e f o r t h o s e 

w h o h a d b e e n s u r r o u n d e d b y t h e s o n g c u l t u r e f r o m b i r t h . 

d ) Cos tume 

O u r s o u r c e s t e l l u s n o t h i n g a b o u t t h e c o s t u m e s w o r n b y t h o s e 

o n s t a g e i n t h e t i m e o f A e s c h y l u s b u t i t seems l i k e l y t h a t t h e s e 

w e r e d i s t i n c t i n some w a y f r o m n o r m a l A t h e n i a n d r e s s . 

A r i s t o p h a n e s ' A e s c h y l u s d e c l a r e s o f h i s a c t o r s : 

KaKktoQ e L K O Q X O V Q f |u i6eou<; X O I Q p f j u a o t u e C £ o o i 
X P t i o S a i . K a l y a p TO'XQ l u a t i o i c ; r\\iav x P & v x a i no\b 
o e n v o x e p o i o t v 

In other ways, it seems likely that the demi-gods 
used finer words for to be sure they wore clothes far 
grander than ours {Frogs 1061) 

I n t h e Roman p e r i o d , A e s c h y l u s i s w i d e l y c r e d i t e d w i t h t h e 
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i n t r o d u c t i o n o f t r a g i c c o s t u m e (see H o r a c e Ars Poetics 278) a n d 

l a t e r A t h e n a e u s c l a i m s t h a t he i n t r o d u c e d xryv T T K O T O X T K 

ebnpeneiav icai oe^voTTytcc "the beauty and majesty of the costumes" 

( 1 . 2 1 . d ) . H o w e v e r t h i s b e l i e f m a y h a v e b e e n b a s e d o n t h e a b o v e 

c o m m e n t i n t h e Frogs a n d A r i s t o t l e n e v e r r e f e r s t o c o s t u m e as a n 

A e s c h y l e a n i n n o v a t i o n . L i k e w i s e i n l a t e r t i m e s A e s c h y l u s i s s a i d 

t o h a v e b e e n t h e f i r s t t o u s e c o l o u r e d o r t e r r i f y i n g m a s k s ( S u i d a s 

s v q u o t e d b y P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e p l 9 0 n5 ) b u t a g a i n t h i s a p p e a r s a 

l i t t l e t o o c o n v e n i e n t a n d w e s i m p l y d o n o t k n o w w h e n o r h o w t h e 

c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n o f m a s k s w a s i n t r o d u c e d . 

I n l a t e r t i m e s f i n e c l o t h e s a r e c e r t a i n l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e 

t o r c h - l i g h t p r o c e s s i o n w h i c h e s c o r t e d a s t a t u e o f D i o n y s u s i n t o 

t h e t h e a t r e f o r t h e s t a r t o f t h e f e s t i v a l . A l c i b i a d e s w o r e a 

p u r p l e r o b e o n m o r e t h a n one o c c a s i o n ( A t h e n a e u s x i i 534) a n d 

D e m o s t h e n e s h a d i n t e n d e d t o p a r a d e as c h o r e g u s i n a g o l d e n c r o w n 

a n d a n g o l d - e m b r o i d e r e d c l o a k (Meidas 2 2 ) . H o w e v e r P l u t a r c h 

c o n t r a s t s t h e h o m e l i n e s s a n d s i m p l i c i t y o f t h i s p r o c e s s i o n w i t h 

t h e e x c e s s i v e p o m p a n d d i s p l a y f o u n d i n h i s o w n t i m e (de cupid 

divit 5 2 7 d ) . P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e c o m m e n t s t h a t he "must have 

overlooked the magnificence of the Athenians processions of the 

f i f t h and fourth centuries BC (some 500 to 600 years earlier" 

( p 6 2 ) b u t i t i s p e r h a p s m o r e l i k e l y t h a t P l u t a r c h was e x p l o i t i n g 

t h i s i d e a f o r t h e p u r p o s e s o f r h e t o r i c r a t h e r t h a n r e l i a b l e 

k n o w l e d g e . H o w e v e r w e s h o u l d be c a r e f u l n o t t o t r e a t t r a g e d y as a 

f i x e d e n t i t y a n d i t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t c o s t u m e h a d b e e n r a t h e r 

s i m p l e r i n t h i s r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y p e r i o d r e l a t i n g t o A e s c h y l e a n 

d r a m a . I n a s i m i l a r w a y , H e r i n g t o n i s p u z z l e d b y t h e f a c t t h a t 

P l a t o ' s I o n p e r f o r m s i n c o l o u r f u l c l o t h i n g a n d g o l d e n g a r l a n d s 

( 5 3 5 b - e ) w h i l e t h e r h a p s o d e s h o w n o n a v a s e b y t h e K l e o p h r a d e s 

p a i n t e r ( H e r i n g t o n p l a t e 1 ARV2 p l 8 3 n o 15) i s w e a r i n g "the 

ordinary civil dress of an Athenian gentleman" ( p l 4 ) . He 

c o n c l u d e s t h a t t h i s e a r l i e r scene m u s t r e l a t e t o a n a m a t e u r o r 

p r i v a t e r h a p s o d i c p e r f o r m a n c e o r t h a t I o n was a p a r t i c u l a r l y 

w e a l t h y r h a p s o d e ( o f w h i c h t h e r e i s n o i n d i c a t i o n i n t h e t e x t ) b u t 

a s i m p l e r e x p l a n a t i o n i s t h a t t h i s c o s t u m e , p r o b a b l y l i k e t h a t o f 
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t r a g i c a c t o r s , became m o r e s p l e n d i d w i t h t h e p a s s a g e o f t i m e . 

We h e a r h o w c o n s i d e r a b l e a m o u n t s o f m o n e y w e r e s p e n t o n 

t r a g i c p e r f o r m a n c e s i n l a t e r t i m e s . A c l i e n t o f L y s i a s ( 2 1 . 1 - 5 ) , 

w h o u n d e r t o o k e i g h t c h o r u s e s i n n i n e y e a r s , c l a i m s t o h a v e s p e n t 

30 minae o n t r a g i c c h o r e g i a i n t r a g e d y i n 411-410BC a n d 5000 

d r a c h m a e o n a male c h o r u s a t t h e D i o n y s i a i n t h e f o l l o w i n g y e a r . 

We d o n o t k n o w h o w e v e r w h a t p r o p o r t i o n was a l l o c a t e d t o c o s t u m e . 

P l u t a r c h r e l a t e s h o w N i c i a s p r o c u r e d p o p u l a r i t y a n d w o n m a n y 

p r i z e s t h r o u g h h i s e x t r a v a g a n c e i n t h i s r e s p e c t - unepBaAAojievoc; 

TioXuxeXeict tea! %6LPITI TOUQ Ttpo eauxou ica l K<I6 ' e a u x o v aflavxac; 

"excelling in costliness and grace all of his predecessors and 

contemporaries". H o w e v e r t h i s r e f e r s t o t h e p o s t - A e s c h y l e a n 

p e r i o d a n d t h e t o n e o f c r i t i c i s m s h o w s c l e a r l y t h a t N i c i a s ' 

l i b e r a l i t y i s r e g a r d e d as a b n o r m a l a n d e x c e s s i v e . A r i s t o t l e a l s o 

c o n d e m n s o v e r s p e n d i n g , s u c h as b r i n g i n g o n a comic c h o r u s d r e s s e d 

e n t i r e l y i n p u r p l e , as v u l g a r a n d u n n e c e s s a r y (Nicomean Ethics 

1123a20) . T h u s I w o u l d s u g g e s t t h a t c o s t u m e a n d m a s k s i n t h e t i m e 

o f A e s c h y l u s w e r e r a t h e r m o d e s t a n d u n p r e t e n t i o u s , a t l e a s t i n 

c o m p a r i s o n w i t h l a t e r t i m e s . 

P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e r e l i e s h e a v i l y o n e v i d e n c e f r o m 

v a s e - p a i n t i n g s i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f s t a g e c o s t u m e b u t t h i s i s a 

mos t u n s a t i s f a c t o r y s o u r c e o f i n f o r m a t i o n , s i m p l y because w e d o 

n o t k n o w h o w f a r a scene ha s b e e n e m b e l l i s h e d b y e l e m e n t s d r a w n 

s o l e l y f r o m t h e a r t i s t ' s i m a g i n a t i o n . His a im w a s n o t t o p r o v i d e 

a p h o t o g r a p h i c r e c o r d f o r p o s t e r i t y b u t t o c r e a t e a p l e a s i n g 

d e s i g n a n d he n a t u r a l l y e n h a n c e s r e a l i t y a n d r e m o v e s m o r e m u n d a n e 

e l e m e n t s f r o m t h e scene . T h u s m a s k s a r e d i s p e n s e d w i t h a n d f a c e s 

p o r t r a y e d n a t u r a l i s t i c a l l y , male a c t o r s a r e d e p i c t e d f u l l y as t h e 

f e m a l e s t h e y r e p r e s e n t a n d s t a g e s a t y r s a r e n o t d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e 

A s t a g e m a e n a d r e v e a l s a n a k e d b r e a s t o n a p e l i k e i n B e r l i n , 
P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e f i g u r e 35 ARV2 p586 n o 47 c i r c a 460bc 
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f r o m " r e a l " o n e s . O f t e n o n l y t h e p r e s e n c e o f a f l u t e - p l a y e r 

r e v e a l s t h e s u b j e c t t o be d r a m a t i c i n o r i g i n . D e p i c t i o n s o f m a s k s 

s h o u l d a l s o be t r e a t e d w i t h c o n s i d e r a b l e c a u t i o n s i n c e , e v e n w h e n 

n o t w o r n , t h e a r t i s t o f t e n p a i n t s - i n t h e e y e s , as o n t h e 

f r a g m e n t a r y o i n o c h o e f r o m t h e A t h e n i a n a g o r a o f 470 -60 BC w h i c h 
1 s 

a l s o s h o w s a n i m p o s s i b l y s m a l l m o u t h . T h u s w e s h a l l t r e a t a n y 

e v i d e n c e f r o m v a s e s w i t h g r e a t c a u t i o n a n d w i t h a c l e a r a w a r e n e s s 

o f t h e i r u n s a t i s f a c t o r y n a t u r e , p a r t i c u l a r l y w h e r e t h e y a r e 

f r a g m e n t a r y o r o f u n c e r t a i n d a t e . 

B e a r i n g i n m i n d t h e f a c t t h a t t h e v a s e s m a y h a v e d i s t o r t e d 

a n d e x a g g e r a t e d t h e d r a m a t i c scene t h e y p o r t r a y , t h e y seem t o 

s u p p o r t t h e t h e o r y t h a t A e s c h y l e a n c o s t u m e w a s m u c h s i m p l e r t h a n 

t h a t f o u n d i n l a t e r t i m e s . C o m p a r e f o r e x a m p l e t h e p l a i n c h i t o n 

a n d s o f t p o i n t e d b o o t s s h o w n o n t h e b e l l - k r a t e r i n F e r r a r a 
19 

(460-450BC) v w i t h t h e m o r e e l a b o r a t e c o s t u m e o f t h e v o l u t e - k r a t e r 
20 

i n N a p l e s b y t h e P r o n o m o s p a i n t e r . P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e b e l i e v e s 

t h a t t h e l a t t e r p r o v i d e s "the most complete and magnificent piece 

of evidence for C5 stage costume" ( p l 8 7 ) b u t t h i s was p r o d u c e d 

l o n g a f t e r A e s c h y l u s a n d t h e r e f o r e c a n t e l l u s l i t t l e a b o u t t h e 

p e r i o d w i t h w h i c h w e a r e c o n c e r n e d . O n l y i n t h e case o f 

f o r e i g n e r s do w e f i n d a n y h i n t o f s p l e n d i d c o s t u m e . A f r a g m e n t a r y 
21 

h y d r i a i n C o r i n t h 480 -450 b y t h e L e n i n g r a d P a i n t e r s h o w s a n 

o r i e n t a l k i n g b e a r i n g t w o s c e p t r e s , r i s i n g f r o m a f l a m i n g p y r e , 

a c c o m p a n i e d b y a t l e a s t f o u r o t h e r a s t o n i s h e d o r i e n t a l s . T h e y 

P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e p r o d u c e s t h e s p l e n d i d p h r a s e "the tights have 
melted" w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o a v o l u t e k r a t e r i n F e r r a r a o f a r o u n d 
450BC - see p l 8 5 a n d F i g u r e 43. 

1 8 S e e P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e f i g u r e 32, ARV2 p495 

19 
See P i c k a r d - C a m b r i g e f i g u r e 33. 

20 

See P i c k a r d - C a m b r i g e f i g u r e 49 ARV2 p l 3 3 6 n o 1. 

2 1 See P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e p l 8 2 a n d f i g u r e 36 ARV2 p 5 7 1 n o 74. 
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w e a r a f l a p p e d h e a d - d r e s s a n d a t h i c k g a r m e n t o r n a m e n t e d w i t h a 

p a t t e r n o f b l a c k c i r c l e s m a r k e d w i t h a s p o t , w o r n o v e r a 

d e c o r a t e d , s l e e v e d u n d e r g a r m e n t . A t l e a s t o n e f i g u r e w e a r s 

t r o u s e r s p a t t e r n e d w i t h r o w s o f l o z e n g e s a n d w a v y l i n e s , a n d ha s 

b a r e f e e t . T h e k i n g has a d d i t i o n a l o r n a m e n t o n h i s k i d a r i s a n d a 

d a r k w r a p w i t h a l i g h t b o r d e r . T h e p r e s e n c e o f a f l u t e - p l a y e r 

s h o w s i t s s u b j e c t t o be t r a g e d y a n d P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e c o n c l u d e s 

t h a t "there seems no reason to doubt the artist, who may well be 

giving us a relatively accurate account of theatrical Oriental 

costume" ( p l 8 3 ) . N e v e r t h e l e s s t h e u s u a l c a v e a t s a b o u t 

v a s e - p a i n t i n g s s h o u l d be a p p l i e d a n d w e s h o u l d n o t e t h a t t h e m a s k s 

h a v e b e e n r e m o v e d f r o m t h e scene . I n a d d i t i o n T a p l i n s t a t e s t h a t 

t h e f l a m e s o f t h e p y r e c o u l d n o t h a v e b e e n r e p r e s e n t e d 

r e a l i s t i c a l l y i n t h e t h e a t r e a n d s u g g e s t s t h a t t h i s i s a d e p i c t i o n 
22 

o f some o f f - s t a g e scene ( p l l 9 ) . S i n c e t h e n w e k n o w t h a t t h e 

a r t i s t has a l t e r e d h i s m o d e l , f o r e x a m p l e b y r e m o v i n g t h e m a s k s , 

h o w f a r c a n we d e t e r m i n e t h e e x t e n t o f t h i s a n d a s sume w i t h a n y 

c o n f i d e n c e t h a t t h e c o s t u m e s a r e a f a i t h f u l r e n d i t i o n o f w h a t w a s 

p r e s e n t e d o n s t a g e ? 

We s i m p l y d o n o t k n o w w h e t h e r s t a g e c o s t u m e was u s e d t o 

r e f l e c t t h e c h a r a c t e r s p o r t r a y e d b y t h e a c t o r s , a n d i t seems 

l i k e l y t h a t G r e e k s t a n d a r d s o f r e a l i s m w i t h r e g a r d t o b o t h c o s t u m e 

a n d s t a g e p r o p e r t i e s w o u l d h a v e d i f f e r e d g r e a t l y f r o m t h o s e w h i c h 

w e h a v e come t o e x p e c t f r o m o u r o w n m o d e r n p l a y s a n d f i l m s . E a c h 

m a i n a c t o r a n d c h o r u s m e m b e r p l a y e d v a r i o u s d i f f e r e n t r o l e s i n t h e 

c o u r s e o f t h e t r i l o g y a n d i t w o u l d h a v e b e e n f a r e a s i e r , as w e l l 

as l e s s e x p e n s i v e , i f a c o m p l e t e c h a n g e o f c o s t u m e w e r e n o t 

r e q u i r e d f o r e a c h n e w r o l e . A n y a s p e c t o f a n a c t o r ' s a p p a r e l 

w h i c h i s o f s i g n i f i c a n c e , s u c h as C a s s a n d r a ' s p r o p h e t i c g a r b o r 

X e r x e s ' r a g s , i s c l e a r l y d e s c r i b e d v e r b a l l y i n t h e t e x t w h i c h 

T a p l i n f a v o u r s t h e f a t e o f C r o e s u s , as d i d Page w h i l e W e b s t e r 
b e l i e v e d i t w a s a scene f r o m t h e Persae. P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e 
r e j e c t s b o t h , s i n c e a p y r e i s n o t a t o m b a n d t h e k i n g i s r i s i n g 
f r o m i t n o t o n i t , a n d c o n c l u d e s t h a t i d e n t i f i c a t i o n i s i m p o s s i b l e 
o n p r e s e n t e v i d e n c e . 
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ma kes a n e x a c t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e s e t h i n g s o n s t a g e 

u n n e c e s s a r y . T h u s t h e f a c t t h a t t h e D a n a i d s a r e d a r k - s k i n n e d -

veiXoOep'n 7iapetav (71) "sunburnt cheek", \xeXavBeQ T J X I O K T U T I O V "a 

dark sun-smitten race" ( 1 5 4 - 5 ) - a n d w e a r f i n e e x o t i c c l o t h e s 

2 i<5ov tg KakUTixpg Sidonian veil ( 121 ) , Ttenkoioi Bc tpp&poio i Kdi 

7iUKv6uaoi/ x%iovxa npoo<p«vouuev "revelling in barbarian robes and 

wrappings" ( 2 3 5 - 6 ) , n o ^ u u i x w v nenfcov "fine woven garments" (432) 

is m e n t i o n e d r e p e a t e d l y , as is t h e f a c t t h a t t h e y c a r r y s u p p l i a n t 

b r a n c h e s ( 2 1 , 2 4 1 - 2 , 334) . We c a n n o t a ssess t o w h a t d e g r e e o f 

r e a l i s m t h e i r w o r d s w e r e r e f l e c t e d b y t h e i r s t a g e a p p e a r a n c e b u t 

Geddes is s u r e l y w r o n g t o s u p p o s e t h a t a c h o r u s c o u l d a p p e a r i n 

n a t i o n a l d r e s s m e r e l y b e c a u s e t h e c h o r u s o f D a n a i d s c l a i m t o do so 

( p 3 1 4 ) . 

Had t h e e x o t i c a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e s e f o r e i g n e r s b e e n c l e a r l y 

d i s p l a y e d t o a l l i n t h e t h e a t r e , t h e r e w o u l d h a v e been n o 

n e c e s s i t y f o r t h e s e f r e q u e n t r e f e r e n c e s t o i t , a n d t h e a u d i e n c e 

m a y h a v e b e e n r e q u i r e d t o l e n d a g r e a t d e a l o f t h e i r i m a g i n a t i o n 

t o t h e s cene b e f o r e t h e m , j u s t a t t h e y w e r e r e q u i r e d t o a c c e p t 

male a c t o r s as w o m e n ( e v e n w h e n C l y t e m n e s t r a b a r e s h e r b r e a s t ) a n d 

m a s k s as r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f t h e h u m a n f a c e . L i k e w i s e t h e f i n e 

c l o t h i n g o f t h e f o r e i g n e r s i n t h e Persae m a y h a v e b e e n p r e s e n t e d 

o n s t a g e i n a m o d i f i e d f o r m a n d t h e r e is a r e f e r e n c e o n l y t o 

D a r i u s ' t i a r a a n d shoes w h i c h m a y h a v e b e e n t h e o n l y f e a t u r e s o f 

h i s a p p e a r a n c e t o r e f l e c t h i s o r i e n t a l c h a r a c t e r ( p l 5 2 ) . 

We f i n d t h a t i n t h e Frogs ( 1062 -3 ) a n d A chanians ( 4 1 2 f f ) i t 

is n o t A e s c h y l u s , w h o d e s c r i b e s X e r x e s ' r a g s r e p e a t e d l y i n t h e 

Persae 469, 8 3 3 - 6 , 8 4 7 - 5 0 , 1017, 1030, n o r S o p h o c l e s , w h o 

p r e s e n t e d a p o o r l y - d r e s s e d E l e k t r a a n d P h i l o c t e t e s , b u t E u r i p i d e s 

w h o is a c c u s e d o f p o r t r a y i n g c h a r a c t e r s d r e s s e d i n r a g s . H e a t h 

r i g h t l y p o i n t s o u t t h a t "if such things were not made visible at 

all, these jokes would be pointless" ( p l 4 3 ) b u t he c o n t i n u e s "one 

assumes that there was some basis for the joke; but it may have 

been very tenuous" ( p l 4 3 ) . H o w e v e r i t is p o s s i b l e t h a t t h e 

d e p i c t i o n o f r a g g e d c o s t u m e h a d become m o r e r e a l i s t i c b y t h e t i m e 

o f E u r i p i d e s a n d t h a t t h i s is t h e p o i n t o f t h e j o k e as w e l l as t h e 
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f r e q u e n c y w i t h w h i c h he e m p l o y e d t h i s e l e m e n t 

I b e l i e v e t h a t A e s c h y l u s d i d n o t e m p l o y c h a r a c t e r c o s t u m e i n 

t h e m o d e r n sense a n d t h a t w h e n P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e c o m p l a i n s t h a t 

"there is no description in any extant play of the dress in which 

kings and queens and their children would normally appear in the 

theatre" ( p 2 0 2 ) , t h i s i s p r o b a b l y b e c a u s e t h e i r c o s t u m e was n o t 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h a t o f a n y o n e e lse a n d t h e i d e n t i t y 

o f i n d i v i d u a l s o n s t a g e was e s t a b l i s h e d p r e d o m i n a n t l y b y t h e s k i l l 

o f t h e a c t o r s r a t h e r t h a n b y t h e i r p h y s i c a l a p p e a r a n c e . I n 

s u p p o r t o f t h i s t h e o r y i s t h e f a c t t h a t o u r s o u r c e s s t a t e c l e a r l y 

t h a t t h e c h o r e g u s p a i d f o r t h e c o s t u m e s o f t h e c h o r u s w h i l e 

n o w h e r e i s m e n t i o n made o f s p e c i a l c l o t h i n g f o r t h e a c t o r s 

t h e m s e l v e s (see P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e p 9 0 ) . 

T a p l i n a s k s "is there any point in n o t using costume visually 

as well as verbally...What is the point of the actors n o t doing 

what they say they are doing, provided it is practicable?" ( p 3 6 ) . 

H o w e v e r we m i g h t as e a s i l y a s k w h y t h e a u d i e n c e w e r e r e q u i r e d t o 

a c c e p t a male a c t o r as a f e m a l e o r m a s k s as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f t h e 

h u m a n f a c e a n d a n d m a n y t r a g i c c o n v e n t i o n s m u s t h a v e b e e n f o l l o w e d 

b y t h e p o e t s s i m p l y b e c a u s e c e r t a i n e l e m e n t s , w h i c h w e t o d a y w o u l d 

c o n s i d e r m o r e " r e a l i s t i c " , s i m p l y h a d n e v e r b e e n p r e s e n t e d b e f o r e . 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o r e m e m b e r t h a t t r a g e d y was t h e d i r e c t d e s c e n d a n t 

o f e a r l i e r f o r m s o f p o e t r y w h i c h r e q u i r e d n e i t h e r p r o p s , m a s k s n o r 

c h a r a c t e r i z e d c o s t u m e s b u t a g r e a t d e a l o f a u d i e n c e i m a g i n a t i o n . 

C h a n c e l l o r b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e d e t a i l s a b o u t s t a g e d i r e c t i o n s 

a n d p r o p e r t i e s w e r e i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o t h e t e x t f o r t h e b e n e f i t o f 

t h e r e a d i n g p u b l i c - "there must have been a text available for 

those who could not attend and for those who wanted to study the 

E u r i p i d e s ' r i d i c u l e o f O r e s t e s ' t o k e n s i n t h e Choephori a l s o 
s u g g e s t s t h a t h i s a u d i e n c e w e r e a c c u s t o m e d t o a g r e a t e r d e g r e e o f 
" d r a m a t i c r e a l i s m " - see b e l o w . 
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plays more closely" ( p l 3 9 ) - b u t t h e y a r e p r o b a b l y i n c l u d e d 

b e c a u s e o f t h e c lo se r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n t r a g e d y a n d t h e p o e t i c 

g e n r e s f r o m w h i c h i t h a d d e v e l o p e d . T h u s i n d r a m a a n y t h i n g v i t a l 

t o t h e p l o t , i n c l u d i n g e n t r a n c e s a n d e x i t s , i s s t i l l c l e a r l y 

d e s c r i b e d a n d so t h e r e w a s f a r l e s s n e c e s s i t y t o p r e s e n t i t w i t h 

e x a c t i t u d e o n s t a g e , o r a t l e a s t t o n o t h i n g l i k e o u r o w n s t a n d a r d s 

o f r e a l i s m . I n G r e e k d r a m a , m u c h o f t h e a c t o r s ' s k i l l s w i l l h a v e 

d e p e n d e d o n t h e i r g e s t u r e , v o i c e a n d m o v e m e n t s , r a t h e r t h a n t h e 

p h y s i c a l a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e m a s k e d f i g u r e s o n s t a g e , a n d t h e m o r e 

t h e a u d i e n c e w e r e r e q u i r e d t o u s e t h e i r i m a g i n a t i o n , t h e c l o s e r 

t h e y w o u l d i d e n t i f y w i t h t h e d r a m a . 

T h e l o c k o f O r e s t e s ' h a i r , f o r e x a m p l e , w h i c h E l e k t r a 

d e s c r i b e s as m a t c h i n g h e r o w n (168 , 172, 174, 176) w o u l d h a v e b e e n 

f a r t o o s m a l l f o r t h e v a s t m a j o r i t y o f t h e a u d i e n c e t o see a n d , 

e s p e c i a l l y s i n c e O r e s t e s p r o b a b l y d e s c r i b e d i t w h e n he l a i d i t a t 

t h e t o m b ( t h e p r o l o g u e i s c o r r u p t ) , t h e r e w a s n o r e a l n e c e s s i t y 

f o r i t t o be r e p r e s e n t e d p h y s i c a l l y o n t h e s t a g e . A 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f O r e s t e s ' f o o t p r i n t s i s e q u a l l y u n n e c e s s a r y 

( 2 0 5 - 6 ) a n d a c e r t a i n a m b i g u i t y a b o u t t h e p r e c i s e f o r m o f t h e 

p i e c e o f w e a v i n g s o l v e s t h e p r o b l e m o f w h a t i t i s s u p p o s e d t o 
25 

r e p r e s e n t . I b e l i e v e t h a t s t a g e p r o p e r t i e s a n d c o s t u m e s w e r e 

k e p t t o m i n i m u m i n t h e t i m e o f A e s c h y l u s a n d t h a t g r e a t e m p h a s i s 

was p l a c e d o n t h e use o f mime a n d a u d i e n c e i m a g i n a t i o n . T a p l i n 

d i s a g r e e s - "the poet did not risk the unclarity of dumb-show" -

b u t t h i s i s a t l e a s t p o s s i b l e , e s p e c i a l l y w h e n we r e m e m b e r t h a t 

t r a g e d y was t h e d i r e c t d e s c e n d a n t o f n a r r a t i v e p o e t r y i n w h i c h 

v e r b a l d e s c r i p t i o n a n d i m a g i n a t i o n w e r e p r e d o m i n a n t . 

See f u r t h e r o n w r i t t e n t e x t s b e l o w 

25 
E u r i p i d e s r i d i c u l e s t h e u s e o f these^ t o k e n s i n h i s p l a y Elektra -

e l 5e KctKpetcov nenkovQ,/ Tiwq a v T O T ' O V 7iat<; r a u T a vuv e%oi <pdpn, / 
e l \xr\ 4 u v a u ^ o i v 6 ' o l nen\oi T & o o u c t T i ; "If I had woven his 
garments, how could he now wear his childhood clothes, unless they 
had grown with him?" - a n d w e s h a l l d i s c u s s b e l o w h o w t r a g i c 
c o n v e n t i o n s m a y h a v e b e e n m o d i f i e d b y h i s t i m e . 
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We a r e u n a b l e t o d e f i n e w i t h a n y c e r t a i n l y t h e d e g r e e o f 

d r a m a t i c r e a l i s m t o be f o u n d o n t h e G r e e k s t a g e a l t h o u g h i t seems 

h i g h l y l i k e l y t h a t t h e a u d i e n c e was r e q u i r e d t o l e n d t h e m s e l v e s t o 

t h e d r a m a t i c a l l u s i o n t o q u i t e a h i g h d e g r e e c o m p a r e d w i t h m o d e r n 

t h e a t r e . I n f a c t s t a g e a c t i o n a n d t h e u s e o f p r o p s i s k e p t t o a 

m i n i m u m a n d o f t e n v e r b a l n a r r a t i v e i s p r e f e r r e d f o r t h e e v o c a t i o n 

o f c e r t a i n a c t i o n s r a t h e r t h a n a n y a t t e m p t t o p r e s e n t t h e m o n 
2 6 

s t a g e . G r e a t e r r e a l i s m w a s s u r e l y i n t r o d u c e d w i t h t h e p a s s a g e o f 
27 

t i m e b u t a t t h i s e a r l i e r s t a g e t r a g e d y w a s s u r e l y f a r s i m p l e r 

i n a p p e a r a n c e a n d m o r e a k i n t o i t s p o e t i c r o o t s . 

e ) M y t h 

H a v i n g i n d u l g e d i n s p e c u l a t i o n a b o u t t h e p h y s i c a l s i d e o f t h e 

p e r f o r m a n c e - t h e g e s t u r e , mime, s o n g a n d d a n c e o f t h o s e o n s t a g e 

- l e t u s n o w c o n s i d e r t h e t y p e o f p l o t s w h i c h w e r e p o r t r a y e d i n 

t h e d r a m a s . A p a r t f r o m t h e Persae, t h e p l a y s we s h a l l c o n s i d e r 

a r e a l l b a s e d i n o u t l i n e o n p r e - e x i s t i n g m y t h i c a l s t o r i e s w i t h 
2S 

w h i c h t h e a u d i e n c e w e r e a l r e a d y f a m i l i a r . M y t h p l a y e d a c e n t r a l 

r o l e i n t h e s p h e r e s o f e d u c a t i o n a n d r e l i g i o n , as w e l l as 

s u p p l y i n g a n e n d l e s s s o u r c e o f i n s p i r a t i o n f o r s c u l p t o r s , 

v a s e - p a i n t e r s a n d p o e t s o f a l l k i n d s , a n d t h e f i f t h - c e n t u r y 

a u d i e n c e w o u l d h a v e b e e n s u r r o u n d e d b y t h e o l d s t o r i e s f r o m b i r t h . 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t f o r u s t o d a y t o i m a g i n e t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f m y t h i n 

G r e e k c u l t u r e a n d t h e i n s t a n t f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h t h e o l d s t o r i e s 

w h i c h a l l e n j o y e d . T h i s m y t h i c a l f o r e k n o w l e d g e i s a n o t h e r f a c t o r 

w h i c h m o d e r n r e a d e r s d o n o t s h a r e w i t h t h e i r A t h e n i a n c o u n t e r p a r t s 

C o n s i d e r f o r e x a m p l e t h e s n a k e - h a i r o f t h e E r i n y e s w h i c h i s 
p o w e r f u l l y d e s c r i b e d l o n g b e f o r e t h e y a p p e a r . 

27 
We h a v e seen t h a t t h e r e m a y h a v e b e e n g r e a t c h a n g e s e v e n b y t h e 

t i m e o f E u r i p i d e s . 

2 0 
I h a v e n o t i n c l u d e d t h e Prometheus Bound i n t h i s s t u d y - see 

G r i f f i t h The Authenticity of the Prometheus Bound o n t h e q u e s t i o n 
o f a u t h o r s h i p - a l t h o u g h o u r m e t h o d s w o u l d be e q u a l l y a p p l i c a b l e 
t o a p l a y b y a p o e t o t h e r t h a n A e s c h y l u s . 
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a n d we s h a l l see h o w a u d i e n c e a n t i c i p a t i o n o f e v e n t s i s e x p l o i t e d 

i n t h e d r a m a t o g r e a t e f f e c t . W i t h i n t h e b r o a d f r a m e w o r k o f t h e 

e a r l i e r m y t h h o w e v e r , t h e p o e t e n j o y e d a c o n s i d e r a b l e d e g r e e o f 

c h o i c e a n d f r e e d o m . T h e a u d i e n c e w o u l d h a v e k n o w n s e v e r a l 

s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t v e r s i o n s o f t h e same m y t h a n d t h e y c o u l d n e v e r 

be c e r t a i n h o w a n y p a r t i c u l a r s t o r y w o u l d be p o r t r a y e d o r w h a t 

w o u l d be a d d e d b y t h e p o e t h i m s e l f . H e r i n g t o n n o t e s t h a t "by the 

time of the earliest extant poets, there was a vast repertoire of 

myths, reaching back through the Iron age to the Bronze age" ( p 6 4 ) 

a n d t h e s e r e m a i n e d h i g h l y f l u i d i n f o r m . 

A pa s sage i n A e s c h i n e s (in Ctes. 153 -4 ) r e f e r s t o a P r o a g o n , 

a s p o k e n p r e v i e w o f t h e d r a m a , t a k i n g p l a c e i n 346 BC, i n t h e 

O d e u m a c c o r d i n g t o t h e s c h o l i a s t , w h i l e t h e s c h o l i a o n 

A r i s t o p h a n e s Wasps (1109) d e s c r i b e s t h e O d e u m as otywv K d ! 

enidei^iQ « v yeXXovoi Spau&xwv a y w v l C e o 9 a i ev T O 9eaTpw "the place 

for spectators where it is the custom to announce the poems before 

they are recited in the theatre". H o w e v e r t h e O d e u m w a s n o t b u i l t 

b y P e r i c l e s u n t i l a r o u n d 444BC a n d t h e p r o a g o n m a y h a v e b e e n 

i n t r o d u c e d a f t e r A e s c h y l u s . I n t h e Symposium, S o c r a t e s d e c l a r e s 

t o A g a t h o n : 

e l ISov T T | V cr\v avSpeCav K a l ueyaXcxppoouvriv 
avapkJuvovToq e m T O V oicpCpavTa ueTct T W V U T I O K P L T W V K a l 
P^eyavTOt; e v a v T i a T O O O U T O 9edxpw, H B X X O V T O Q e7u5eC£eo9ai 
aauxou X O J O V Q K a l o u S ' O H W O T I O U V eKnXayevTOc; . . . 

2 / seeing your bravery and great-mindedness when 
you mounted the platform with your actors, and looked 
faced such a great audience, about to display your 
Xoyouc; and were not at all frightened, then now... 
(194) 

H o w e v e r t h i s i s a r e f e r e n c e t o t h e L e n a i a a n d m a y e v e n r e l a t e 

t o t h e p e r i o d p r e c e d i n g t h e p l a y i t s e l f . T h e r e i s n o e v i d e n c e t h a t 

t h e p r o a g o n was c u s t o m a r y i n A e s c h y l e a n t i m e s a n d , e v e n i f i t 

w e r e , t h e i n t e r n a l e v i d e n c e s u g g e s t s t h a t i t d i d n o t r e v e a l v e r y 

m u c h a b o u t t h e f o r m o f a n y p a r t i c u l a r d r a m a . P l a t o r e f e r s t o t h e 

p o e t r e v e a l i n g h i s Xoyovq w h i c h means "plot" a t Wasps 54 a n d Peace 

50, b u t i n h i s c o m m e n t a r y R o g e r s s t a t e s t h a t t h i s w o r d d e n o t e s 
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h e r e "not the actual plot or story which he is about to unfold but 

the preliminary circumstances, a knowledge of which is requisite 

for the right understanding of the play". T h i s seems v e r y 

u n l i k e l y h o w e v e r a n d i f we s t u d y t h e p l a y s w e f i n d t h a t a l l 

i m p o r t a n t d e t a i l s a r e s u p p l i e d e i t h e r f r o m t h e a u d i e n c e ' s o w n 

a w a r e n e s s o f t h e s t o r y o r f r o m t h e t e x t i t s e l f , v i t a l i n f o r m a t i o n 
29 30 

a b o u t i d e n t i t y " a n d l o c a t i o n u s u a l l y b e i n g i m p a r t e d d u r i n g t h e 

p r o l o g u e . T h u s p e r h a p s t h e s t r o n g e s t a r g u m e n t a g a i n s t t h e 

e x i s t e n c e o f t h e P r o a g o n i n t h e t i m e o f A e s c h y l u s i s t h e f a c t t h a t 

t h e a u d i e n c e s i m p l y d i d n o t r e q u i r e a n y s u p p l e m e n t a r y i n f o r m a t i o n 

a b o u t t h e d r a m a t i c s i t u a t i o n b e f o r e t h e p l a y b e g a n . I n a d d i t i o n 

w e s h a l l see t h a t t h e r e i s a c o n s i d e r a b l e e l e m e n t o f s u s p e n s e i n 

t h e d r a m a s w h i c h w o u l d be l o s t i f t h e a u d i e n c e k n e w a l l a b o u t t h e 

f o r m o f t h e p l a y s b e f o r e h a n d . T h e f a c t t h a t C l y t e m n e s t r a w i l l 

k i l l A g a m e m n o n w i t h o u t t h e a i d o f A e g i s t h u s , f o r e x a m p l e , i s 

r e v e a l e d g r a d u a l l y a n d t h e i m p a c t o f t h i s r e a l i z a t i o n w o u l d be 

l o s t i f t h e a u d i e n c e w e r e c e r t a i n o f t h i s f r o m t h e v e r y b e g i n n i n g . 

T h u s I s h a l l l e a v e a s i d e t h e q u e s t i o n o f t h e P r o a g o n i n d e a l i n g 

w i t h a u d i e n c e e x p e c t a t i o n a n d a s sume t h a t t h e y k n e w l i t t l e a b o u t 

t h e p r e c i s e f o r m a n y p a r t i c u l a r d r a m a w o u l d t a k e . 

A s we t r y t o a ssess t h e i m p a c t o f t h e p l a y s o f A e s c h y l u s o n 

h i s o r i g i n a l a u d i e n c e t h e n , we m u s t s eek t o e s t a b l i s h , as f a r as 

p o s s i b l e , t h e i r b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e a b o u t t h e m y t h s i n q u e s t i o n . 

T h e f a c t t h a t t h e s p e c t a t o r s a l r e a d y e n j o y e d a f a i r i d e a o f w h a t 

m i g h t h a p p e n seems u n u s u a l t o m o d e r n r e a d e r s a n d e v e n A r i s t o t l e 

s o u g h t t o m i n i m i z e t h e i n f l u e n c e o f t h i s one h u n d r e d a n d f i f t y 

y e a r s l a t e r : 

e n e i teal xa yvopiuxx oXiyoiQ y v 6 p i j . t a e o x t v , a M ' 
opiOQ eucppa ive i rcdvxac;. 

What is well-known is well-known only to a few, but 

Agamemnon 1-2, Persae 1-7, Septem 1-6, Supplices 1-11 

i Agamemnon 3, Persae 1 , Septem 1 , Supplices 15 
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nevertheless it pleases everyone. (Poetics ix 1451b25) 

P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e a g r e e s - "the general level of education 

among the audience should not be too highly rated...the Athenian 

audience could not, as a whole, be expected to be familiar with 

the background of heroic legend on which the tragedians drew" 

(p275) . However I do not be l i eve t h a t t h i s was the case i n the 

time of A e s c h y l u s a n d would s u g g e s t t h a t h i s a u d i e n c e h a d a h i g h e r 

d e g r e e of f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the m y t h i c a l b a c k g r o u n d . E a r l i e r e p i c 

a n d l y r i c p o e t r y , b a s e d on m y t h , was k e p t a l ive b y c o n s t a n t 

r e - p e r f o r m a n c e a l o n g s i d e more m o d e r n w o r k s (see a b o v e ) a n d e v e n 

the l e a s t a l e r t member of the a u d i e n c e must h a v e k n o w n , f o r 

i n s t a n c e , t h a t Agamemnon was to meet h i s d e a t h on h i s r e t u r n from 

T r o y f rom t h e i r knowle dge of the Odyssey ( the a u d i e n c e ' s a t t i t u d e 

may a l so h a v e been i n f l u e n c e d b y e a r l i e r dramat i c p r e s e n t a t i o n s on 

the same theme - see below on the p o s s i b l e i n f l u e n c e of P h r y n i c h u s 

i n t h e Persae). I t may be t h a t b y the time of E u r i p i d e s the 

o l d e r , more fami l iar m y t h s h a d b e e n we l l u s e d b y the t r a g e d i a n s 

a n d t h a t he w a s compel led to s eek a n o v e l e f f e c t b a s e d on more 

o b s c u r e a n d d i v e r s e mater ia l . However A e s c h y l u s w a s w o r k i n g a t a 

p e r i o d w h e n the most p o p u l a r s t o r i e s w e r e s t i l l r e l a t i v e l y f r e s h 
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a n d r i p e f o r s tage a d a p t a t i o n . 

32 

T h e comic poet A n t i p h a n e s makes a j o k e about the 

explo i tat ion of m y t h i c a l k n o w l e d g e i n t r a g e d y : 

uatcapiLV e o x i v f| xpaycoSCa 
noLT|ua Kaxa navx ' , e t ye npoxov o l A,6yot 
uno xov 9eax<ov e l o l v eyvwpiouevo i , 
•npiv tcai x tv ' e i n e t v . « o 9 ' unouvTiom uovov 
d e l X O V 7101T1XT1V. 

Tragedy is a fortunate genre of poetry in all 

T h e m y t h s may also h a v e been more compact i n t h i s e a r l i e r p e r i o d 
a n d t h e Oid ipous m y t h , f o r example, d i d not y e t i n c l u d e the s t o r y 
of Ant igone - see l a t e r on the e n d i n g of the Septem. 

32 
F i r s t p l a y s p r o d u c e d 3 8 6 - 3 B C 
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respects for from the very beginning his stories are 
familiar to the spectators, before anyone even speaks, 
so that the poet has merely to remind them {fragment 
191K) 

He p r o c e e d s to d e s c r i b e how t h e moment Oid ipous a p p e a r s on 

s tage , immediate ly t h e a u d i e n c e k n o w s a l l about him - h i s f a t h e r , 

h i s mother , the names of h i s d a u g h t e r s a n d s o n s , a n d w h a t he h a s 
33 

done - whi le the comic poet e n j o y s no s u c h a d v a n t a g e . 

P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e c a l l s t h i s a n e a s y a n d o b v i o u s j o k e r a t h e r t h a n 

a b a l a n c e d o b s e r v a t i o n (p276) b u t it i s t r u e t h a t a m a j o r 

d i f f e r e n c e between t r a g e d y a n d comedy l i e s i n the f o r m e r ' s 

explo i tat ion of m y t h i c a l knowledge . 

A s we h a v e noted h o w e v e r , the poets w e r e not e x c e s s i v e l y 

c o n s t r a i n e d b y t h e i r m y t h i c a l f r a m e w o r k a n d t r a g e d y was f a r more 

t h a n the empty a c t i n g out of a p r e d i c t a b l e r i t u a l . H e r i n g t o n 

c a l l s m y t h the "least innovative feature in the new art of 

tragedy" ( p l 2 8 ) b u t i n f a c t once a poet c a n a s s u m e c e r t a i n 

p r e - c o n c e p t i o n s a n d a n t i c i p a t i o n s among h i s a u d i e n c e , he i s t h e n 

f r e e to exploit t h e s e to good dramat i c e f f ec t . Within c e r t a i n 

b o u n d a r i e s , the m y t h s h a d a h i g h d e g r e e of a d a p t a b i l i t y a n d c o u l d 

be t r e a t e d w i t h g r e a t f reedom b y t h e poet. T a p l i n , s p e a k i n g of 

i t s a lmost l imit less c a p a c i t y f o r v a r i a t i o n , d e s c r i b e s m y t h a s 

"the product of centuries of re-arrangement and invention, a 

process which the tragedians themselves continued...the constraint 

is minimal; the scope for artistry enormous" (p5) . 

T h u s t h e r e would h a v e been a n a i r of u n i q u e n e s s a b o u t e a c h 

p e r f o r m a n c e a n d the a u d i e n c e c o u l d n e v e r be s u r e how a p a r t i c u l a r 

s t o r y would be p r e s e n t e d n o r w h e t h e r the poet would dec ide to 

follow one of h i s p r e v i o u s s o u r c e s o r i n t r o d u c e someth ing new in to 

h i s i n h e r i t e d mater ia l . T h u s i n s t e a d of r e s t r i c t i n g him, i n f a c t 

m y t h a d d s a n e x t r a d imens ion to the d r a m a a n d A e s c h y l u s w a s f r e e 

to t ease h i s a u d i e n c e b y d i v e r g i n g f rom the b a s i c s t o r y o r b y 

3 A n d , I would a d d , w h a t awa i t s him i n the f u t u r e . 
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h i n t i n g a t e a r l i e r v e r s i o n s w h i c h he t h e n i g n o r e s . A c h a n g e of 

e m p h a s i s , s u c h as C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s i n c r e a s e d ro le i n h e r h u s b a n d ' s 

m u r d e r , p r o d u c e s f r e s h impl ica t ions a n d e x t e n d s the d r a m a into 

n e w e r , l e s s fami l iar t e r r i t o r y . S i n c e many s o u r c e s , w h i c h would 

h a v e been of immense v a l u e to o u r s t u d y , a r e lost , we mus t be w a r y 

of a s s u m i n g t h a t e v e r y t h i n g not f o u n d p r e v i o u s l y i s n e c e s s a r i l y a n 

A e s c h y l e a n i n n o v a t i o n . H o w e v e r , a s B a l d r y comments , "where (as in 

most cases) the source of their version is unknown, the very fact 

that it is moulded to suit a dramatic purpose should lead us to 

give the author, rather than a hypothetical and perhaps imaginary 

tradition, the benefit of the doubt" (DTD.^f^ T h u s we s h a l l 

c o n s i d e r those a r e a s w h e r e A e s c h y l u s may h a v e c o n t r i b u t e d most to 

the evo lu t ion of a p a r t i c u l a r m y t h a n d not d i s m i s s the p o s s i b i l i t y 

t h a t he was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r c e r t a i n i m p o r t a n t i n n o v a t i o n s . 

A n o t h e r important i n f l u e n c e on the a u d i e n c e ' s a t t i t u d e to a m y t h 

may h a v e been i t s e a r l i e r t r e a t m e n t b y o t h e r d r a m a t i s t s a n d i t i s 

most u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we k n o w so l i t t le about t h i s s u b j e c t . T h e 

f a c t t h a t a v a s t r e p e r t o i r e of t r a g e d y i s los t i s e m p h a s i z e d b y 

the f a c t t h a t A r i s t o t l e l i s t s the most f r e q u e n t l y c h o s e n t r a g i c 

themes a s "the actions and passions of Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, 

Meleager, Thyestes and Telephos" (Poetics 1453a20-21) . A l t h o u g h 

these themes may h a v e been more p o p u l a r l a t e r , t h i s s t i l l s e r v e s 

a s a r e m i n d e r of how m u c h i s lo s t a n d Hall notes we know someth ing 

of o n l y t h r e e h u n d r e d of t h e t h o u s a n d t r a g e d i e s p r o d u c e d i n 

f i f t h - c e n t u r y A t h e n s , o f t e n o n l y a t i t le o r a s h o r t f r a g m e n t ( p i ) . 

A n i m p o r t a n t c o n s e q u e n c e of the u s e of m y t h a s a b a s i s f o r 

t r a g e d y is t h e f a c t t h a t the a u d i e n c e o f t e n e n j o y s a d e e p e r 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of a p a r t i c u l a r dramat ic s i t u a t ion t h a n those on 

s tage , t h u s c r e a t i n g g r e a t o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r d r a m a t i c i r o n y . T h e y 

w a t c h the a c t i v i t i e s of the f i g u r e s before them almost l ike s e e r s 

o r gods , able to p r e d i c t the f u t u r e but u n a b l e to i n t e r v e n e . 

B a l d r y notes t h a t d r a m a t i c i r o n y i s "one of the ways in which the 

audience is given a feeling of participation in the play3 (p84) . 

He c o n t i n u e s "because the audience is aware of the realities of 

the situation, line after line can have a significance for them 
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which it lacks for one or more of the characters. They are in the 

secret and wait with heightened expectancy for the character to 

discover the truth" a n d o f ten t h e r e would h a v e been a g r e a t 

f e e l i n g of s u s p e n s e about i f , w h e n a n d how the t r u t h wi l l f i n a l l y 

be r e v e a l e d to those on s tage . 

I r o n y may be employed b y the poet to f o r e s h a d o w f u t u r e e v e n t s 

w h i c h he i n t e n d s to p o r t r a y o r w h i c h the a u d i e n c e may a n t i c i p a t e 

from t h e i r knowledge of the m y t h b u t w h i c h wi l l not i n f a c t o c c u r . 

D i f f e r e n t t y p e s of i r o n y may be f o u n d i n t h e p l a y s of A e s c h y l u s . 

I t may be s imple a n d u n c o n s c i o u s a s w h e n w o r d s s p o k e n on s tage 

c o n v e y a d e e p e r meaning to the a u d i e n c e a lone , a s i n the Supplices 

w h e r e we s h a l l de tec t many h i n t s a t the coming m u r d e r w h i c h i s 

s t i l l f a r f rom the t h o u g h t s of a l l on s tage . T h e i r o n y may be 

d e l i b e r a t e a n d c o n s c i o u s , a s w h e n C l y t e m n e s t r a p r o f e s s e s e x c e s s i v e 

f i d e l i t y to Agamemnon, w h i c h the a u d i e n c e k n o w s to be a d i r e c t 

lie. Some s ta tements mere ly c o n f i r m the a u d i e n c e ' s s u s p i c i o n of 

w h a t i s about to h a p p e n , l ike t h e p r e d i c t i o n t h a t O r e s t e s wi l l 

r e t u r n a t the e n d of the Agamemnon, o r p r e p a r e them to expec t a n 

e v e n t w h i c h wi l l n e v e r h a p p e n , a s w h e n D a r i u s b ids h i s wife to 

welcome X e r x e s w i t h f r e s h c lo thes or the Watchman imagines a 

j o y f u l r e u n i o n w i t h h i s master . A l l of t h e s e t y p e s of i r o n y 

d e p e n d on the a u d i e n c e ' s m y t h i c a l k n ow led ge f o r t h e i r e f f e c t a n d 

so t h i s a d d s a n impor tant e x t r a d imens ion to the drama. 

I t i s a s t h o u g h the poet a n d a u d i e n c e a r e i n l eague , both 

s h a r i n g some knowledge of the f u t u r e , a n d i n a s u p e r i o r pos i t ion 

to those on s tage . T h e f o r m e r h a s the a d v a n t a g e o v e r the l a t t e r 

h o w e v e r a n d may s u r p r i s e them o r t h w a r t t h e i r expec ta t ions . T h e 

i n d i v i d u a l s r e p r e s e n t e d on s tage do not a l w a y s s h a r e the same 

d e g r e e of knowledge h o w e v e r , a n d o f t en the poet s k i l l f u l l y 

p o r t r a y s a v a r i e t y of d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s of c o n c e p t i o n a t the same 

time. T h e C a s s a n d r a s c e n e i s a good example of t h i s . 

C l y t e m n e s t r a be l i eves t h a t s h e i s i n f u l l command of the s i t u a t i o n 

a n d n a t u r a l l y she i s f u l l y a w a r e of the imminent m u r d e r of h e r 

h u s b a n d . C a s s a n d r a a l so f o r e s e e s t h i s a n d i n f a c t h a s the 
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a d v a n t a g e o v e r the q u e e n s i n c e she c a n see b e y o n d the m u r d e r to 

i t s c o n s e q u e n c e s a n d t h e r e v e n g e of O r e s t e s . T h e a u d i e n c e s h a r e s 

much of t h i s knowledge , b u t u n l i k e C a s s a n d r a a n d C l y t e m n e s t r a , 

t h e y a r e not y e t c e r t a i n about A e g i s t h u s ' ro le i n the m u r d e r . I n 

c o n t r a s t to t h i s , the c h o r u s of A r g i v e e l d e r s seems u n a b l e to 

g r a s p the t r u e s i t u a t i o n a n d t h e y do not a p p e a r to t r e a t 

C a s s a n d r a ' s p r e d i c t i o n s s e r i o u s l y . T h e y a c c e p t at f a c e v a l u e 

C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s i n v i t a t i o n to the g i r l to e n t e r the h o u s e a n d j o i n 

the s a c r i f i c e a n d d i s p l a y the most i n n o c e n t p o s s i b l e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of e v e n t s . V i c k e r s c a l l s them "an instrument of 

ironic ignorance" ( p l 3 ) a n d t h e i r o b t u s e n e s s mus t h a v e seemed 

e x t r e m e l y t a n t a l i z i n g a n d s i n i s t e r to the a u d i e n c e who f u l l y 

a p p r e c i a t e C a s s a n d r a ' s w o r d s . T h u s the a u d i e n c e c a n a p p r e c i a t e 

the d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s of k n o w l e d g e p r e s e n t e d on the s tage a n d we 

s h o u l d note t h a t t h i s s c e n e would lose much of i t s impact be fore 

a n a u d i e n c e i g n o r a n t of the f a c t t h a t both Agamemnon a n d C a s s a n d r a 

a r e a b o u t to meet t h e i r d e a t h s . 

T h a l m a n n comments w i t h r e f e r e n c e to the Septem t h a t "even the 

spectators at the first performance must have known that the 

brothers would kill each other" ( p l 2 5 ) . T h i s i s t r u e a n d i n f a c t , 

f a r f r o m be ing g r o u n d s f o r c r i t i c i s m , a n a n t i c i p a t i o n of the 

f r a t r i c i d e i s v i t a l if t h e p l a y is to s u c c e e d . T h e a u d i e n c e w i l l 

w a t c h w i t h g r e a t i n t e r e s t a n d s u s p e n s e to see i f , w h e n a n d how 

E t e o c l e s wi l l r e a l i z e h i s fa te a n d how i t w i l l be p r e s e n t e d . 

T h o s e on s tage do not a l w a y s r e a c h a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e t r u t h 

of t h e i r s i tua t ion h o w e v e r a n d Agamemnon a n d A e g i s t h u s both exit 

u n w i t t i n g l y to t h e i r d e a t h s . T h u s L e s k y i s m i s g u i d e d i n h i s 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t the p r o t a g o n i s t must be "fully aware of his 

situation...there will be no tragic e f f e c t when a passive victim, 

dull and dumb, is led to a place of execution" ( p l O ) . However i n 

most c a s e s , s u c h as t h a t of C a s s a n d r a , C l y t e m n e s t r a a n d E t e o l c e s , 

most c h a r a c t e r s r e a c h some u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e i r imminent fa te of 

w h i c h t h e a u d i e n c e h a s been a w a r e from the v e r y b e g i n n i n g . T h u s 

we see t h a t t h e a u d i e n c e ' s p r i o r m y t h i c a l k n ow led ge makes a n 

i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h e i r a p p r e c i a t i o n of the p l a y s a n d we 
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s h a l l devote m u c h e f f o r t to e s t a b l i s h i n g t h i s i n the case of e a c h 

p l a y , a t l e a s t a s f a r a s o u r incomplete s o u r c e s allow. 

f ) A u d i e n c e R e s p o n s e 

T a p l i n comments t h a t "tragedy is essentially the emotional 

experience of its audience" a n d i n d e e d t h e p e r f o r m a n c e must a f f e c t 

the s p e c t a t o r s s t r o n g l y if i t i s to s u c c e e d a s drama. No doubt 

the G r e e k a u d i e n c e f e l t a n d e x p r e s s e d t h e i r emotional r e s p o n s e to 

the d r a m a wi th g r e a t f reedom i n t h e t h e a t r e . Plato notes t h a t 

w h e n the mul t i tude i s s e a t e d t o g e t h e r i n the a s s e m b l y o r t h e a t r e : 

oxav £uv TtoAA© 9opu0» x a [iev yeywu xwv Xeyo\ievv>v r\ 
7tpaxTonev«v, x a 5e e n a i v w o t v , unep|3aM6vx<*; eK&xepa, K a i 
etcPowvTec; Kai Kpoxouvxec;, Tipdq 5' auxotq a i xe nexpat 
tea! 6 xonoQ ev q a v o>otv eivnxouvxeQ <5mA,aoiov Oopop'ov 
Tiapexwoi xou i|/6you K a i e n a t v o u . 

With loud uproar they censure some of the things 
that are said and done and approve others, both to 
excess, with loud shouts and clapping and in addition to 
them, the rocks and the spot where they are resounds and 
redoubles the din of their censure and praise (Republic 
6 492b) 

a n d the a u d i e n c e of A e s c h y l u s may h a v e e x p r e s s e d t h e i r 

op in ions v o l u b l y a lso . A p a s s a g e i n the Laws s t a t e s t h a t ouxe y a p 

•napa 6edxpou del xov ye aXTjerj Kpixtiv tcpCveiv pavedvovxa, K a i 

eK7iXr|xx6|jevov uno 6opu3ou xwv T I O X A W V K a i xrjt; auxou aTtatSeuoCac; "a 

good judge should not be taught his judgement by (listening to) 

those in the theatre, being distracted by the yelling of the mob 

or by his own inexperience" (2 .659b-c ) w h i c h s u g g e s t s t h a t the 

a u d i e n c e ' s r e a c t i o n to the d r a m a w a s e x p r e s s e d loud ly i n the 

t h e a t r e , a t l eas t b y t h i s l a t e r s tage . T h e anecdote i n the Life, 

w h i c h r e l a t e s how c h i l d r e n f a i n t e d a n d women m i s c a r r i e d at the 

s i g h t of the E r i n y e s , s u g g e s t s t h a t v io l en t r e a c t i o n s to the 

d r a m a s w e r e common, a s does the s t o r y t h a t P h r y n i c h u s was f i n e d b y 

o r d e r of the a s s e m b l y a f t e r the p e r f o r m a n c e of h i s p l a y The 
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34 Capture of Miletus {Herodotus i v 21.2) . We l e a r n t h a t l a t e r b a d 
comic a c t o r s a t the R u r a l D i o n y s i a w e r e b o m b a r d e d on o c c a s i o n w i t h 
f i g s , g r a p e s a n d o l ives (Demosthenes De Corona 262) a n d so it 
would seem t h a t the a u d i e n c e w e r e f a r f rom be ing qu ie t a n d p a s s i v e 
a s i s g e n e r a l l y the c a s e today , Plato s ta t e s t h a t the poet's aim 
was to e v o k e a s t r o n g emotional r e s p o n s e : 

o l yap nov 0eVtio*xoi nuov ctKpownevoi 'Ouif|pou r| 
aXXov X I V O Q xwv xpay^onotwv niuouu&vou x i v a xwv T\pwov 
ev TtevOei ovxa tcai uaKpav pr\o\.v omoxeCvovxa ev X O L Q 

oSupuol'c; r\ K a l adovxac; xe K a l Konxouevoug, o i o O ' O X I 
xatpouev xe K a l evSovxeq Tiuac; auxoix; en6(je6a 
ouunaoxovxeq K a l a7tou<5a£ovxec; ertatvouuev WQ aya8ov 
Ttofnxfiv, O Q av r\\io.Q oxt udXioxa ouxw 5 t a 6 f l . 

When the best of us hears Homer or some other 
tragedian imitating one of his heroes who is singing in 
distress and is delivering a long tirade in his 
lamentations or chanting and beating his breast, you 
know that we feel pleasure and surrender ourselves and 
accompany him with fellow-suffering and praise him 
enthusiastically as an excellent poet the one who most 
strongly a f f e c t s us in this way (Republic 6 0 5 c - d ) 

He condemns the f a c t t h a t a show of i n t e n s e g r i e f b y those on 

s tage e v o k e s a s imi lar r e s p o n s e i n the s p e c t a t o r s s i n c e i n r e a l 

l i fe c o n t r o l of one's emotions i s a d m i r e d whi le i n the t h e a t r e one 

t a k e s p l e a s u r e i n w h a t one would normal ly condemn. X e n c p h o n 

r e f e r s i n the Symposium to a n a c t o r ' s s k i l l i n a r o u s i n g emotion -

A i K a i o x e p o v y' , eipn, o i o u a i , r\ KaAAinnioTK 6 u7ioKpLxfjQ, OQ 

unepoeuvuvexai o x i S u v a x a i noftAouq KXatovxaq K a 6 i £ e i v " n e said, 

yes and with better right I fancy than Callipides the actor who 

gives himself such pompous airs, thinking that he can make the 

crowds weep in the theatre C 3 . l l ) a n d so a s t r o n g emotional 

r e s p o n s e to the t r a g e d i e s of A e s c h y l u s may h a v e been c u s t o m a r y . 

S t a n f o r d po in t s out t h a t the fami l iar maxim of A r i s t o t l e -

o V eXeou K O I (poBou Ttepaivouoa xr\v xov xoiouxov Ttaenuaxuv 

We do not k n o w the p r e c i s e g r o u n d s f o r complaint but i t may h a v e 
a r i s e n from the a u d i e n c e ' s emotional r e a c t i o n to the p l a y . 
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K&eapotv" (Poetics 1449b 27-8 ) i s b e s t t r a n s l a t e d a s "through 

intense compassion and terror effecting a catharsis of these 

emotions", a n d t h a t the u s u a l p h r a s e "pity and fear" i s f a r too 

weak f o r the i n t e n s e emotions e x p e r i e n c e d b y the a u d i e n c e (p57) . 

T h e s h a r i n g of t h i s d e e p l y emotional e x p e r i e n c e i n the t h e a t r e 

would g r e a t l y e n h a n c e the impact of the o r i g i n a l p r o d u c t i o n a n d 

t h e s e f e e l i n g s w e r e p r o b a b l y f a r more i n t e n s e t h a n i s o f t e n 

imagined . 

T h e p a s s a g e s of h i g h e s t emotion w e r e p r o b a b l y c o n v e y e d 

p r e d o m i n a n t l y b y those e lements of t h e d r a m a w h i c h a r e now los t to 

u s , t h a t i s b y the m u s i c , g e s t u r e a n d d a n c e . T h e lament a t t h e 

e n d of the Persae f o r example, the emotional climax of the whole 

p l a y , a p p e a r s r a t h e r d u l l a n d r e p e t i t i v e w h e n m e r e l y r e a d , b u t 

t h i s lament of 170 l ine s must h a v e been h i g h l y e f f e c t i v e a n d 

i n t e n s e l y moving i n t h e t h e a t r e . T h u s whi le e x p r e s s i o n s of g r i e f , 

l i k e those f o u n d a t the e n d of the Persae - ir\, to), o l o T , r\f\, 

O T O X O T O X O t - look s t r a n g e on t h e p r i n t e d page they would h a v e h a d a 

d e e p l y moving e f f e c t on the l i s t e n e r s w h e n t r a n s l a t e d into deep , 

p r o l o n g e d c r i e s of woe r e s o u n d i n g r o u n d the t h e a t r e . T h u s a n o t h e r 

d i f f e r e n c e be tween the G r e e k s a n d o u r s e l v e s may h a v e been t h e 

d e p t h a n d extent of t h e i r emotional r e s p o n s e to the d r a m a t i c 

p e r f o r m a n c e s a s wel l a s t h e i r u t t e r e n t r a n c e m e n t b y them. 

g) A r i s t o p h a n e s 

T h e Frogs of A r i s t o p h a n e s , w h i c h won f i r s t p r i z e a t t h e 

L e n a e a i n 405BC, i s o f ten u s e d a s e v i d e n c e f o r p o p u l a r a t t i t u d e s 

to A e s c h y l u s a n d h i s w o r k . T h e p l a y t a k e s t h e form of a 

compet i t ion be tween A e s c h y l u s a n d E u r i p i d e s i n Hades a n d may 

i n d e e d p r e s e n t a d i s t o r t e d p i c t u r e of p o p u l a r concept ions of t h e 

two poets . A e s c h y l u s ' w o r k i s c o n s i d e r e d to be d i g n i f i e d a n d 

w e i g h t y a n d most modern r e a d e r s would a c c e p t t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n . 

E u r i p i d e s e x a g g e r a t e s t h i s f e a t u r e i n the p l a y , compla in ing t h a t 

the w o r k of h i s p r e d e c e s s o r was d u l l a n d i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e to i t s 

a u d i e n c e . T h e l a n g u a g e a n d tone a r e o b s c u r e - oacpeQ 3 ' a v eiTtev 

ou5e ev "they say nothing clearly" (927) whi l e h i s w o r d s a r e : 
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6<ppi3<; exovTa K a l A,6cpou<;, <5eiv' a x x a jiopuopama, 
ayvwxa XOIQ QeonevoiQ. 

Terrible things, hideous to behold and 
incomprehensible to the spectators (925-6) 

However a f t e r much debate A e s c h y l u s w i n s the conte s t a n d i s 

c o n s i d e r e d most f i t t i n g to improve the c i t i z e n s 5 e £ i 6XT|XOC; K a l 

vouQeaiag "by cleverness and advice" (1008). N a t u r a l l y we c a n 

make no f i r m s ta t ement s about c o n t e m p o r a r y a t t i t u d e s to A e s c h y l u s 

based on a comic p l a y a n d the f i n a l j u d g e m e n t i t s e l f may be 

i n t e n d e d i r o n i c a l l y ( E u r i p i d e s o f t en s u f f e r s at the h a n d s of 

Aris tophanes) . However the g r e a t e s t i r o n y of the e x e r c i s e may be 

t h a t t h e compet i t ion i t s e l f i s b a s i c a l l y u n t e n a b l e . T h e w o r k of 

the two p a r t i c i p a n t s was s e p a r a t e d b y a gap of some two 

g e n e r a t i o n s whi l e A r i s t o p h a n e s w a s w o r k i n g at a n e v e n l a t e r 

p e r i o d . T h u s i f the p o e t r y of A e s c h y l u s a p p e a r s g r a n d i o s e a n d 

d i f f i c u l t i n c o m p a r i s o n w i t h l a t e r p l a y s , t h i s s h o u l d be r e g a r d e d 

as e v i d e n c e f o r the w a y drama deve loped a s a n a r t - f o r m , not 

n e c e s s a r i l y a s a n i n d i c a t i o n t h a t A e s c h y l u s w a s a n i n f e r i o r 

c r a f t s m a n . A e s c h y l u s won f i r s t p r i z e i n the c o n t e s t on man y 

o c c a s i o n s a n d we may a s s u m e t h a t the o r i g i n a l a u d i e n c e a p p r e c i a t e d 

h i s w o r k a n d f o u n d i t to t h e i r tas te . He c a n n o t be blamed i f h i s 

d r a m a s met w i t h l e s s a p p r o v a l i n l a t e r a g e s . T h u s , s i n c e t h e s e 

two poets w e r e w r i t i n g f o r d i f f e r e n t a u d i e n c e s a n d w e r e s e p a r a t e d 

b y some f i f t y y e a r s , i t i s fu t i l e to s eek to e s t a b l i s h w h e t h e r 

A e s c h y l u s o r E u r i p i d e s w e r e the b e t t e r poet b y means of a d i r e c t 

c o m p a r i s o n of t h e i r w o r k . T h e Frogs o f f e r s a good i l l u s t r a t i o n of 

how the i n t e r v a l of time would h a v e a f f e c t e d the t a s t e s a n d 

knowledge of the a u d i e n c e . D i o n y s u s d e c l a r e s : 

VT^ lovr eeouQ, eyb youv 
r\5r) nor.' ev uatcpijj xpovo vutcxog SiTyypunvrioa, 
xov £ o u 6 b v lixTiaXeKTpuOva" £nx<->v, X I Q e o x i v o p v i q . 

By the Gods, I have spent many long nights in 
anxious thought, wondering what sort of bird was a tawny 
cock-horse! (930-933 A r e f e r e n c e to the Myrmidons 
fragment 212f Mette) 
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A e s c h y l u s mus t exp la in t h a t t h i s w a s e n g r a v e d on the s h i p ' s 

p r o w a n d i t seems t h a t b y 405 t h e a u d i e n c e a l so would h a v e s h a r e d 

D i o n y s u s ' i g n o r a n c e i n t h i s matter . However T a p l i n notes how a 

fowl w i t h a h o r s e s f r o n t a p p e a r s on late s i x t h c e n t u r y v a s e s a n d 

i n f a c t a s c u l p t u r e of t h i s animal s tood among the v o t i v e s t a t u e s 

on the A c r o p o l i s u n t i l t h e s e w e r e d e s t r o y e d b y the P e r s i a n s . T h u s 

the r e f e r e n c e would h a v e been immediate ly a p p r e c i a t e d b y t h e 

r e l e v a n t a u d i e n c e a n d A e s c h y l u s s h o u l d not be a c c u s e d of 

o b s c u r i t y . I f f i f t y y e a r s c a n a f f e c t u n d e r s t a n d i n g i n t h i s w a y , 

how m u c h more c a r e f u l s h o u l d we be of l a b e l l i n g p a s s a g e s a s 

i n f e r i o r or o b s c u r e a f t e r s u c h a n immense i n t e r v a l of time. I 

be l i eve t h a t A r i s t o p h a n e s w a s a w a r e of t h i s b a s i c f l a w i n the form 

of t h e compet i t ion a n d t h a t he d e l i b e r a t e l y exploi ted t h i s f o r 

comic e f f e c t . He w a s c e r t a i n l y not c o n c e r n e d w i t h s e r i o u s 

l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m a n d we s h o u l d not r e g a r d h i s d i s c u s s i o n of 

A e s c h y l u s ' w o r k i n t h i s l i gh t . 

We s h o u l d e n s u r e t h a t we o u r s e l v e s do not r e g a r d the p l a y s a s 

l i t e r a r y texts w h i c h w e r e d e s i g n e d to be p r e s e r v e d f o r c o m p a r i s o n 

w i t h l a t e r drama. T h e y w e r e i n t e n d e d f o r one s i n g l e s p o n t a n e o u s 

p e r f o r m a n c e be fore a p a r t i c u l a r a u d i e n c e a n d a l l the poet 's 

e n e r g i e s would be d i r e c t e d t o w a r d s t h i s one e v e n t . We do not k n o w 

w h e t h e r w r i t t e n t ex t s of t h e d r a m a s w e r e w i d e l y a v a i l a b l e to the 

p u b l i c but it would seem l i k e l y t h a t , a s wi th a l l p o e t r y , t h e 

e m p h a s i s r e m a i n e d on l i ve p e r f o r m a n c e , not s o l i t a r y s t u d y . A t 

F r o g s 52-3 D i o n y s u s d e s c r i b e s how he w a s avaytYVGKJKOVXt n o t / xn,v 

' Av5popie5av npOQ euauxov "reading over to myself the A n d r o m e d a " a n d 

the N u r s e of the H i p p o l y t u s comments ooot ^iev ouv ypoupdi; xe xwv 

TKiXatxepov/ exouotv ccuxot x' e l o l v ev uouoatq a e t , / toaot "those 

who have books of ancient matters and themselves always wander 

among the Muses know..." S t e v e n s notes how t h e t h i r d c e n t u r y Life 
35 

of Euripides b y S a t y r o s d e s c r i b e s how some of the A t h e n i a n s 

c a p t u r e d i n S i c i l y w e r e t r e a t e d b e t t e r o r e v e n f r e e d b y t h e i r 

See M D e l c o u r t L e s Biographies Anciennes d'Euripide, L ' A n t i q u i t e 
C l a s s i q u e I I 1933 p271-90 
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c a p t o r s b e c a u s e t h e y w e r e ab le to r e c i t e o r s i n g p a s s a g e s f rom the 

p l a y s of E u r i p i d e s (p90) . However t h e s e may h a v e e n t e r e d t h e 

poetic r e p e r t o i r e t h r o u g h v e r b a l communicat ion a n d T a p l i n notes 

t h a t "musical instruction was purely a matter of ear and memory" 
36 

a s a t Clouds 964-71 . A l t h o u g h r e a d i n g d id o c c u r , I do not 

be l i eve t h a t i t was a common a c t i v i t y , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the p e r i o d 

w i t h w h i c h we a r e c o n c e r n e d . 

C h a n c e l l o r p u t s f o r w a r d the a r g u m e n t t h a t the poet wrote w i t h 

both h i s t h e a t r i c a l a u d i e n c e a n d t h e r e a d i n g p u b l i c i n mind ( p l 3 3 ) 

a n d s u g g e s t s t h a t A r i s t o p h a n e s a n d h i s a u d i e n c e mus t h a v e h a d 

a c c e s s to t h e s e texts of A e s c h y l u s a n d E u r i p i d e s i n o r d e r f o r h i s 

p a r o d i e s to w o r k ( p l 4 0 ) . However o f t en o n l y a v e r y g e n e r a l 

knowledge of the o r i g i n a l i s r e q u i r e d i n the c a s e of p a r o d y a n d 

s u r e l y C h a n c e l l o r f a i l s to a p p r e c i a t e the h i g h l y v e r b a l n a t u r e of 

G r e e k s o c i e t y w h e r e both s t u d y a n d l i t e r a t u r e w e r e l i v e l y , 

communal a c t i v i t i e s . E v e n i f t h e t ex t s w e r e ava i l ab l e i n 

A e s c h y l u s ' t ime, t h e y would s u r e l y h a v e b e e n r e g a r d e d a s m e r e l y a 

p a r t i a l e lement of the whole p e r f o r m a n c e - "a convenient abstract 

of the real work" ( T a p l i n p l 6 ) . P a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the t r a g i c 

c o n t e s t was s u r e l y p r e d o m i n a n t i n the poet's mind a n d i t i s t h i s 

w h i c h d e t e r m i n e d the s u c c e s s o r f a i l u r e of t h e w o r k . T h e p l a y s 

w e r e not d e s i g n e d f o r a " r u n " i n t h e modern s e n s e , a n d a l t h o u g h 

a f t e r h i s d e a t h A e s c h y l u s was a w a r d e d the h o n o u r t h a t h i s p l a y s 
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cou ld be p r o d u c e d a t the f e s t i v a l , t h i s would not h a v e a f f e c t e d 

h i s own a t t i tude to the d r a m a s . He wrote f o r one s p e c i f i c 

a u d i e n c e a n d a l l h i s e n e r g i e s would be d i r e c t e d t o w a r d s w i n n i n g 

the p r i z e on t h a t p a r t i c u l a r d a y be fore the g a t h e r i n g of h i s 

fel low c i t i z e n s . I n s t u d y i n g the p l a y s of A e s c h y l u s t h e n , we mus t 

t r y to imagine the s p o n t a n e i t y of e a c h p e r f o r m a n c e a n d not r e g a r d 

them a s f i xed ent i t i e s . S p r i n g commented i n 1917 "the C h o e p h o r i 

is intelligible without assuming for the audience any knowledge of 

3 6 S e e Protagoras 325e-326b 

3 ? S e e Archanians 10 a n d Frogs 866ff 
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the Agamemnon" (p l48 ) . . . " / i e was careful to make each play an 

intelligible dramatic entity without reference to the other plays 

of the group" ( p l 5 5 ) . I t i s c l e a r l y w r o n g to r e g a r d a c o n n e c t e d 

t r i l o g y i n t h i s w a y f o r i t w a s d e s i g n e d p r i m a r i l y to be p e r f o r m e d 

c o n s e c u t i v e l y a n d we s h o u l d s t u d y t h e p l a y s w i t h t h i s 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n mind. 

C o n c l u s i o n 

T h u s we h a v e noted s e v e r a l of t h e w a y s i n w h i c h t h e t r a g e d i e s 

a r e r e m o v e d from the e x p e r i e n c e of t h e modern r e a d e r a n d we m u s t 

a c k n o w l e d g e t h e s e d i f f i c u l t i e s a n d s e e k to compensate f o r them i f 

we a r e to ga in a f u l l e r a p p r e c i a t i o n of the o r i g i n a l p e r f o r m a n c e . 

V i c k e r s s t r e s s e s the a c c e s s i b i l i t y of the p l a y s to u s today , 

no t ing how the Oresteia c o n t i n u e s to l i v e i n the t h e a t r e (p6) a n d 

t h a t we s h o u l d o f f e r "no concessions to those who hold Greek 
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Tragedy to be unapproachable or irrecoverable" (p347) . I t i s 

t r u e t h a t the t r a g e d i e s of a n c i e n t G r e e c e i n t h e i r p r e s e n t 

i m p e r f e c t form h a v e m u c h to o f f e r u s b u t we must remember a l so 

t h a t the o r i g i n a l p e r f o r m a n c e w i t h i t s mus ic a n d d a n c e i s i n d e e d 

u n a p p r o a c h a b l e a n d i r r e c o v e r a b l e . T h e poet 's p r i m a r y aim was to 

p r e s e n t one p a r t i c u l a r v e r s i o n of e v e n t s f o r a s i n g l e p e r f o r m a n c e 

be fore a p a r t i c u l a r a u d i e n c e i n the hope of w i n n i n g t h e i r a p p r o v a l 

a n d t h e r e f o r e the contes t . We a r e f o r t u n a t e t h a t a n y t r a c e of the 

p l a y s has s u r v i v e d a n d t h a t we a r e p r i v i l e g e d to be able to look 

i n u p o n t h i s p r i v a t e e n t e r t a i n m e n t u n i n v i t e d . We a r e s e p a r a t e d 

f rom the G r e e k a u d i e n c e b y a v a s t amount of time a n d the f a c t t h a t 

t h e d r a m a s c a n s t i l l s p e a k to u s , d e s p i t e t h e s e man y d i s a d v a n t a g e s 

a n d c o r r u p t i o n s , d i s t o r t i o n s a n d omiss ions , i s a t r i b u t e to t h e i r 

g r e a t n e s s . 

A r e f e r e n c e to J o n e s Aristotle and Greek Tragedy 
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C h a p t e r One 

A u d i e n c e A p p r e c i a t i o n of t h e Persae 

A) I n t r o d u c t i o n 

a) T h e p l a y 

T h e A r g u m e n t of t h e Persae s t a t e s t h a t A e s c h y l u s won f i r s t 

p r i z e at the c o n t e s t of the G r e a t e r D i o n y s i a i n 472BC w i t h a 

t e t r a l o g y c o n s i s t i n g of t h e fciveug, n e p o a i , H-auKOt; a n d npouneeuq. 

S i n c e the r e - d a t i n g of t h e Supplices, i t i s g e n e r a l l y a g r e e d t h a t 

t h e Persae i s t h e e a r l i e s t ex tant p l a y b y A e s c h y l u s a n d t h e r e f o r e 

the o ldes t complete G r e e k t r a g e d y we p o s s e s s . Many h a v e de tec ted 

m a r k s of p r i m i t i v i s m i n i t s s t y l e a n d Miche l in i b e l i e v e s t h a t the 

p l a y i l l u s t r a t e s how the a r t - f o r m w a s e v o l v i n g i n t h i s p e r i o d f rom 

m u s i c a l c h o r u s - d o m i n a t e d to n o n - m u s i c a l a c t o r - d o m i n a t e d d r a m a 

(p64) . O t h e r s h a v e r e g a r d e d c e r t a i n a s p e c t s of t h e d r a m a as m a r k s 

of A e s c h y l u s ' i n e x p e r i e n c e , but i n f a c t h i s e a r l i e s t p l a y w a s 

composed a r o u n d 497 B C a n d so he h a d b e e n p r o d u c i n g t r a g e d i e s f o r 

o v e r t w e n t y f i v e y e a r s b y the time the Persae w a s p e r f o r m e d . T h u s 

whi le C a s t e l l a n i b e l i e v e s t h a t the p l a y d i d not qu i te w o r k a s a 

t r a g e d y , c la iming t h a t i t s e x a g g e r a t i o n s w e r e "presumptuous and 

embarrassing...the silences and anomalies were awkward", we h a v e 

no r e a s o n to be l i eve t h a t it f a i l e d to meet the a p p r o v a l of i t s 

o r i g i n a l a u d i e n c e . I t i s more l i k e l y t h a t a n y u n u s u a l f e a t u r e of 

the d r a m a may r e f l e c t t h e c o n v e n t i o n s w h i c h w e r e p o p u l a r at t h i s 

r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y p e r i o d a n d we s h o u l d a c c e p t t h a t A e s c h y l u s w a s 

competent a t h i s c r a f t b y t h i s s tage a n d able to a c h i e v e the 

e f f e c t s he d e s i r e d . 

We cannot t e l l to w h a t extent the Persae i n i t s p r e s e n t form 

i s g e n u i n e 1 a n d we s h a l l see l a t e r t h a t c e r t a i n f e a t u r e s of the 

F o r example, A t h e n a e u s I I I 86b a t t r i b u t e s a quotat ion to i t w h i c h 
does not f e a t u r e i n o u r text . 

40 



p l a y , s u c h as the Q u e e n ' s f a i l u r e to r e c l o t h e X e r x e s a s s h e 

i n t e n d e d , h a v e b e e n t h o u g h t to show e v i d e n c e of t e x t u a l 

c o r r u p t i o n . A c c o r d i n g to t h e Life of Aeschylus, Hiero r e q u e s t e d a 

p e r f o r m a n c e of the Persae a t S y r a c u s e s h o r t l y a f t e r i t s f i r s t 
2 

p r o d u c t i o n , a n d t h e m e r g i n g of t h e s e two v e r s i o n s might exp la in 

c e r t a i n t ex tua l i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s . However f o r t h e p u r p o s e s o r o u r 

s t u d y , i n w h i c h we a r e s e e k i n g the r e a c t i o n of the o r i g i n a l 

a u d i e n c e to the p r o d u c t i o n , we s h a l l a c c e p t t h e text a s i t s t a n d s 

a s g e n u i n e as f a r a s p o s s i b l e a n d seek to j u s t i f y i t in d r a m a t i c 

t e r m s . 

D u r i n g the p l a y , A e s c h y l u s r e q u i r e s h i s a u d i e n c e to imagine 

t h e m s e l v e s w i t h i n the enemy c o u r t a n d i n v i t e s them to p i t y t h e 

g r e a t e f f e c t of t h e i r de fea t at Sa lamis u p o n the P e r s i a n s . T h i s 

w a s s u r e l y a n emotive theme s i n c e the G r e e k s had beaten b a c k the 

m i g h t y P e r s i a n i n v a s i o n o n l y e igh t y e a r s p r e v i o u s l y a n d the r u i n s 

of the A c r o p o l i s r e m a i n e d a s a s t r o n g v i s u a l r e m i n d e r to t h e 

a u d i e n c e of the r e c e n t c o n f l i c t . G r e e k v i c t o r y o v e r the P e r s i a n s 

h a d been "an event of intense significance for the Greek world and 

to be recalled only with a deep glow of patriotic enthusiasm" 

( B r o a d h e a d p x v i ) . T h u s i t was s u r e l y ambit ious of A e s c h y l u s to 
3 

p r e s e n t a p l a y on t h i s theme a n d we s h a l l c o n s i d e r below the 

q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r A e s c h y l u s s u c c e e d e d i n w i n n i n g G r e e k s y m p a t h y f o r 

t h e i r P e r s i a n enemies . L e t u s note h e r e h o w e v e r t h a t the t r i l o g y 

to w h i c h the Persae be longed w a s a w a r d e d f i r s t p r i z e a t t h e 

F e s t i v a l of D ionys us i n 472 a n d so must h a v e met w i t h a 

c o n s i d e r a b l e d e g r e e of a p p r o v a l . 

2 H i e r o d ied i n 467BC. 

3 
A l t h o u g h i t seems t h a t P h r y n i c h u s 

s tage - see below. 
h a d done so at a n e v e n e a r l i e r 
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b) H i s t o r i c a l Drama 

T h e Persae i s s t r i k i n g l y d i f f e r e n t f rom a n y o t h e r s u r v i v i n g 

p l a y b y A e s c h y l u s s i n c e i t does not r e l y on a mytho log ica l 

f r a m e w o r k w h i c h , a s we s h a l l see , p l a y s s u c h a v i t a l ro le i n 

a u d i e n c e a p p r e c i a t i o n e l s e w h e r e . I n s t e a d of the plot c e n t e r i n g on 

some fami l iar , l o n g - e s t a b l i s h e d m y t h i c a l s t o r y , a r e c e n t 

h i s t o r i c a l e v e n t , of w h i c h t h e a u d i e n c e t h e m s e l v e s h a d p e r s o n a l 

e x p e r i e n c e , i s p r e s e n t e d i n dramat i c form. T h u s i t i s most 

u n l i k e l y t h a t A e s c h y l u s would choose to d e p i c t a n y t h i n g t h a t 

s t r o n g l y c o n f l i c t s w i t h the A t h e n i a n c o n c e p t i o n of the w a r a n d t h e 

a u d i e n c e wi l l know, not m e r e l y s u s p e c t , t h a t the P e r s i a n s wi l l be 

de fea ted a t Sa lamis . 

T h e r e h a s b e e n m u c h d i s c u s s i o n among s c h o l a r s about w h e t h e r 

the Persae s h o u l d be c l a s s e d a s a t r a g e d y a t a l l . Some h a v e 
4 5 

c o n s i d e r e d i t p r e d o m i n a n t l y na t iona l i s t i c o r r e l i g i o u s i n tone, 

whi le o t h e r s s u g g e s t t h a t i t s u n d i g n i f i e d a n d melodramatic 

e lements would h a v e i n c i t e d l a u g h t e r a n d r i d i c u l e among t h e 

a u d i e n c e . C r a i g , f o r example, f o u n d "undignified" a n d "comic" 

f e a t u r e s (p98) , whi l e S i d g w i c k c o n s i d e r e d i t "a satire on the ways 

of Oriental royalties" (note on 847). Blomfie ld o b j e c t s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y to the e n t r a n c e of X e r x e s i n r a g s , s t i l l b e a r i n g a n 

empty q u i v e r a s t h o u g h he h a s come s t r a i g h t from bat t l e , a n d f i n d s 

i t r i d i c u l o u s t h a t t h e c h o r u s s h o u l d c o n t i n u e to a c c e p t s u c h a man 

as t h e i r k i n g ( P r a e f a t i o p x i v ) . We s h a l l see below h o w e v e r t h a t 

the e n t r a n c e of X e r x e s h a s been p r e p a r e d w i t h the utmost c a r e b y 

M u r r a y p l l 5 , a l t h o u g h t h e r e i s no e v i d e n c e to s u p p o r t h i s t h e o r y 
t h a t t h i s t y p e of d r a m a w a s p e r f o r m e d a n n u a l l y a t the D i o n y s i a 
f rom 477 to 472 to c e l e b r a t e the G r e e k v i c t o r y o v e r the P e r s i a n s . 

5 C r o i s e t p l 8 5 a n d Ki t to p38. 

S u m m a r i z e d b y B r o a d h e a d pxv . 
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the poet a n d the s i g h t of t h e m i g h t y P e r s i a n k i n g e n t e r i n g , not i n 

r a g g e d batt le d r e s s , b u t i n the t a t t e r s of h i s s p l e n d i d r o y a l 

g a r m e n t s t o r n i n g r i e f b y h i s own h a n d , would h a v e been a p o w e r f u l 
7 

s y m b o l of X e r x e s ' u t t e r d e v a s t a t i o n b y the c o n f l i c t . T h i s i s a 

most s e r i o u s image a n d w o u l d h a v e been r e f l e c t e d b y the d e e p l y 

solemn a n d momentous lament w h i c h f o r m s the f i n a l e of the p lay . 

L i k e B r o a d h e a d (pxv i ) I c a n f i n d n o t h i n g i n the text to s u g g e s t 

comedy o r r i d i c u l e of the k i n g a n d we s h o u l d a s s u m e t h a t the p l a y 

would h a v e been c o n s i d e r e d a s e r i o u s t r a g e d y b y i t s o r i g i n a l 

a u d i e n c e . 

A e s c h y l u s was c e r t a i n l y not the f i r s t poet to h a v e b a s e d a 

d r a m a on a r e c e n t h i s t o r i c a l e v e n t . Herodotus ( i v 21.2) r e l a t e s 

how, s e v e n t e e n y e a r s be fore t h e Persae, P h r y n i c h u s h a d p r o d u c e d a 

p l a y c o n c e r n i n g the P e r s i a n c a p t u r e of a n I o n i a n co lony c a l l e d The 

Capture of Miletus, w h i c h so u p s e t the a u d i e n c e t h a t t h e y f i n e d 

him 1000 d r a c h m a s . We do not know w h e t h e r t h i s w a s due to t h e 

f a c t t h a t h i s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t the G r e e k s s e e k peace w i t h P e r s i a a t 

a n y p r i c e s u g g e s t e d c o w a r d i c e , a s the s c h o l i a to Wasps 1490 

s u g g e s t s , o r w h e t h e r the w o r k c o n v e y e d a r e p r o a c h t o w a r d s the 

A t h e n i a n s f o r f a i l i n g to a id Miletus . W h a t e v e r the r e a s o n f o r the 

f i n e , t h i s anecdote s u g g e s t s t h a t A e s c h y l u s took a c o n s i d e r a b l e 

r i s k of a l i e n a t i n g the s y m p a t h i e s of h i s a u d i e n c e b y p r e s e n t i n g a 

p l a y b a s e d on r e a l e v e n t s . T h i s might e v e n e x p l a i n w h y t h i s t y p e 

of d r a m a died out i n f a v o u r of t h a t w i t h a m y t h i c a l b a s i s , w h ose 

po l i t i ca l message , i f a n y e x i s t e d , w a s l e s s d i r e c t , a l t h o u g h a s 

Hall p o i n t s out , i n e a c h of t h e t h r e e h i s t o r i c a l t r a g e d i e s w h i c h 

we k n o w e x i s t e d "the e f f e c t of the physical remoteness of their 

setting is at least analogous to the e f f e c t in other plays of a 

mythical ambience". S i d g w i c k s u g g e s t s t h a t t h i s t y p e of d r a m a 

T a p l i n p80 notes t h a t t h i s i s one of the f ew o c c a s i o n s w h e n a n 
i m p o r t a n t c h a r a c t e r may e n t e r w i t h o u t a n y mute a t t e n d a n t s , a n d 
t h i s would c e r t a i n l y s e r v e to emphas i ze X e r x e s ' complete i so la t ion 
from t h e company w i t h w h i c h he l e f t f o r w a r . 

43 



ceased with the Persae (pvi) while Thalmann notes that historical 

dramas belonged to "a sub-genre that never flourished at Athens" 

(p260). However Hall points out that at least one thousand plays 

were produced in f i f th -century Athens and that we know something 

of only three hundred of these, often merely the title or a short 

quotation/ ' Thus other historical dramas may have been performed 

of which we know nothing. I n fact we seem to be aware of the 

existence of the two historical dramas by Phrynichus through pure 

chance, for the Capture of Miletus is noteworthy for the fine it 

incurred while we are aware of the Salamis play only because 

Aeschylus chose to use the same subject matter and it is mentioned 

in the Argument to his Persae . We cannot assess how many other 

historical plays have disappeared without trace and this genre may 

have enjoyed a degree of popularity before it was superseded by 

plays based on legends. 

Thus the Persae is not unique in form and the Argument states 

that it is based on another historical play about Salamis by 

Phrynichus , dated to 476 (the Persae is 472), quoting the f i r s t 

line, Td5' eoxi riepooiv T O V naXai PepWiKOTOV. Aeschylus echoes this 

closely in his opening line: 

TocSe uev Ilepowv xwv olxouevwv 

We, since the Persians departed... (1) 

Two fragments are attributed to the earlier play - f r . l l 

Nauck is a reference to singing songs in response to the harp, 

while Oxyrh Pap 2 No221 refers to many men losing their lives in 

the space of an afternoon. Verral l (pl4-15) and Michelini - "the 

Phoinissai was probably the sole direct predecessor of the 

Although it seems to be given the wrong title of Phoenissae 
suggesting a play with a chorus of Phoenician women which seems 
unlikely. Taplin suggests that the hypothesis has been mutilated -
see HSCP 76 1972 68n 36. 
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Persians" (pl31) - believe that Phrynichus was a major influence 

on Aeschylus and that there were many allusions to the earlier 

play throughout the Persae. We shall note below possible examples 

but since almost nothing of the earlier play surv ives , a true 

comparison is impossible and we cannot be certain where Aeschylus 

is alluding to the earlier drama and where he deliberately 

diverged from it. I n addition the play may allude to other lost 

historical dramas whose influence we can no longer trace and we 

know, for example, that Simonides composed a lyr i c poem about the 
g 

heroes at Salamis . Even if the Salamis play by Phrynichus of 

four years earlier were a major influence and an important source 

of reference for a ful l appreciation of this play, it is unlikely 

that Aeschylus imitated it to any great extent - "a playwright 

with an obvious model tends, in any case, to diverge no less than 

he coincides" (Taplin p65) - and Aeschylus' treatment of the 

material was surely unique. I n the Frogs Aeschylus is made to 

s tress his divergence from Phrynichus , when he declares of the 

word T O <pXaTTo9paTTO<pA,aTTo9paT: 

aXk' ouv eyw uev BQ TO mXbv SK TOU KaXou 
TlveyKOv a u 6 \ iva UT) XOV OCUTOV *puvtx(p 
Xetuwva Mouowv iep&v 6<p6eiTiv Spenov. 

I brought it from a fine source for a fine purpose 
so that I might not be seen plucking the same sacred 
meadow of the Muses as Phrynichus (1298-30). 

Even the Argument to the Persae states that Aeschylus did not 

follow his model closely, for it continues: 

•nXrp etcei' euvouxoq eoxiv otyyeAAov ev apxfi xf\v 
Sep£ou Tixxav, otopvCc; *te 0p6vou<; tivac; X O I Q TT\Q 

&PXTte 7tape5poi<; 

...except that there it is a eunuch who announces 
Xerxes' defeat at the very beginning as he lays out seats for 

See Suda s.v. S I U U V C S T K 4 3 9 iv 361 Adler in Page Poetae Melici 
Graeci fragment 5 3 6 . 
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the officers of the kingdom 

This suggests that in the play by Phrynichus , unlike in the 

Persae, the defeat at Salamis is revealed at the beginning and 

that the prologue was followed by a council of elders. Thus the 

audience will have been unsure about when and how the news will be 

conveyed to the Persians in this play and what their reaction will 

be. We should not therefore over-exaggerate the influence of the 

Salamis play or indeed any other historical drama on the Persae 

for the major influence upon the audience's perception of the 

drama will surely be their own experience of the recent war and 

popular attitudes and Aeschylus must take care not to violate 

popular attitudes to Salamis. 

B) The War 

a) Herodotus 

For many scholars the main interest of the Persae has been 

the historical information it provides about the Persian war. 

Unfortunately some have mistakenly cast Aeschylus in the role of 

historian, supposing that his aims were similar to those of 

Herodotus, and he has been strongly criticized for inaccuracies 

and even for deliberately distorting facts. The freezing of the 

River Strymon in a single night in mid-autumn to allow the passage 

of the Persian army over it is not attested elsewhere and 
10 

Castellani believes that this was "physically impossible" (p3) 

Despite the fact that he was a dramatist and not a historian, 

Aeschylus is l ikely to be more reliable than Herodotus in some 

respects , f i r s t ly because he had lived through the events 

described and, according to Pausanias (1.14.5) and the Life, had 

actually fought at Salamis. Secondly the poet was constrained to 

a high degree of accuracy by the fact that his presentation of 

See fur ther Broadhead on lines 495-7. 
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recent events would come under the close scrut iny of his fellow 

Athenians who also had personal experience of the battle. Surely 

they would not have countenanced any great departure from the 

truth and their approval of his presentation may be assumed from 

the fact that the trilogy was awarded f i r s t prize in the contest. 

I t is true that in matters of detail about the Persian side 

Herodotus is to be preferred by the historian since he would have 
11 

had access to Persian accounts of the war as well as Greek . 

Lattimore notes that "in Aeschylus all is confusion and 

inconsequence" (p86) and comments, on his use of Pers ian names, 

that "the list is to a great extent fictitious or at least 
12 

historically insignificant and misleading" (p87) . However it is 

unlikely that either Aeschylus or his audience would have been 

familiar with many prominent f igures of the enemy side and so 

there is no necessity for accuracy in this matter. The purpose of 

this profusion of names is to give an oriental f lavour to the text 

while also creating the impression of enormous Persian losses and 

historical accuracy is not a priority. I n the same way, Aeschylus 

does not seek to give a ful l and balanced view of the Persian 

empire but concentrates on the Ionian cities in and around the 

Aegean which were familiar to himself and his audience. Gagarin 

notes that "the detail with which these cities are described in 

880-886 is quite out of proportion to their importance for Persia" 

(p32) but the composer of a tragedy designed for one major 

performance would have no conception of preserv ing accurate 

details for future generations. 

Although see John Gould "Herodotus" on his rather relaxed style 
of writing history, v e r y different to that of Thuycidides. 

12 
Herodotus devotes 37 chapters - 7.61-97 - to a list of the 

th ir ty-n ine Persian leaders, twenty-eight of which^not appear in 
Aeschylus. He mentions a Persian hero called Amistres (21) while 
this is the name of Xerxes' wife at Herodotus 9 109-12 and so 
foreign-sounding names have been used at random. 
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The most serious criticism of Aeschylus' account of the war 

is that he has vast ly exaggerated the importance of Salamis in 

order to promote the role of Athens in the defeat of Persia. 

Podlecki writes "it is as if Aeschylus were compressing the whole 

agonized resistance of Hellas to the barbarian invader into this 

one engagement" (pl2) . Lattimore agrees "the climax has come and 

gone" and Platea, a major battle led mainly by Spartans, which 

marked the end of Persian presence on Greek soil, is "reduced to 

an insignificant mopping-up operation" (p90) - "it is not 

(Aeschylus') fault that we can correct his account, since he could 

not have foreseen Herodotus" (p93). However even though the play 

concerns the homecoming of Xerxes and must therefore be set j u s t 

after the defeat at Salamis, Aeschylus manages to include a 

reference to Platea through his use of the ghost of Darius 
13 

(796-822) . Besides which, as a dramatist, Aeschylus is 

completely just i f ied in placing Salamis at the centre of his drama 

and it would be natural for the Athenians to regard their moment 

of greatest glory as the focal point of the whole war. Salamis 

was the f i r s t real set-back for the Persians and Aeschylus conveys 

a clear impression that there is worse to follow. Thus any 

criticism of the value of Aeschylus as an historian is misplaced 

here and our attention should be directed rather to the question 

of whether the Persae succeeded as drama and achieved the desired 

effect upon its f i f th -century audience. 

b) The Battle of Salamis 

The effect of the original performance of the Persaewill have 

been greatly intensified by the fact that many in the audience had 

fought at Salamis only eight years before and would view the drama 

The Battle of Marathon of ten years earlier is also mentioned by 
the Queen 474-5. 
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in the light of their own experience. The threat from Pers ia had 

been terr i fy ing and immediate for the people of Athens and modern 

readers lack this vital factor in their appreciation of the drama. 

Little is said about the war from the Greek viewpoint however and 

the defeat at Salamis is seen through the eyes of those who had 

remained behind in the Persian court at Susa. The mood of tension 

among people awaiting news at home would be well understood by 

those in the audience who had shared a similar experience. The 

Elders declare that the army has disappeared "auryvoc; Sq" "like a 

swarm of bees" (128). Vergi l in Georgics IV 178-90 states that 

the aged bees were left behind when the swarm set forth and if the 

audience were familiar with this idea also, they may regard the 

image of the deserted hive as a good il lustration of the 
14 

atmosphere at Susa . The chorus describe the suffer ings of those 

left behind: 

UepoideQ 5' aBpo7iev0ei<; etcaox-
a noQo iptA&vopi 
T6V atxuaevTd Qoupov euvax-
r\p' ccTtOTteuAiraneva 
Xeinexat uovoCuS-

Each Persian woman, indulging in grief of 
husband-loving longing, has sent away her eager, warlike 
husband and is left single-yoked (135-9) 

Pathos is added to this image by the fact that the audience, 

as often enjoying a wider overview of events than those on stage, 

anticipate defeat and heavy losses for the Persian side from the 

v e r y beginning. However even before this is reported, the 

Persians suf fer grim forebodings about the outcome of the war. 

The mood of the play would have been v e r y different had those on 

stage appeared arrogant and confident of success from the outset 

Although they would probably not associate the Persian queen with 
the queen bee, since the leader of the bees was widely believed by 
the Greeks to be male and so would be equated rather with Xerxes 
who has departed with the host. 
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and this would have served to alienate the sympathies of the 

audience. Instead they will identify with the fears of those 

waiting at home for news and regard their forebodings as 

appropriate and well just i f ied. 

From the v e r y beginning of the play, the chorus expresses its 

great fears for the army. In mimicking the f i r s t line of 

Phrynichus (see above), Aeschylus has replaced PePriKOTWv with 

oixouevov which, like our term "departed" can convey the idea of 

dying, as well as setting out. Sheppard notes that the use of 

olxo^evwv sounds the f i r s t note of disaster (p34) and the chorus 

repeat this word shortly afterwards: 

naoa yhp loxuq 'AoiatoyevTK 

The entire strength of the Asian land has departed 
(12-13) 

Winnington-Ingram believes that the significance of oixouevwv 

will become clear to the audience when the term is repeated at 

lines 13 and 60 (p38) - "Aeschylus has gradually and deliberately 

unfolded the implications of olxon^vov". While it is true that 

these phrases will have a cumulative effect upon the audience, 

they have known that the Persians would be defeated from the v e r y 

beginning of the play and so will surely be alert to oblique hints 

of the imminent future from the v e r y f i r s t line. Broadhead 

rejects the idea that Aeschylus is hinting at Persian losses here 

- "this opening sentence is purely factual so that it would be out 

of place to anticipate there the forebodings expressed in lines 

8-11" (p38) - but no doubt the audience would have appreciated the 

double meaning conveyed by the use of olxouevwv. The substitution 

will be particularly apparent if the original line of Phrynichus 

was already well-known. 

The forebodings of the chorus continue: 
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xctuxa uoi ueXayxtxwv 
<ppT\v auuooexai <poB(s>, 
6a Itepaiicou oxpaxeuuaxoc;, 
XOUXO UTl 1\.bX\.Q 1tU0T|T-
a i Kevav5pov uey' aoxu 2ouoi5oq. 

It is thus that my gloom-shrouded heart is torn 
with fear - oh for the Persian army! - let not the city 
discover that the great city of Susa is desolate of men. 
(115-9) 

They hint fur ther at misfortune when they greet the Queen: 

9eov3 u£v euvaxetpa Ilepoov, 6eoi3 5h K a l ufixip e<pu<;, 
eT x i uf) Saifiov TtaXai6<; vuv ue6eoxr|Ke oxpax^. 

You were wife of the Persians' god and mother of a 
god, unless the ancient fortune has changed now with 
regard to the army (157-8) 

Sidgwick crit ic izes this - "it is too plainly the Greek poet, 

not the Persian guard, who speaks" (pl2) - but Aeschylus is ful ly 

just i f ied in foreshadowing the Persian defeat at Salamis in this 

manner and the forebodings of those on stage play an important 

role in confirming the audience's suspicions about what is to 

happen next. 

The Queen's dream of Xerxes being thrown from a chariot may 

have been already familiar to the audience from Phrynichus and so 

we cannot state with any certainty how far it was original. As in 

the Choephori and the Septem, a dream is used as a device for 

foreshadowing future events which are anticipated by the audience 

but unclear to those on stage. The chorus makes no effort to 
15 

interpret the dream here, hoping that it is a good omen , but the 

audience will easily identify it as a prediction of Xerxes' 

downfall. The dream is correctly interpreted once the news of 

Salamis is known (518-9) when those on stage join the audience in 

The dreams of Eteocles and Clytemnestra are misinterpreted 
anyway. 
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their awareness of its true meaning. The presence of Darius in 

the dream looking down on the prostrate Xerxes in pity (otKetpwv 

198) acts as preparation for his subsequent appearance on stage 

although it is also sl ightly misleading since later Darius shows 

little sympathy for his son and blames him severely for the recent 

disaster. This event in the dream may also suggest to the 

audience that father and son will meet on stage but in fact this 

never occurs. Anderson's suggestion that the ghost remained 

silently on stage for the remainder of the play (pl74) seems most 

unlikely - Xerxes does not refer to him - although if the tomb 

were represented by some stage device, the continuing presence of 

this might act as a visible reminder to the audience of the ghost 

scene and the words spoken by D a r i u s 1 6 . 

I n the Queen's dream Xerxes attempted to yoke the two 

beautiful women, (apuctoiv 6' vno Ceuyvuoiv 190-1) and this verb is 

applied also to his taming of Greece (50 Cuyov au<pi8aA,eiv), and 

his bridging of the Hellespont (722 eCeu£ev). He is cast in the 

role of an enslaver which was surely an emotive idea for the 

audience: 

ooxiq ' EM.f|07iovTov Ipov dovXov wq Seouwuaoiv 
r\Xtiioe oxf|oeiv peovxa, Boonopov poov Seou. 

He who thought to hold from its course the sacred 
Hellespont by shackles as if it were a slave, the divine 
stream of Bosphorus (745-6) 

However Xerxes' attempt on Greece is universal ly condemned by 

those on stage (see below) which will enhance the Persians in the 

eyes of the audience and their knowledge of his failure will also 

deeply influence their perception of the stage action. They know 

See Devereux for a psychological interpretation of the dream, 
although it is unlikely that the original audience would detect 
any deeper meaning than a simple prediction of Xerxes' imminent 
downfall. 
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that the body of brave young men will not re turn and will easily 

interpret the dream of Xerxes' being thrown from the chariot 

(176ff) and the omen of the mighty eagle overcome by the small 

hawk (205ff) as intimations of the coming defeat. This knowledge 

will have a great effect upon their appreciation of the play and 

Aeschylus presents the war v e r y effectively, portraying the 

Persians as sympathetically as possible. 

Podlecki is surely wrong in his belief that "the name of 

Athens and its citizens is brought to the center of the stage 

again and again" (p9), for as we have noted the war is seen 

consistently through the eyes of the Persians and no individual 

Greek is named. Aeschylus does however include a hearty battle 

c r y which would suddenly remind the Greeks about what the 

encounter meant for themselves: 

o naideQ 'EKXryvov I'xe 
eA,ev>9epouxe naxptS', eA.eu8epouxe 5e 
natSaq, yuvaitcaq, 8ewv xe raxxp^ov BOTI , 

efjKag xe npoyovcov. vuv UTiep ndvxov ay6v . ' 

Oh sons of the Greeks, advance! Liberate your 
fatherland, liberate your children and your wives, the 
temples of your ancestral gods, the tombs of your 
forebears. Now is the contest which decides all! 
(402-5) 

The description of the actual battle is , however, restrained 

and brief (408-28). Broadhead comments "there must have been many 

details that would interest a Greek audience and flatter its 

pride". However by now the events of the battle would have been 

common knowledge to the audience and no doubt a play simply 

concerned with celebrating the Greek victory would have been 

regarded as rather mundane by this stage. Glorification of Greece 

does not seem to have been Aeschylus' primary aim and would have 

been neither dramatically appropriate nor emotionally effective in 

the Persae, for as we shall see later, Aeschylus' main aim in the 

drama was not f lattery of his fellow-Athenians but a promotion of 
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the idea that the Persian threat was t ru ly over. 

C) The audience and the Drama 

a) Audience Expectations 

The audience cannot have been certain which characters would 

appear on stage during the Persae but when it became clear that 

the drama was set in the Persian court of Susa and would portray 
17 

events surrounding the Battle of Salamis , they may have 

anticipated the appearance of their hated enemy Xerxes at some 
18 

stage of the action . The theme of Xerxes' re turn is introduced 

early in the play when the chorus expresses fears auxpl 5e vocnp T<5 

8aoiA.eC(0 "about the return of the king" (8) and his entrance 

becomes a focal point of the drama, anticipated by the messenger, 

the Queen and Darius. I n fact his a r r i v a l is delayed for a 

considerable length of time and Xerxes makes his entrance at line 
19 

908, at an even later stage than Agamemnon in the Oresteia . Thus 

the moment of the king's re turn may provide a considerable source 

of suspense for the audience and references to Xerxes' clothing, 

which begin at 198-9, will fuel their interest about what he will 

wear and how he will react to his recent defeat. 

I t seems l ikely that the appearance of Darius came as a great 

surpr i se to the audience (see below) and the participation of the 

Queen also may not have been foreseen, although we cannot tell 

Either from the Proagon or when the play began - see General 
Introduction. 

18 
The manner of Xerxes' appearance in the Salamis play of 

Phrynichus , if this occurred, will also have influenced their 
expectations in this matter. 

19 
Here, as there, details of the recent battle are discussed in 

advance allowing the poet to concentrate dramatic attention on 
other matters when the king arr ive s on stage. 
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whether either of these characters featured in Phrynichus . We do 

not know if the audience knew anything about the real Persian 

Queen but this is perhaps unlikely for her identity is s tressed on 

her entrance (150-2, 155-7) and she remains unnamed throughout the 

play. Broadhead f inds her presence in the play superfluous and 

suggests that the chorus could easily have fulfi l led her role 

(pxxvi). However the Queen plays an important role in the drama 

and the sympathies of the audience will be greatly influenced by 

the sight of the eager mother awaiting the safe re turn of her son. 

While the chorus represents the Persian people and concentrates on 

the hardship caused by the great disaster, the Queen displays a 

personal and sympathetic attitude towards Xerxes. Thus the 

audience are encouraged to view their enemy through his mother's 

eyes which may be a novel experience and they will gain the 

impression that Xerxes' attack on Greece has had an adverse effect 

not only on the Persian state but also on his own immediate 

dynastic family. 

From the beginning of the play, the audience will await the 

a r r i v a l of bad news at the Persian court and this is prepared for 

at a v e r y early stage (14ff). When a messenger is seen running 

up, they will suspect that the revelation of defeat is imminent -

The chorus cries: 

aXX' euoi 5OKBXV x&x' ei'ofl navxa vnuepxii \6yov. 
xoi35e yap opaunjja <p»xo<; IlepcnKov npenei ua6eiv, 
K a l <pepei oa<peg x i npayoc; eo6A,bv r\ icaicov tcXueiv. 

But I think you will soon know the whole story 
clearly, for the running style of this man is plain to 
understand as Persian and he brings clear news for all 
to hear, be it good or bad (246-248) 

Many have wondered why the messenger is specifically 

described as running like a Persian and some believe that oriental 
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messengers were distinguished by their greater speed . However 

the mention of the messenger's nationality j u s t before he gives a 

report on Salamis may be included as a reminder to the audience 

that they are about to hear an account of the war from the enemy 

viewpoint and that this will contrast strongly with their own 

conception of it. 

Thus the audience will witness the reaction of the Persians 

to the news of Salamis with great interest as the news which was 

so welcome to themselves is presented to their defeated enemy. 

Initially the messenger speaks to the chorus rather than to the 

Queen, as does Darius later, which Broadhead regards as an 

archaism, reflecting the fact that the second actor was still new 

and that earlier choruses had played a more active role - "is it 

not strange that such an important personage should thus stand by 

like a Koxpov Tipoowpv?" (pxli). However we should remember that 

the chorus of aged Persians are regents of the land in the absence 

of the king (4) and that it is natural for news of the war to be 

brought to them f irs t . The Queen remains a private citizen and 

the audience would have approved of her modest attitude far more 

than that of Clytemnestra who takes what would have been regarded 

as an unnatural interest in the affairs of Argos. The Queen 

explains that she was shocked into silence at the news (290-2) and 
21 

then assumes the role of interlocutor . Broadhead complains that 

"the Queen does little else but ask questions" (pl05) but it is 

common in tragedy for messengers to deliver their news with few 

interruptions. I n addition it is important that the Queen is 

present to hear this news for while the chorus reflects the 

See Broadhead p94 - he quotes Bothe who suggests that this phrase 
is a cruel comment on the swiftness of the Persian retreat. 

21 
I f the chorus echoed the action by their movements - see General 

Introduction - it would be a good opportunity to represent the 
effect of the defeat on the Persian people in visual terms as the 
messenger and Queen are speaking. 
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reactions of the Persian people, her greatest concern is for the 

personal safety of her son. The national and political effects of 

the defeat are thus juxtaposed with the mother's fear for Xerxes' 

safe re turn and his future as ru l er of the land. Since the 

audience knows that the historical Xerxes returned to Persia 

safely, there is little dramatic point in Aeschylus exploiting the 

possibility that he has died in battle and the Queen's concern for 

her son prepares the audience to anticipate his imminent return. 

b) The Queen's Exit 

The Queen's failure to re turn and greet her son at the end of 

the play has provoked much discussion among scholars. After 

hearing the news of Salamis, she declares that she will go to the 

palace and re turn with offerings (523-4), giving clear 

instructions to the chorus as she departs: 

KCCI naXd\ eav nep 5evp' euou npoaSev uoA/n, 
napryyopeixe, K a l npcme^Ttex' ec; SOUOUQ, 
uf| teat T L Tipoq KaKOiot npooOTycai tcatcov. 

And, as for my son, if he comes here before me, 
comfort him and escort him to the palace, so that 
misfortune should not be added to misfortune (529-31) 

Since Xerxes' entrance does not occur for another 400 lines, 

Taplin regarded the inclusion of this phrase here as "a confusing 

and inconsequential counter-preparation for meagre dramatic ends" 

(p96) while Broadhead demands "why raise an expectation that is 

not fulfilled?" (pxxxix) and L e y wished to omit them altogether as 

an actor's interpolation (pl70). I t is generally agreed that 

these lines should be transposed to precede the Queen's second 

(and final) exit at 851, where she declares: 

h\V etui , tcai A,a8ouoa KOOUOV eic 56|iov 
unavxi&Ceiv 7taC5' euov netpaaouai. 
ou yap xa <piVrax' ev K a K o l q 7tpo56oouev 

But I will go and bringing fine clothes from the 
palace will try to meet my son. I will not desert my 
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dearest in misfortune (849-51) 

If lines 529-31 (quoted above) were spoken at this point, 

then, as Taplin notes "the insignificant and confusing 

counter-preparation is removed from the earlier exit while 

alleviating the problem of the queen's failure to return after her 

second exit" (p 8). Nevertheless there have been strong hints 

that the Queen will r e turn to greet Xerxes herself , possibly after 

he has been welcomed initially by the chorus, and the audience may 

anticipate the reunion between mother and son on stage. The ghost 

of Darius also foresees this event, s tress ing to his wife that she 

should meet Xerxes in person and ensure that he is redressed in 

fine clothes: 

ov 5', « yepaia urj-np fi Eep£ou <ptA,n, 
eX6ouo' eQ otKouc; K6OUOV OOXIQ etmpenTte 
\afiovo' uTwtvTtaCe n a t d a . . . 
hXV auxov eu<ppovw<; au npauvov A,6yoic;. 
H O V T K yap, o tSa , oou KXbvv a v e £ e x a i . 

You, oh beloved aged mother of Xerxes, go to the 
palace and, taking whatever vestments which are seemly, 
greet your son... You affectionately comfort him with 
your words for to you alone, I know, will he endure to 
listen (832-4, 837-8) 

Thus the audience will anticipate a meeting between these two 

characters but in fact, having uttered these lines, the Queen 

leaves the stage never to reappear. Broadhead suggests that there 

must have been "some personal reason for the Queen's change (of 

intention about meeting her son with f re sh clothes), not that it 

should be merely a sign-post for the spectators". However the 

action of the play has no independent existence beyond what the 

audience perceives and everything is included solely for their 

benefit. He fur ther suggests that lines 529-31 are "put into the 

queen's mouth by way of characterization; they reveal her 

practical nature and her maternal solicitude" (pxxxvii). However 

no doubt these strong intimations that the Queen would comfort 

Xerxes on his re turn are included in order to s tress his complete 
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isolation at the end of the play and the audience will witness 

how the desire of Xerxes' family that he be reclothed in his 

former f inery is thwarted. I t is possible that a fond reunion 

between Xerxes and his mother had featured in the play by 

Phrynichus and that Aeschylus is alluding to this in order to mark 

his own divergence from the earlier version. Thus , far from 

receiving the anticipated words of comfort from his mother, Xerxes 

is escorted from the stage friendless and in tatters, with the 

criticism of the people ringing in his ears. 

D ) Darius 

While the audience may be anticipating the a r r i v a l of Xerxes 

on stage, instead they are suddenly presented with the startl ing 

appearance of the ghost of Darius above his tomb. This must have 

produced a spectacular effect in the theatre and provided an 

impressive climax to the invocation, no doubt marking a complete 

divergence from the version by Phrynichus . The presentation of 

the former Persian king allows Aeschylus to place the defeat at 

Salamis in a wider historical context and also to depict the 
23 

father's attitude to his son's actions . The invocation scene 

must have had a great v isual impact upon the audience and they may 

have recognized elements drawn from hero worship as well as the 
24 

normal tendence of the dead . These two cults were similar and 

involved the tending of tombs with blood sacrif ices , food 

offerings, libations and weeping on the supposition that the 

deceased were present at the tomb and capable of influencing the 

world of the l iving. Hero-cult differed from normal tendence of _ 

22 
Orestes is similarly abandoned in the Choephori. 

23 
Note that it was Darius who advised the expedition against Greece 

in Herodotus. 

2 4 S e e B u r k e r t Greek Religion p!94ff. 
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t h e d e a d i n t h a t i t t o o k t h e f o r m o f w o r s h i p a t t h e t o m b s o f 

f a m o u s i n d i v i d u a l s a n d w a s n o t c o n f i n e d t o t h e r e l a t i v e s o f t h e 

d e c e a s e d . A c c o r d i n g t o B u r k e r t ( p 2 0 3 ) t h e r e h a d b e e n a c u l t o f 

A g a m e m n o n i n M y c e n a e a n d S p a r t a s i n c e t h e l a s t q u a r t e r o f t h e 

e i g h t h c e n t u r y a n d i t w o u l d be n a t u r a l f o r t h e a u d i e n c e t o a s sume 

t h a t t h e P e r s i a n s h o n o u r e d t h e i r o w n r u l e r s i n t h i s w a y . T h e 

c o n s u l t a t i o n o f t h e s p i r i t s o f t h e d e a d f o r a d v i c e o c c u r s i n t h e 

Odyssey w h e n O d y s s e u s c o n v e r s e s w i t h T i r e s i a s , h a v i n g p e r f o r m e d a n 
25 

e l a b o r a t e r i t u a l . T h e H o m e r i c g h o s t s m u s t d r i n k t h e o f f e r i n g s 

b e f o r e b e i n g a b l e t o s p e a k t o t h e l i v i n g b u t t h e r e i s n o 

i n d i c a t i o n t h a t D a r i u s f o l l o w s t h a t p r o c e d u r e h e r e . T h e 

a u d i e n c e ' s p e r c e p t i o n o f t h i s scene w i l l be i n f l u e n c e d b y t h e i r 

o w n e x p e r i e n c e s r a t h e r t h a n a n y l i t e r a r y v e r s i o n a n d a n y anoma l i e s 

w i l l be r e g a r d e d as a c o n s e q u e n c e o f e i t h e r t h e d r a m a t i c c o n t e x t 

o r t h e o r i e n t a l s e t t i n g (see b e l o w ) . 

M i c h e l i n i s t a t e s t h a t "the choice of a ghostly narrator is a 

bold dramatic innovation" ( p l 2 9 ) a n d b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e l o c a t i o n 

a n d c o s t u m e o f D a r i u s i s d e s c r i b e d i n s u c h d e t a i l b e c a u s e t h e 

a u d i e n c e w o u l d h a v e g r e a t d i f f i c u l t y i n a c c e p t i n g h i s s u d d e n 

a p p e a r a n c e . We n o t e d a b o v e t h a t t h e g h o s t o f D a r i u s p r o b a b l y d i d 

n o t f e a t u r e i n P h r y n i c h u s a n d i n d e e d r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f t h e d e a d 

m a y h a v e b e e n c o n s i d e r e d m o r e l i k e l y t o a p p e a r i n m y t h i c a l r a t h e r 

t h a n h i s t o r i c a l d r a m a . I n l a t e r A e s c h y l e a n t r a g e d y , g h o s t s r e v e a l 
26 

t h e m s e l v e s t o t h e l i v i n g o n l y i n d r e a m s a n d i n d e e d D a r i u s h i m s e l f 

has a l r e a d y f e a t u r e d i n t h e Queen ' s d r e a m h e r e . A s i m i l a r 

i n v o c a t i o n o c c u r s i n t h e Choephori a t t h e t o m b o f A g a m e m n o n w h e r e 

t h e p l e a s o f t h e l i v i n g f a i l t o p r o d u c e a g h o s t a n d so, i f t h i s 

s u d d e n m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f D a r i u s was u n p r e c e d e n t e d i n t h e t h e a t r e , 

See B r o a d h e a d A p p e n d i x 3A. 

2 6 
A g a m e m n o n ' s g h o s t a p p e a r s t o h i s w i f e as a s n a k e i n t h e Choephori 

a n d C l y t e m n e s t r a h e r s e l f , a l t h o u g h she m a y n o t h a v e a p p e a r e d o n 
s t a g e (see b e l o w ) , s p e a k s t o t h e E r i n y e s as t h e y s l e ep . 
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i t w o u l d h a v e made a n i m m e n s e i m p r e s s i o n o n t h e a u d i e n c e . 

H o w e v e r , u n f o r t u n a t e l y , w e c a n n o t be c e r t a i n t h a t D a r i u s w a s 

t h e f i r s t t r a g i c g h o s t t o a p p e a r o n s t a g e a n d t h e a u d i e n c e m a y 

h a v e b e e n p r e p a r e d f o r t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f h i s a p p e a r a n c e b y t h e i r 

e x p e r i e n c e o f g h o s t s i n e a r l i e r t r a g e d i e s w h i c h h a v e n o t s u r v i v e d 

( A e s c h y l u s h i m s e l f w r o t e a p l a y c a l l e d " Psychagogof "the 

Spirit-raisers". B r o a d h e a d c o m p l a i n s t h a t t h e i n v o c a t i o n o f 

D a r i u s i s i n t r o d u c e d t o o a b r u p t l y b u t i n f a c t t h e kommos i n t h e 

Choephori o c c u r s e q u a l l y u n a n n o u n c e d . T h e s u d d e n i n t r o d u c t i o n o f 

t h e s u m m o n i n g o f t h e s p i r i t o f D a r i u s m a y s u g g e s t e i t h e r t h a t i t 

came as a c o m p l e t e s u r p r i s e t o t h e a u d i e n c e o r t h a t A e s c h y l u s 

w i s h e d t o d i v e r t a t t e n t i o n a w a y f r o m t h e t o m b a n d t h e p o s s i b l e 

a p p e a r a n c e o f a g h o s t f o r as l o n g as p o s s i b l e . 

E v e n i f g h o s t s w e r e a r e l a t i v e l y f a m i l i a r f e a t u r e i n d r a m a 

h o w e v e r , t h e r e i s n o g u a r a n t e e t h a t t h e i n v o c a t i o n o f D a r i u s w i l l 

p r o v e s u c c e s s f u l , e s p e c i a l l y s i n c e i n t h e Choephori A g a m e m n o n 
27 

f a i l s t o a p p e a r , d e s p i t e t h e i n s i s t e n t p l ea s o f t h e l i v i n g . I t 

i s m o s t u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t w e c a n n o t t e l l w h e t h e r t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f 

D a r i u s h e r e o r t h e n o n - a p p e a r a n c e o f A g a m e m n o n t h e r e w e r e t h e 

g r e a t e r s u r p r i s e t o t h e a u d i e n c e , a l t h o u g h t h e o r i e n t a l s e t t i n g 

m a y h a v e p r e p a r e d t h e m f o r t h e p o r t r a y a l o f l e s s o r t h o d o x e v e n t s . 

D a r i u s h i m s e l f h i n t s t h a t h i s p a s s a g e w a s d i f f i c u l t a n d n o t 

p o s s i b l e f o r e v e r y o n e : 

e o x l 5 ' O U K e u e £ o 5 o v , 
Q X X Q Q xe 7idvT«<; %ol tcaxa %Qovb$ Qeol 
Xafielv a u e i v o u i ; e l o l v r\ u e 6 i e v a i . 
OUWQ 5 ' e tce tvo ic ; evSuvaoxeuoaq kyfo 
T\K(0. 

BQ <paoq uoXov "coming to the light" 459, » ra t ' , ave<; u o t 7iaxep' 
"Oh Earth, send up^ my father" 489 , a p ' e £ e y e t p T \ xo iod" ' 6 v e t 5 e o t v , 
7idxep; a p ' 6p0ov a i ' pe i< ; quXxaxov x b o o v icapa " Are you not raised 
up by these taunts, father? Do you not raise up your dearest 
head?" 4 9 5 - 6 . 
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It is by no means an easy escape especially since 
the gods beneath the earth are better at receiving than 
letting go. Nevertheless I have come here since I have 
gained some influence among them (688-92) 

T h i s seems t o s u g g e s t t h a t , as i n t h e case o f P o l y d o r u s i n 

E u r i p i d e s ' Hecuba, g h o s t s o f r o y a l b i r t h h a v e a g r e a t e r c h a n c e o f 

r e t u r n i n g t o e a r t h . H o w e v e r K i n g A g a m e m n o n f a i l s t o a p p e a r a t h i s 

t o m b i n t h e Choephori a n d so h i g h s t a t u s i s n o g u a r a n t e e o f 

s u c c e s s . I f D a r i u s r e a l l y w e r e t h e f i r s t d r a m a t i c g h o s t t o a p p e a r 

o n s t a g e , t h e a u d i e n c e m a y s u s p e c t t h a t i t i s h i s s k i l l a t 

p e r s u a s i o n , p o s s i b l y c o m b i n e d w i t h t h e o r i e n t a l s e t t i n g , r a t h e r 

t h a n h i s r o y a l s t a t u s t h a t makes t h i s p o s s i b l e , o r p e r h a p s t h e 

q u e s t i o n o f h o w t h e g h o s t m a y a p p e a r w o u l d h a v e b e e n c o n s i d e r e d o f 

v e r y l i t t l e i n t e r e s t , b e i n g o v e r s h a d o w e d b y h i s s p e c t a c u l a r 

a r r i v a l i t s e l f . 

We m a y i m a g i n e t h a t t h e e v o c a t i o n o f D a r i u s w a s a c c o m p a n i e d 

b y a n e l a b o r a t e a n d i m p r e s s i v e c h o r e o g r a p h y , c u l m i n a t i n g i n t h e 

a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e g h o s t a n d t h e a b r u p t s i l e n c i n g a n d p r o s t r a t i o n 

o f t h e c h o r u s . W h e t h e r o r n o t t h e a u d i e n c e e x p e c t e d D a r i u s t o 

a p p e a r i n p e r s o n , t h e amazed r e a c t i o n o f t h e c h o r u s o f e l d e r s w i l l 

e n h a n c e t h e i m p a c t o f t h e a p p a r i t i o n . T h e g h o s t d e c l a r e s oxevei, 
KeKonxat, K a l yjxphooexax. nkdov "the ground groans and is cut and 

furrowed" (683) w h i c h s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e i n v o c a t i o n ha s i n v o l v e d 

b e a t i n g o r s t a m p i n g o n t h e g r o u n d , w h i l e a p a s s a g e f r o m t h e 

"Frogs" s u g g e s t s t h a t c l a p p i n g a n d l a m e n t a t i o n f o r m e d p a r t o f t h e 

r i t u a l - "Indeed I rejoiced when I heard the lament for dead 

Darius and at once the chorus clapped their hands and cried alas!" 

(1028-9 ) . Head lam does n o t b e l i e v e t h a t t h e c h o r u s d a n c e d d u r i n g 

t h i s s cene o r i n d e e d e l s e w h e r e ( p 5 8 ) - "imagine these aged 

venerable men skipping and scoring the ground with their old 

hooves" - b u t n o d o u b t b o t h t h e i n v o c a t i o n a n d t h e f i n a l l a m e n t 

w o u l d h a v e b e e n c o m p l e m e n t e d b y a n e l a b o r a t e c h o r e o g r a p h y . T h e 

f u n c t i o n o f a n y c h o r u s i s t o e m p h a s i z e a n d r e f l e c t t h e m e a n i n g o f 

t h e d r a m a t h r o u g h d a n c e , mime a n d g e s t u r e a n d i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t 
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o n e r e p r e s e n t i n g e l d e r s d i d t h i s l e s s p r o f i c i e n t l y t h a n a n y o t h e r . 

T h i s l o u d i n v o c a t i o n i s s u d d e n l y s i l e n c e d b y t h e a p p e a r a n c e 

o f t h e k i n g a b o v e h i s t o m b . We d o n o t k n o w e x a c t l y h o w t h i s 

e f f e c t w a s s t a g e - m a n a g e d b u t i t seems l i k e l y t h a t t h e a c t o r e i t h e r 

a s c e n d e d i n t o v i e w f r o m b e h i n d a m o u n d o r e m e r g e d o n t o t h e s t a g e 

f r o m a n u n d e r g r o u n d p a s s a g e 2 8 . 

E v e n i f g h o s t s w e r e p o s s i b l e w i t h i n t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f 

t r a g e d y , w e do n o t k n o w w h e t h e r t h e i r a p p e a r a n c e w e r e c o m m o n 

e n o u g h f o r t h e a u d i e n c e t o h a v e h e l d s p e c i f i c e x p e c t a t i o n s a b o u t 

t h e i r b e h a v i o r . H i c k m a n f a i l s t o f i n d a n y c l e a r r u l e s g o v e r n i n g 

" g h o s t l y e t i q u e t t e " i n t r a g e d y - "dramatic ghosts have a way of 

adapting themselves and their actions to the whim and fancy of 

their respective authors" ( p218 ) a n d w e see t h a t t h e g h o s t o f 

C l y t e m n e s t r a i n t h e Oresteia f o r example , d i f f e r s g r e a t l y f r o m 

D a r i u s h e r e . N e v e r t h e l e s s i t m a y h a v e b e e n m o r e c o m m o n f o r g h o s t s 

t o o f f e r u s e f u l a d v i c e w i t h b e n e v o l e n t i n t e n t i o n a n d n o d o u b t t h e 

a u d i e n c e w i l l a t t e n d t o t h e u t t e r a n c e s o f D a r i u s w i t h g r e a t 

i n t e r e s t . 

E) X e r x e s ' E n t r a n c e 

M i c h e l i n i c l a i m s "the Dareios episode is the play's crowning 

event, overshadowing and displacing the ending scene with Xerxes". 

T h i s seems mos t u n l i k e l y h o w e v e r a n d n o d o u b t t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l 

r e g a r d t h e g h o s t s cene as a n i m p o r t a n t e l e m e n t i n t h e p r e p a r a t i o n 

f o r t h e e n t r a n c e o f t h e d e f e a t e d k i n g a n d t h e e m o t i o n a l c l i m a x o f 

t h e l a m e n t . G a g a r i n b e l i e v e s t h a t n e i t h e r D a r i u s n o r X e r x e s i s 

t h e c e n t r a l f o c u s o f t h e p l a y b u t t h a t t h e y b o t h p o r t r a y i m p o r t a n t 

See T a p l i n p l l 6 f f w h o n o t e s i n t h i s c o n t e x t t h e f r a g m e n t a r y A t t i c 
r e d - f i g u r e h y d r i a d a t e d 480 -450 ( P i c k a r d - C a m b r i g e p l 8 2 f a n d f i g u r e 
36) w h i c h s h o w s a n o r i e n t a l k i n g r i s i n g f r o m a b u r n i n g p y r e . A s 
w e n o t e d a b o v e , t h i s p r o b a b l y does n o t r e p r e s e n t D a r i u s . 
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a s p e c t s o f t h e P e r s i a n d e f e a t . On t h e c o n t r a r y , t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l 

be c h i e f l y i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e l a t t e r , t h e i r o w n p a r t i c u l a r e n e m y , 

a n d h i s a p p e a r a n c e i s d e l a y e d w h i l e t h e y w i t n e s s h i s a c t i o n s b e i n g 

s e v e r e l y c o n d e m n e d b y a l l o n s t a g e . No d o u b t t h e y w o u l d h a v e 

w a t c h e d w i t h i n t e r e s t t o see h o w X e r x e s h i m s e l f h a d b e e n a f f e c t e d 

b y t h i s t e r r i b l e d e f e a t . 

T h e h a r s h e s t c o n d e m n a t i o n o f t h e i n v a s i o n o f Greece comes 

f r o m D a r i u s , X e r x e s ' f a t h e r a n d f o r m e r r u l e r o f t h e P e r s i a n 

e m p i r e . T h e a u d i e n c e w o u l d r e m e m b e r h i m as t h e l e a d e r o f t h e 

P e r s i a n s i n t h e t i m e o f t h e i r f a t h e r s a n d h i s a p p e a r a n c e i n t h e 

d r a m a i n t h e f o r m o f a g h o s t i s a b r i l l i a n t d r a m a t i c d e v i c e . 

D a r i u s p i t i e d h i s s o n i n t h e Q u e e n ' s d r e a m b u t o n s t a g e he 

s t r o n g l y c o n d e m n s h i s a c t i o n s , l a m e n t i n g t h e g r e a t s o r r o w he h a s 

i n f l i c t e d u p o n t h e P e r s i a n s . He r e g a r d s X e r x e s ' b r i d g i n g o f t h e 

H e l l e s p o n t as s a c r i l e g i o u s (749-50 ) a n d c o n d e m n s t h e d e s e c r a t i o n 

o f A t h e n i a n s h r i n e s a n d t e m p l e s ( 8 0 9 - 1 2 ) , t h e r u i n s o f w h i c h w o u l d 

h a v e b e e n a f a m i l i a r s i g h t t o t h e a u d i e n c e . I n a d d i t i o n , b y 

i n t r o d u c i n g t h e g h o s t o f D a r i u s , A e s c h y l u s i s a b l e t o i n c l u d e a 

p r e d i c t i o n a b o u t P la t ea : 

XOCOQ y a p e o x a t neXavoQ aluaxooqxxyhc; 
Ttp6<; yr\ I f t a x a i a v AwptSoq hoyx^Q U7io 
O t v e q veicpwv 5e teat xpixoo7i6p<j> y o v r j 
a<pwva o T p a v o u o i v o u u a o i v Bpoxov 
1»Q ob% unep<peu 6 v n x 6 v o v x a %pr\ t p p o v e i v . 

So great will be the clotted gore of bloodshed in 
the land of Platea beneath the Dorian spear. And heaps 
of corpses will show without words to the eyes of all, 
even to the third generation, how one who is mortal 
should not be arrogant of thought ( 816 -820) 

D a r i u s d e c l a r e s t h a t he i s a b l e t o m a k e t h i s p r e d i c t i o n o f 

h a r s h d e f e a t b e c a u s e o f a n o r a c l e ( 8 0 0 - 2 ) a n d S p r i n g b e l i e v e s t h a t 

t h i s m u s t h a v e b e e n r e f e r r e d t o i n t h e p r e v i o u s d r a m a ( p l 5 9 ) . 

H o w e v e r t h e r e i s n o e v i d e n c e t o s u g g e s t t h a t t h e Persae was 
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c o n n e c t e d t o t h e o t h e r p l a y s o f t h e t r i l o g y . S i d g w i c k r e g a r d s 

D a r i u s ' s u d d e n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e s i t u a t i o n as a s i g n o f 

A e s c h y l u s ' i n e x p e r i e n c e ( p x ) b u t s u r e l y i t i s n a t u r a l f o r t h e 

m e a n i n g o f t h e o r a c l e t o s u d d e n l y become c l e a r o n c e he l e a r n s o f 
30 

Salamis . T h u s t h e o r a c l e i s u s e d as a n e f f e c t i v e d r a m a t i c d e v i c e 

t o e n a b l e D a r i u s t o r e m a i n i g n o r a n t a b o u t t h e p r e s e n t w h i l e s t i l l 

a b l e t o p r e d i c t t h e f u t u r e . 

T h e g h o s t l i s t s a l l f o r m e r P e r s i a n k i n g s a n d c o n c l u d e s : 

anavxe i ; f i u e i Q , o t KP&XTI xa<5' e o x o p e v , 
O U K a v (pave iuev n f j u a T ' e p £ a v x e q x o o a . 

All of us who ruled this empire cannot be shown to 
have caused such sorrows ( 7 8 5 - 6 ) 

T h u s X e r x e s r e c e i v e s h a r s h c r i t i c i s m f r o m h i s f a t h e r a n d i s 

s h o w n t o be o u t o f h a r m o n y w i t h a l l p r e v i o u s r u l e r s o f P e r s i a f o r 

t h e p u r p o s e s o f t h e d r a m a . He i s f u r t h e r i s o l a t e d b y t h e f a c t 

t h a t mos t o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s l i e d e a d , as t h e m e s s e n g e r 

r e v e a l s : 

ev yap TO<5' 1 0 6 1 , UTI5&U' T)uep<? u t a 
•nkr\Qo<; x o o o u x a p i t H i o v avSptmwv 9 a v e i v . 

Know well, that never on a single day died such a 
great number of men ( 4 3 1 - 2 ) 

He p r o c e e d s t o name c o u n t l e s s l o s t P e r s i a n l e a d e r s w h i c h 

s u g g e s t s t h e t e r r i b l e e f f e c t o f t h e d e f e a t u p o n P e r s i a a n d 

s t r e s s e s X e r x e s ' i s o l a t i o n as t h e sole s u r v i v o r o f h i s g e n e r a t i o n . 

T h e Q u e e n r e i t e r a t e s t h i s i d e a : 

See B r o a d h e a d p l v - l x f o r a d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e s e . 

30 
T h e o r a c l e i n t h e Septem was p r o b a b l y d i s c u s s e d e a r l i e r i n t h e 

t r i l o g y - see C h a p t e r T w o - b u t t h e r e seems t o be n o n e c e s s i t y f o r 
t h i s h e r e . 
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uovdtSa 8h S e p £ n v eprs iov <paotv ou noXXov u e x a 

Xerxes alone (has survived) and they say he is 
destitute with a few followers only (734) 

T h e c h o r u s r e v e a l s t h a t X e r x e s w i l l f i n d n o s u p p o r t a m o n g t h e 

o l d e r g e n e r a t i o n e i t h e r as t h e y c o n t r a s t h i s r u l e m o s t 

u n f a v o u r a b l y w i t h t h a t o f D a r i u s ( 8 5 2 - 7 , 8 6 1 - 3 ) a n d b lame h i m 

f u l l y f o r t h e d i s a s t e r : 

Sep£ r |Q u e v ayctyev, nono i , 
S e p £ n £ 5 ' hn&Xeoev, x o x o T , 
S e p £ n q <5e 7iavx' eneone <5uo<pp6v<o<; 
3 a p i § e o o t n o v x i a i q 

Xerxes led them forth, alas! and Xerxes lost them, 
alas! and Xerxes managed everything foolishly with his 
ocean ships ( 5 5 0 - 3 ) 

T h u s A e s c h y l u s s k i l l f u l l y c r e a t e s t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t t h e 

P e r s i a n a t t a c k o n Greece w a s t h e so le r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f X e r x e s a n d 

t h a t t h i s has a l i e n a t e d h i m f r o m h i s f e l l o w c i t i z e n s , h i s f a t h e r 

a n d a l l f o r m e r r u l e r s o f P e r s i a . T h e n a t u r a l h a t r e d o f t h e 

a u d i e n c e f o r P e r s i a w i l l be f o c u s e d o n t h i s o n e m a n a n d t h e y w o u l d 

d o u b t l e s s a p p r o v e o f t h i s g e n e r a l c o n d e m n a t i o n o f h i s i n v a s i o n o f 

Greece . T h e e x t e n d e d c r i t i c i s m o f X e r x e s ' a c t i o n s w i l l a l s o 

i n c r e a s e t h e i r i n t e r e s t i n h i s l o n g - a w a i t e d r e t u r n as t h e y w o n d e r 

h o w he h i m s e l f w i l l r e a c t t o t h e d e f e a t - w i l l he be h u m b l e d a n d 

a c c e p t h i s f a t h e r ' s a d v i c e n e v e r t o i n v a d e Greece a g a i n o r w i l l he 

s t r i d e o n t o t h e s t a g e w i t h a r r o g a n t p r i d e , u n b o w e d b y 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s ? T h e l a t t e r c o u r s e o f a c t i o n w o u l d s u r e l y h a v e 

a l i e n a t e d t h e s y m p a t h i e s o f t h e a u d i e n c e a n d i n f a c t X e r x e s 

a p p e a r s g r e a t l y h u m b l e d , a c c e p t i n g f u l l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h e 

d i s a s t e r , a n d m o u r n f u l f o r t h e g r i e f he ha s b r o u g h t t o h i s p e o p l e : 

o 5 ' e y w v , o l o t , a la icx6<; 
\ie\eoQjyevvq y a xe 7iaxp(0(? 
K Q K O V a p ' e y e v o u a v . 
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Here I am, lamentable and wretched, born to be an 
evil curse on my descendants and fatherland ( 9 3 1 - 3 ) 

His s u b d u e d m a n n e r makes t h e a r r o g a n t P e r s i a n k i n g i n t o a 

t r a g i c f i g u r e as w e l l as c o n v e y i n g t h e p o l i t i c a l message t h a t t h e 

P e r s i a n s n o l o n g e r pose a n y t h r e a t t o Greece , w h i c h as we s h a l l 

see b e l o w m a y be t h e c e n t r a l message o f t h e d r a m a . 

F) T h e Theme o f C l o t h i n g 

L e t u s r e v i e w t h e v i s u a l a s p e c t o f t h e Persae a n d see h o w t h e 

m o v e m e n t o f t h e d r a m a i s r e f l e c t e d b y t h e use o f c o s t u m e . T h e 

G r e e k s d e s p i s e d t h e P e r s i a n t a s t e f o r s p l e n d i d c l o t h e s , so u n l i k e 
31 

t h e i r o w n p l a i n s t y l e o f d r e s s , a n d t h e y m a y h a v e e x p e c t e d t h o s e 

o n s t a g e t o d i s p l a y a g r e a t l o v e o f o s t e n t a t i o n . We d o ° ^ k n o w i f 

t h e r e w e r e a n y a t t e m p t t o s y m b o l i z e t h e g r e a t e r r i c h n e s s o f 

P e r s i a n d r e s s o n s t a g e a n d , i f so, h o w t h i s w a s a c h i e v e d . A 

f r a g m e n t a r y A t t i c r e d - f i g u r e v a s e d e p i c t s a g r o u p o f P e r s i a n s 

d r e s s e d i n f l a p p e d h e a d - d r e s s e s , w i t h t u n i c s a n d t r o u s e r s h e a v i l y 

p a t t e r n e d w i t h b l a c k c i r c l e s a n d l o z e n g e - s h a p e s , w h i c h 

P i c k a r d - C a m b r i d g e b e l i e v e s r e p r e s e n t s , "a relatively accurate 

account of theatrical Oriental costume" ( p l 8 3 a n d p l a t e 36 ) . 

H o w e v e r , a l t h o u g h t h e p r e s e n c e o f a f l u t e - p l a y e r s u g g e s t s t h a t 

t h i s s cene r e f l e c t s some t r a g i c s u b j e c t , t h e k i n g i s v i s i b l e o n l y 

f r o m t h e w a i s t u p w a r d s b e i n g c o n s u m e d o n a f l a m i n g p y r e . T h e s e 

f l a m e s m u s t h a v e b e e n i m a g i n e d b y t h e a u d i e n c e i f t h i s scene w e r e 

p r e s e n t e d o n s t a g e ( a n d a s u c c e s s f u l p r e s e n t a t i o n seems u n l i k e l y ) 

a n d t h e a c t o r s a r e s h o w n w i t h o u t m a s k s so w h y s h o u l d we s u p p o s e 

t h a t t h e o r i e n t a l c o s t u m e s a r e n o t a l s o a n a r t i s t i c e m b e l l i s h m e n t ? 

T h i s i s p r o b a b l y n o t a s cene f r o m t h e Persae a n y w a y , s i n c e i t 

d e p i c t s a k i n g r i s i n g f r o m a p y r e n o t a t o m b a n d T a p l i n s u g g e s t s 

t h a t t h i s s h o w s o f f s t a g e e v e n t s a n d p r o b a b l y d e p i c t s C r o s e u s . 

3 1 S e e Geddes p 3 0 7 - 3 3 1 o n T h u y c i d i d e s 1.6.3-5. 
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( p l l 8 - 9 ) . T h e q u e s t i o n o f s t a g e c o s t u m e i s d i s c u s s e d m o r e 

f u l l y i n t h e g e n e r a l i n t r o d u c t i o n b u t , as we d i s c u s s c o s t u m e h e r e , 

l e t u s r e m e m b e r t h a t g r e a t e r i m p o r t a n c e m a y h a v e b e e n p l a c e d o n 

v e r b a l d e s c r i p t i o n a n d t h e i m a g i n a t i o n o f t h e a u d i e n c e t h a n a 

r e a l i s t i c d i s p l a y o n s t a g e . 

T h e Queen ' s f i r s t e n t r a n c e i s f u l l o f p o m p a n d s p l e n d o u r , 

c o n f i r m i n g t h e a u d i e n c e ' s p r e - c o n c e p t i o n s a b o u t h o w a n o r i e n t a l 

m o n a r c h s h o u l d l o o k a n d b e h a v e . H e r s t r e s s o n t h e g r e a t w e a l t h o f 
32 

t h e P e r s i a n d y n a s t y w a s p r o b a b l y r e f l e c t e d b y a d i g n i f i e d a n d 

m a j e s t i c e n t r a n c e a n d t h e a g e d c h o r u s p r o s t r a t e t h e m s e l v e s i n a 

b o d y b e f o r e t h i s a p p a r i t i o n o f g r a n d e u r - npoonCxvw (152) . A f t e r 

t h e n e w s o f Sa lamis ha s b e e n a b s o r b e d h o w e v e r , t h e Q u e e n ' s 

s u b s e q u e n t e n t r a n c e i s o f a v e r y d i f f e r e n t n a t u r e : 

x o t y a p tceXeuOov xfiv<5' a v e u T ' oxmatav 
XXidr\Q xe X T K 7iapoi8ev eic 56uwv T tak iv 
e a x e i X a 

/ have set out from my home a second time without 
either chariot or %\\.Sr\z as before ( 6 0 7 - 9 ) 

T h e v i s u a l i m p a c t o f t h e s e r e s p e c t i v e e n t r a n c e s w i l l be 

f u r t h e r e m p h a s i z e d b y t h e f a c t t h a t t h e c h o r u s f a i l s t o p r o s t r a t e 

t h e m s e l v e s b e f o r e t h e Q u e e n o n t h e s e c o n d o c c a s i o n . T a p l i n a r g u e s 

t h a t t h e c h a r i o t i s "retrospectively important and demonstrative" 

(p78 ) b u t i n f a c t i t i s t h e Queen ' s m o r e m o d e s t r e t u r n w h i c h i s 

s t r i k i n g a n d t h r o w n i n t o r e l i e f . T h e s h e d d i n g o f r o y a l 

a c c e s s o r i e s i s a n i m p o r t a n t a c t i o n f o r a n y Queen , p a r t i c u l a r l y f o r 

a P e r s i a n o n e a n d t h i s c h a n g e t o a m o r e m o d e s t b e a r i n g w a s 

d i r e c t l y i n s p i r e d b y t h e a r r i v a l o f t h e n e w s f r o m Sa lamis . No 

3 2 
XpvoeooroXvovQ 56uou<; ( 1 5 9 ) , ueyctc; U X O V X O Q ( 1 6 3 ) , xpTTHaxov nXr\QoQ 

( 1 6 6 ) , Taouxoc; (168) 

33 
L S J n o t e t h a t %\\.8r\<z m a y d e n o t e "any sign of accessory or luxury" 

a n d i s u s e d o f c l o t h i n g a t E u r i p i d e s ' Ion 26. 
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d o u b t t h e a u d i e n c e w o u l d h a v e a p p r o v e d o f t h i s n e w s i m p l i c i t y a n d 

m o d e s t y o f b e a r i n g , w h i c h c o n t r a s t s so s t r o n g l y w i t h t h e P e r s i a n 

e x t r a v a g a n c e w h i c h t h e y so d e s p i s e d , a n d t h i s m o d i f i c a t i o n w i l l 

s u r e l y i n c r e a s e t h e i r s y m p a t h y f o r t h e P e r s i a n d y n a s t y . 

I n a s i m i l a r m a n n e r , X e r x e s e n t e r s t h e s t a g e d r e s s e d , n o t as 

t h e m i g h t y r u l e r o f t h e P e r s i a n e m p i r e , b u t i n g a r m e n t s t o r n t o 

t a t t e r s b y h i s o w n h a n d i n r e a c t i o n t o t h e t e r r i b l e d e f e a t a t 

Sa lamis . T h e Q u e e n ' s d r e a m f o r e t o l d t h a t he w o u l d a c t i n t h i s 

m a n n e r a n d t h e m e s s e n g e r c o n f i r m s t h a t t h i s i s so ( p f ^ a c ; 5e 

nenXovQ 4 6 8 ) . D a r i u s r e v e a l s t h a t X e r x e s s t i l l w e a r s t h e s e same 

g a r m e n t s : 

n a v e l y a p 
KaKov bn' aXyovQ XatctSeq apupi o o u a x i 
o r n u o p p a y o u a t Ttoi tctXov eoOTyiaxov. 

For because of grief at his misfortune, all around 
his body tatters of his embroidered robes are hanging in 
shreds ( 8 3 4 - 6 ) 

Gow b e l i e v e s t h a t A e s c h y l u s m e n t i o n e d o n l y t h e P e r s i a n shoe 

a n d t i a r a o f D a r i u s (662) i n o r d e r t o a l l o w h i s c h o r e g u s g r e a t 

f r e e d o m w i t h r e g a r d t o D a r i u s ' c o s t u m e ( p l 5 1 ) , w h i c h m a y be t r u e , 

b u t i n f a c t w e k n o w l i t t l e a b o u t w h a t he w o r e o n s t a g e (see 

G e n e r a l I n t r o d u c t i o n ) . He b i d s h i s w i f e t o e n s u r e t h a t X e r x e s i s 

r e c l o t h e d o n h i s r e t u r n a n d t h e Q u e e n s h a r e s h i s h o r r o r t h a t t h e i r 

s o n s h o u l d a p p e a r s t i l l d r e s s e d i n h i s t a t t e r e d r o b e s : 

u & k i o x a 5 ' r\5e oumpopa S a i c v e i , 
a x i u i a v ye naidbq ap ip i o 6 u a t i 
eo9T|udTwv KXuouoav , n v t v a u n e x e i . 
aX\' e t u i , s a l A,aBouoa 
K O O U O V eK 5 6 u w v . . . 

This is the misfortune that wounds me most of all, 
to hear of the dishonoured garments around the body of 
my son which envelop him. But I will go and fetch fine 
clothes from the house... ( 8 4 6 - 4 9 ) 

M a n y h a v e f o u n d t h i s c o n c e r n f o r X e r x e s ' a p p e a r a n c e i n t h e 
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f a c e o f d e f e a t r a t h e r r i d i c u l o u s . R i c h a r d s o n b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e 

d r a m a c o n v e y s a n o r i e n t a l Queen m o t h e r ' s c o n c e r n f o r c l o t h e s 

"exaggerated a little, perhaps, by the poet for satiric e f f e c t " 

( p 6 0 ) w h i l e S i d g w i c k r e g a r d e d i t as "a satire on the ways of 

Oriental royalties" ( p 4 9 ) . H o w e v e r t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f X e r x e s , t h e 

m i g h t y P e r s i a n k i n g , d r e s s e d i n t a t t e r e d r o b e s as a s y m b o l o f h i s 

g r e a t p e r s o n a l g r i e f , m u s t h a v e b e e n a h i g h l y s e r i o u s i m a g e o f t h e 

d e v a s t a t i n g e f f e c t o f Sa lamis o n t h e k i n g a n d h i s p e o p l e . I t h a s 

b e e n s u g g e s t e d t h a t X e r x e s ha s a l r e a d y m e t t h e Q u e e n o f f s t a g e a n d 
34 

e n t e r s i n f i n e r y b u t w h y t h e n , C r a i g a s k s ( p l O l ) , w o u l d he h a v e 

r e t a i n e d h i s e m p t y q u i v e r (1020)? A v e r y ( p l 8 2 ) b e l i e v e s t h a t 

X e r x e s d o n s f r e s h c l o t h e s o n s t a g e d u r i n g t h e f i n a l s cene , b r o u g h t 

b y t h e s i l e n t Queen o r a n a t t e n d a n t , a n d t h a t t h i s i s w h y he 

a s su mes g r e a t e r a u t h o r i t y f r o m l i n e 1038 o n w a r d s . H o w e v e r e v e n so 

t h e Queen w o u l d t h e n f a i l i n h e r s t a t e d t a s k t o s p e a k w o r d s o f 

c o m f o r t t o h e r s o n o n h i s r e t u r n a n d i t seems m u c h m o r e l i k e l y 

t h a t X e r x e s w a s n e i t h e r c o m f o r t e d n o r r e c l o t h e d o n h i s r e t u r n as 

h i s p a r e n t s w i s h e d . T h e w h o l e q u e s t i o n o f t h e r e c l o t h i n g o f 

X e r x e s m a y be a n a l l u s i o n t o e v e n t s i n t h e p l a y b y P h r y n i c h u s a n d 

m a r k A e s c h y l u s ' d i v e r g e n c e f r o m t h e e a r l i e r v e r s i o n . 

T h e t e a r i n g o f o n e ' s g a r m e n t s as a s i g n o f i n t e n s e g r i e f i s 

h i g h l y s y m b o l i c o f t h e G r e e k d e f e a t u p o n P e r s i a . T h e c h o r u s 

p r e d i c t s t h a t m a n y w o m e n w i l l t e a r t h e i r v e i l s a t t h e n e w s ( 5 3 7 - 8 ) 

a n d a t t h e e n d o f t h e p l a y X e r x e s b i d s t h e c h o r u s t o r e n d t h e i r 

g a r m e n t s a n d j o i n h i m i n h i s r a g g e d s t a t e - nenXov 8' '^peiice 

K O ^ T i t a v atcufi %epV>v "tear your billowing robes with your fingers" 

(1060) . T h e f i n a l l a m e n t a n d s ad p r o c e s s i o n o f f s t a g e , s h a r e d b y 

X e r x e s a n d h i s p e o p l e i n m u t u a l g r i e f , w i l l c o n t r a s t v i s u a l l y w i t h 

t h e g r e a t awe a n d r e s p e c t s h o w n t o t h e f o r m e r k i n g . E a r l i e r i n 

t h e d r a m a , t h e Q u e e n ha s r e m i n d e d t h e a u d i e n c e t h a t i n P e r s i a , 

T h e p h r a s e T O >.oi7i6v xoSe xac; euac; OTOXCLQ 1018 w o u l d t h e n r e f e r 
t o h i s d e p l e t e d b a n d o f f o l l o w e r s . 
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u n l i k e d e m o c r a t i c A t h e n s w h e r e e v e r y g e n e r a l o r h o l d e r o f p u b l i c 

o f f i c e was a n s w e r a b l e f o r t h e i r a c t i o n s , X e r x e s c a n n o t be c a l l e d 

t o a c c o u n t b y h i s s u b j e c t s : 

o u x vnevQvvoq, noXei, 
o » 6 e ! < ; d' ojioCoc; Tr\o5e K o i p a v e i x0ovo<; 

He is not answerable to the state. I f he survives 
he remains ruler of this land as before ( 2 1 3 - 1 4 ) 

W h e n D a r i u s e n t e r e d h o w e v e r , t h e c h o r u s f e l l t o t h e g r o u n d i n 

a b o d y : 

o e B o u a i u k v 7 t p o o i 5 e o 6 a i , 
oeBouoti 5 ' a v x t a Xe£a.i 
oeQev hp%aiq n e p l x a p 0 e i . 

I fear to look at you, I fear to speak to you face 
to face, through ancient dread of you ( 6 9 4 - 6 ) 

T h i s s u d d e n mass p r o s t r a t i o n w o u l d be v i s i b l y i m p r e s s i v e i n 

t h e t h e a t r e a n d i l l u s t r a t e t h e w e l l - k n o w n r e s p e c t h e l d b y t h e 

P e r s i a n s f o r t h e i r r u l e r s w h i c h t h e G r e e k s r e g a r d e d as e x c e s s i v e l y 

s e r v i l e . S i d e r b e l i e v e s t h a t t h i s w o u l d c a l l t o m i n d t h e r e c e n t 

d e f e a t o f t h e P e r s i a n s i n b a t t l e ( p l 9 0 ) w h i l e C o u c h ( p 3 1 6 ) l i n k s 

t h i s t o t h e P e r s i a n p r o s t r a t i o n i n t e r r o r w h e n t h e y d i s c o v e r t h a t 

t h e f l i g h t n o r t h i s b l o c k e d npooKUVWV ( 499 ) . I b e l i e v e r a t h e r 

t h a t t h i s f a l l i n g t o t h e g r o u n d i s e c h o e d i n t h e f i n a l s cene o f 

t h e p l a y w h e r e t h e c h o r u s makes n o obe i sance b u t i t i s X e r x e s 

h i m s e l f w h o f a l l s t o t h e g r o u n d - XeXvrai yap e u o l y u t w v pwpiri "the 

strength of my knees is relaxed11 ( 913 ) . He m a y e v e n h a v e 

p r o s t r a t e d h i m s e l f o n t h e g r o u n d i n o r d e r t o s t r e s s t h e c o n t r a s t 

b e t w e e n t h i s s cene a n d t h e f o r m e r obe i s ance made b y t h e c h o r u s 

b e f o r e t h e Q u e e n a n d D a r i u s , r i s i n g t o h i s f e e t a g a i n a t l i n e 1020 

i n o r d e r t o r e v e a l h i s t a t t e r e d c l o t h i n g a n d p r e p a r e f o r t h e f i n a l 

p r o c e s s i o n o f f s t a g e . T h u s t h e a t t i t u d e o f t h e c h o r u s h e r e w i l l 

be i n s h a r p c o n t r a s t t o t h e i r a w e d r e s p e c t f o r D a r i u s a n d t h e 

Q u e e n o n h e r f i r s t a p p e a r a n c e a n d t h e r e w i l l be a s ense o f g r e a t e r 

e q u a l i t y b e t w e e n r u l e r a n d s u b j e c t s . 
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T h u s P e r s i a n l o v e o f f i n e c l o t h e s i s s een t o be d e e p l y 

a f f e c t e d b y t h e r e c e n t d e f e a t a n d t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l n o d o u b t 

a p p r o v e o f t h e m o v e t o w a r d s g r e a t e r m o d e s t y a n d e q u a l i t y o n t h e 

p a r t ^ t h e Q u e e n a n d t h e c h o r u s , w h i c h w i l l c o n t r a s t w i t h t h e i r 

u s u a l p r e j u d i c e a g a i n s t P e r s i a n a r r o g a n c e , a n d e v e n X e r x e s f a i l s 

t o r e g a i n h i s f o r m e r f i n e c l o t h i n g . A d a m s r e g a r d s t h e l a m e n t as a 

"miniature satyr-play...lighter in mood and thinner in content" 

( p 5 3 ) b u t w h i l e a b a r e r e a d i n g o f t h e t e x t i s r a t h e r i n e f f e c t i v e , 

m u c h o f t h e p o w e r o f t h i s scene w o u l d a r i s e f r o m t h e v i s u a l a n d 

m u s i c a l c o n t e n t a n d i t w o u l d h a v e b e e n p o w e r f u l l y e f f e c t i v e i n t h e 

t h e a t r e a n d p r o v i d e a m a r v e l l o u s c l i m a x t o t h e d e p i c t i o n o f t h e 

e f f e c t o f t h e d e f e a t o n P e r s i a . S i d g w i c k c o m p l a i n s t h a t i n t h e 

l a s t s c e n e "there is no surprise or unexpected event" ( p i x ) b u t o n 

t h e c o n t r a r y t h e s i g h t o f t h e m i g h t y P e r s i a n m o n a r c h i n t a t t e r s , 

h u m b l e d a n d p r o s t r a t e o n t h e g r o u n d , w o u l d be a h i g h l y s t r i k i n g 

i m a g e o f t h e P e r s i a n d e f e a t . 

G) C o n c l u s i o n 

a) A t h e n s a n d P e r s i a 

T h e Persae p r e s e n t s a p i c t u r e o f t h e P e r s i a n c o u r t a t S u s a 

s een t h r o u g h A t h e n i a n e y e s a n d H a l l has p r o d u c e d a n e x c e l l e n t 

s t u d y o f t h e w a y t h e G r e e k s s o u g h t t o e s t a b l i s h t h e i r o w n n a t i o n a l 

i d e n t i t y b y s t r e s s i n g t h e d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h e m s e l v e s a n d 

b a r b a r i a n s - "portrayal of the enemy has thus become 

self-definition and self-praise" ( p l O O ) . A e s c h y l u s a t t e m p t s t o 

r e f l e c t t h e " f o r e i g n n e s s " o f h i s s e t t i n g i n v a r i o u s w a y s . 

E x c e s s i v e P e r s i a n w e a l t h i s s u g g e s t e d a t a n e a r l y s t a g e 

CnoXv%pvou>v edpavwv 3 -4 , nokv%pvoov 9) b u t , as w i t h c o s t u m e , w e d o 

n o t k n o w h o w f a r t h i s w a s p r e s e n t e d r e a l i s t i c a l l y a n d h o w m u c h w a s 

l e f t t o t h e a u d i e n c e ' s i m a g i n a t i o n (see G e n e r a l I n t r o d u c t i o n ) . 

T h e c h o r u s r e f l e c t s P e r s i a n s e r v i l i t y t o w a r d s t h e i r k i n g a n d , 

a l t h o u g h Gow d e n i e s t h a t t h e r e i s a n y r u l e r w o r s h i p i n t h e p l a y , 
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t h e Q u e e n i s c a l l e d 9eou \ihv euv&Teipa I tepoSv, 6eou 5e K a i u f | x r ip 

e<pug "consort of the Persian god, born the mother of a god" ( 157 ) . 

T h e e l d e r s p r o s t r a t e t h e m s e l v e s a t h e r f i r s t e n t r a n c e (TipooTuxvw 

152) j u s t as t h e y f a l l t o t h e g r o u n d b e f o r e t h e g h o s t o f D a r i u s , 

f u l l o f r e s p e c t a n d f e a r ( 6 9 4 - 6 ) . We saw i n t h e p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n 

h o w t h e s e t w o P e r s i a n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s - t h e l o v e o f f i n e c l o t h e s 

a n d s e r v i l i t y t o r u l e r s - a r e m o d i f i e d i n t h e f i n a l s cene o f t h e 

p l a y a n d t h e a u d i e n c e w o u l d s u r e l y a p p r o v e o f t h i s m o v e t o w a r d s 

g r e a t e r e q u a l i t y . 

T h e l i s t s o f names o f P e r s i a n l e a d e r s a d d s a n o r i e n t a l 

f l a v o u r t o t h e d r a m a ( 2 0 - 3 2 , 302-330 a n d 955 -1001 ) . A e s c h y l u s 

i n c l u d e s I o n i c w o r d s a n d f o r m s (see Head lam p l 8 9 f f a n d B r o a d h e a d 

p x x x ) , a n d r e f e r s t o t h e G r e e k s as ' I d o v e q o r ' Idvec; , as t h e y w e r e 

k n o w n t o f o r e i g n e r s , a n d H a l l s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e o r i e n t a l f l a v o u r 

o f t h i s p l a y was r e f l e c t e d b y A e s c h y l u s ' c h o i c e o f m u s i c a n d m e t r e 

( p 8 2 ) . H o w e v e r t h e s e o r i e n t a l t o u c h e s a r e c o m b i n e d w i t h G r e e k 

e l e m e n t s , f o r t h e P e r s i a n s c o n s t a n t l y r e f e r t o t h e m s e l v e s as 

b a r b a r i a n s (187, 434 , 475, 337, 3 9 1 , 423 , 635, 798) a n d w o r s h i p 

G r e e k g o d s . T h i s a m a l g a m a t i o n o f t h e t w o c u l t u r e s w i l l n o t a f f e c t 

t h e a u d i e n c e ' s a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e p l a y a n d t h e p i c t u r e o f P e r s i a n 

l i f e w o u l d h a v e b e e n b o t h a c c e p t a b l e a n d c o n v i n c i n g w i t h i n t h e 

d r a m a t i c f r a m e w o r k . Gow s u g g e s t s t h a t "Aeschylus and his audience 

knew, at least by hearsay, a great deal more about Persia and 

Persians than we are ever likely to know" ( p l 3 3 ) a n d i n d e e d 

H e c a t a e u s ' g e o g r a p h i c a l Periegesis, p r o d u c e d some t w e n t y - f i v e 

y e a r s b e f o r e t h e Persae m a y h a v e p r o v i d e d m u c h o f t h i s b a c k g r o u n d 

m a t e r i a l ( a l t h o u g h t h e r e i s n o d i r e c t l i n k b e t w e e n a n y s u r v i v i n g 

f r a g m e n t o f t h i s w o r k a n d t h e Persae, i t i s g e n e r a l l y b e l i e v e d t o 

h a v e i n f l u e n c e d A e s c h y l u s ' g e o g r a p h y i n t h e B e a c o n - s p e e c h o f t h e 
35 

Agamemnon a n d so m a y h a d c o n s i d e r a b l e i n f l u e n c e o n t h e g e n e r a l 

g e o g r a p h i c a l i d e a s h e l d b y t h e f i f t h c e n t u r y a u d i e n c e ) . T h u s 

See H a l l p 7 5 . 
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w h i l e t h e f a c t u a l v a l u e o f A e s c h y l u s ' p r e s e n t a t i o n o f P e r s i a a n d 

t h e P e r s i a n w a y o f l i f e m a y be d o u b t e d , w e m a y a s s u m e t h a t i t 

r e f l e c t e d t h e c o m m o n c o n c e p t i o n s a n d p r e j u d i c e s o f h i s d a y . 

B e f o r e t h e n e w s o f Sa lamis a r r i v e s , t h e Q u e e n a s k s "nov t a g 

' A O f i v a g <paolv idpvoQai;" "In what land do you say the Athenians 

live?" ( 2 3 1 ) . T h i s s u d d e n " t r a g i c i g n o r a n c e " a c t s as a u s e f u l 

d e v i c e t o f a c i l i t a t e t h e i n c l u s i o n o f d e t a i l s a b o u t A t h e n s a n d a 

d i s c u s s i o n o f A t h e n i a n g o v e r n m e n t b y t h e i r e n e m y i s h i g h l y 

e f f e c t i v e a t t h i s p o i n t . I t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t t h e a u d i e n c e w o u l d 

h a v e f o u n d t h i s t y p e o f i n q u i r y r i d i c u l o u s a n d i n f a c t i t h a s 

a l i t e r a r y p r e c e d e n t i n H o m e r w h e n , a f t e r t e n y e a r s o f f i g h t i n g , 

H e l e n i s r e q u e s t e d t o p o i n t o u t t h e e n e m y l e a d e r s t o P r i a m (Iliad 

3 1 6 1 f f ) . T h i s d i s c u s s i o n b e t w e e n Q u e e n a n d c h o r u s o n t h e n a t u r e 

o f A t h e n i a n r u l e i s e n h a n c e d b y t h e f a c t t h a t t h e a u d i e n c e 

a n t i c i p a t e s t h e i m m i n e n t a r r i v a l o f n e w s f r o m Sa lamis : 

A T . T C Q de Tiotuavwp e n e o t i KaTU<5eo7i6Cei o x p a T $ ; 
X o . O U T I V O Q <5ouA.oi KeKA/nvTai qwxoc; obd' u n f | K o o t . 
A T . TtwQ a v o u v u e v o i e v avSpaq noXeutouc; en f^uSac ; ; 
Xo. ooTe A a p e t o u no\vv ve K a l icakov q>9eipai OTpcnrov. 

Queen Who is their leader and commander of the 
army? 

Chorus They are called the slave nf none and are 
subject to no one person. 

Queen How then can they endure the attack of a 
foreign enemy? 

Chorus So well that they destroyed the fine mighty 
army of Darius ( 2 4 1 - 4 ) 

H o w e v e r a l t h o u g h A t h e n i a n p r i d e i n t h i s v i c t o r y m u s t h a v e 

b e e n g r e a t , i t i s n o w some e i g h t y e a r s a f t e r t h e w a r a n d t h e t h e m e 

o f s e l f - g l o r i f i c a t i o n m u s t h a v e b e e n r e g a r d e d as r a t h e r 

p r e d i c t a b l e b y t h i s s t a g e . T h e p o w e r o f t h e d r a m a s u r e l y l i e s i n 

A e s c h y l u s ' a t t e m p t t o p r e s e n t t h e w a r t h r o u g h P e r s i a n eyes (as 

P h r y n i c h u s seems t o h a v e d o n e ) a n d i n v i t e G r e e k s y m p a t h y f o r t h e i r 

p l i g h t . 
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S i d g w i c k s u g g e s t s t h a t A e s c h y l u s f a i l s i n h i s d e p i c t i o n o f 

t h e P e r s i a n s w h e n i t comes t o t h e i r f l a t t e r i n g r e g a r d f o r A t h e n s -

"this matters less, since at the time the play was addressed to 

the whole of Athens assembled in one place, and every subsequent 

reader has been on the Athenian side" ( p x i ) . L i k e w i s e B r o a d h e a d 

s u g g e s t s t h a t d e t a i l s o f t h e P e r s i a n s a c k o f A t h e n s are, m i n i m i z e d 

i n t h e d r a m a b e c a u s e t h i s "would not be relished by an Athenian 

audience - and, after all, Aeschylus had to bear their feelings in 

mind" ( p l l 8 ) . H o w e v e r i t i s n a t u r a l t h a t A e s c h y l u s s h o u l d 

p r e s e n t t h e m a t e r i a l i n a w a y w h i c h m i g h t f i n d f a v o u r w i t h t h e 

A t h e n i a n s , s i n c e h i s d r a m a w a s d e s i g n e d t o b e p e r f o r m e d a t t h e 

G r e a t e r D i o n y s i a i n A t h e n s , a n d I b e l i e v e t h a t h e w a s r e m a r k a b l y 

s u c c e s s f u l i n p r e s e n t i n g t h e B a t t l e o f Sa lamis f r o m t h e p o i n t o f 

v i e w o f t h e P e r s i a n e n e m y . 

A e s c h y l u s c r e a t e s t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t P e r s i a i s n o l o n g e r t o 

be r e g a r d e d as a t h r e a t . M o s t o f t h e y o u n g m e n a r e d e a d - xd<; 
a-rujjvdis 

wyuy touQ KaxiSovxeQft Aedvaq "having seen hateful Athens" ( 9 7 5 - 6 ) -

a n d P l a t ea w i l l k i l l t h e r e s t . I n a n s w e r t o t h e i r r e q u e s t f o r 

a d v i c e , D a r i u s w a r n s h i s p e o p l e : 

e l UTI o x p a x e u o i o G ' eq x o v ' E A A f i v w v x o n o v , 
unS' e l oxpdxeuna n \ e i o v n. x o MnSitcov 

(You will find good fortune) if you do not make any 
expeditions into Greece, not even if the Persian army is 
greater in number ( 7 9 0 - 1 ) 

B e f o r e d e s c e n d i n g , h e d e c l a r e s - u e u v n p e ' ' A e ^ v t i v ' E M d o c x ; xe 
36 

- "remember Athens and Greece" (824) w h i c h m a y r e l a t e t o a n 

a n e c d o t e t o l d b y H e r o d o t u s w h e r e b y D a r i u s h a d a s e r v a n t r e p e a t t o 

h i m t h r i c e d a i l y a t d i n n e r t h e w o r d s Seonoxa , n e u v e o x o v ' A e n v a t w v 

"master, remember the Athenians" (V 105) . T h u s w h i l e i n 

C o m p a r e a l so t h e e a r l i e r p h r a s e o f t h e m e s s e n g e r x S v ' A6nyov 6c; 
o x e v o ueuvrpevoQ "how I groan when I remember the Athenians" a t 
285. 
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Herodotus, Darius wishes to be reminded to punish the Greeks, in 
the Persae Darius warns Xerxes to remember not to attack them and 
it may be that Aeschylus has modified a familiar anecdote here in 
order to emphasize the idea that the Persian threat is truly at an 
end. Xerxes was still on the throne in 472 and the Greeks cannot 
have predicted the future, especially since the Persians took ten 
years to return to Greece after Marathon. In fact the Battle of 
Eurymedon lay 4-5 years in the future. Nevertheless the drama 
suggests that Xerxes was an aberration, an impetuous youth who 
made a dreadful mistake and his people will not support further 
attacks on Greece. Anderson notes of Darius that "giving advice 
is hardly his most important function" (p2) but surely his 
declaration that the Persians should never again make an attack on 
Greece will have an important influence on the audience's 
conception of the drama. Had either Darius or Xerxes given the 
slightest hint of a desire for revenge the whole mood of the play 
would have been very different. All blame is focused on Xerxes 
himself, who humbly accepts his father's advice to make no more 
attacks, and his citizens are portrayed as the victims of his 
folly. 

Thus the audience are invited to have enough confidence that 
the threat is now at an end to pity the defeated Persians. 
Broadhead believes that the audience would feel no pity at all for 
'the discomfiture and humiliation of the arrogant monarch who had 
attempted to reduce them to slavery1 (pxvi) but this certainly 
seems to have been Aeschylus' aim. In the Frogs, Aeschylus says: 

etxa <5i56£ai; Ilepoaq uexa T O U T ' eni6uneiv e£eSC6a£a 
v i K a v ael TOVQ hvxin&XovQ, K o o u r j o a c ; epyov apiotov 

Then when I produced the Persae, at the same time I 
taught (the audience) always to desire to conquer their 
enemy, and I composed a very fine work (1026-7) 

However the idea that Aeschylus intended to make the 
spectators more aggressive after seeing the play may be facetious, 
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for as we have seen he intended to convey the impression that the 
Persian threat was t ruly at an end and the audience may have the 
confidence to pity the effect of SaJamis on the enemy. Xerxes was 
no mythical character but a Persian tyrant who had threatened the 
lives and liberties of those who attended the performance of the 
Persae. I f Aeschylus has succeeded in gaining the sympathy of the 
Athenians for his plight and convincing them that Persia was no 
longer a threat, he has achieved a great deal indeed. 

b) The Political Message of the Persae 

I t is often thought that Aeschylus' decision to base his play 
on the Battle of Salamis related in some way to Themistocles who 
had played an important role in this Athenian victory and who was 
facing a charge of medism when the tragedy was performed (he was 
subsequently ostracized and forced to flee Greece - see Bury and 
Meiggs p205-6). Podlecki comments "the tragedy of Xerxes cannot 
be separated from the victory of Athens (and) Athens' victory was 
due mainly to the near-prophetic foresight and political 
manoeuvring of one man" (p26). We have noted how the play 
promotes the idea that the Persians were utterly defeated and 
determined to launch no further attacks against Greece and so i t 
may indeed have been designed to support Themistocles' policy of 
conciliation towards Persia. 

Podlecki relates how in the decade after 480 a propaganda 
battle developed between Cimon, son of Miltiades, the hero of 
Marathon, and Themistocles, and how both parties enlisted the help 
of poets, painters and sculptors in order to promote the idea that 
either Marathon or Salamis was the greater victory (pl3). 
Plutarch relates how Themistocles had been choregus for the 
political play by Phrynichus which was performed four years 
earlier, perhaps to mark the resumption of dramatic contests 
following the Persian invasion (Themistocles 5.4) which Forrest 
believes was "at least supported by Themistocles in an attempt to 
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shame the Athenians out of their appeasement policy of the 
mid-nineties" (p235). Thus the close similarity between this play 
and the Persae (see above) may itself suggest some support for 
Themistocles on the part of Aeschylus, and we should note that 
Pericles, who acted as choregus for the Persae (IG 112 2318,9), 
was also to adopt the strong naval policy of Themistocles later. 

Aeschylus never names Themistocles during the Persae however 
and any possible reference to him is made very obliquely. 
Herodotus relates how Themistocles sent a slave to the Persian 
generals in secret with the false message that the disillusioned 
Greeks were planning immediate f l ight and that now was the time to 
escape (8.75). Aeschylus includes the idea that the Persians were 
tricked by a false message but he is careful to avoid crediting 
Themistocles with this idea: 

av?ip yap "E%%r\v e£ 'AQ^vatwv oxpaxou 
' eX8ov eke£e naidl 09 Sep^ xd5e 

A Greek man from the Athenian army came and said to 
your son... (355-6) 

Likewise when the Persian chorus refers to the silver mines 
at Athens: 

apyupou TiTyyf) %IQ auxoiq eoxi, e^aaupbt; x^ovoc; 

They have a spring of silver, a treasure from the 
earth (238) 

they avoid any reference to Themistocles, who according to 
Herodotus (7.144) had been responsible for persuading the citizens 
to devote the revenue from these mines to the construction of two 
hundred warships which proved vital at Salamis. Thus i f Aeschylus 
did intend that his drama should support Themistocles, his point 
is made very obliquely, perhaps through fear of alienating the 
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sympathies of certain factions of his audience . The indirectness 
of this support for Themistocles makes i t very difficult for us in 
the twentieth-century to be certain that i t is present in the 
drama at all, and this very failure to mention any particular hero 
might be interpreted as an attempt to stress the fact that the 
victory was due to the efforts of the whole of the Greek army 
working together. However on balance I suspect that Aeschylus did 
indeed intend to support Themistocles through this drama and that 
this was his main inspiration in producing a play based on the 
recent war. 

* 

Thus the Persae would have made a deep impression on its 
original audience in 472 and Aeschylus was awarded f i r s t prize for 
the trilogy to which i t belonged. Allen suggests that timber from 
Persian ships captured at Salamis was used as supports for seating 
when the theatre was rebuilt after the devastation of 480-479 
(pl75), which would explain why such timber was available some 
thi r ty years later for the roof when Pericles restored the Odeum 
as Vitruvius claims (V 9). This is an attractive idea, especially 
since the play by Phrynichus about Salamis of 476 may have been 
the f i rs t production in the restored theatre. O'Neill notes that 
"every reader of the Persae should keep in mind the clear 
possibility that if he had attended the performance he would have 
been sitting on seats made from Persian ship timber" (p427) and 
this would surely have added greater immediacy to the drama. 
Whether this were the case or not, the Persae is a fine play with 
a deep message for each Athenian citizen in the audience, for i t 
presents their hated enemy Xerxes in the role of a tragic hero 
brought low by a deserved fate and creates the impression that the 
Persian threat is now t ruly over. 

See Chapter Eight on the political message at the end of the 
Oresteia which also seems to be presented with great ambiguity. 
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Chapter Two 

Seven Against Thebes 

A) The Trilogy 

a) Introduction 

During the Septem, Aeschylus invites his audience to imagine 
themselves within the city of Cadmeia as the citizens await the 
dreadful Argive attack. Thalmann comments that "doubtless there 
were many, in that audience of 467BC who could remember vividly 
the urgency of the Persian threat, and who knew what it was like 
when one's native city was sacked" (p38). Many in the audience 
will have had first-hand experience of military encounters and so 
any references to battles and fighting will have had a far greater 
immediacy for them than for the modern reader. Eteocles calmly 
delivers the prologue and receives the scout's report but then the 
scene is suddenly disrupted as the chorus of terrified women 
rushes in uttering wild shrieks of terror and prostrating 
themselves before the statues of the gods (181-6). The audience 
will appreciate the sudden change of mood from one of quiet 
control to panic and distress and no doubt this scene would have 
been enhanced in the theatre by spectacular movements and 
expressive stage-groupings. The audience cannot fail to be deeply 
moved by this wild excitement and an imaginative use of 
choreography will have reinforced the general mood of terror . 

Athenaeus^ comments ' ApicrroKA,f|<; ouv {ppotv oxi Te^eoxnq 6 Aio%vhov 
bp%r\OTr\Q ol5xw<; nv xexvixTy; woxe ev x$ 6pxeio9at X O U Q 'ETixa enl 
Srjp'ac; qxxvepa 7toiTi<j at xa npayuaxa 6V opxf|oe«x; "Aristocles 
therefore says that Telestes, Aeschylus' dancer, was so skillful 
that when he danced the Seven Against Thebes he made the action 
clear simply by dancing" (1 22a), which suggests that dance may 
have made a major contribution to the original production of this 
drama. 
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The women give a vivid impression of the huge, menacing army 
waiting to attack: 

noxaxai, Bpejjet 8' aua%exou SIKCCV 

u5axog opoxunou. 
ib to 6eol 0ea( T ' opouevov 
K O K O V aA.euoaxe... 
KUU<X Tiepl T I X O X I V 5oxyoX6<pov avSpov 
KaxXd^et Tivoaii; "Apeoq opouevov. 

(The army) hovers, it roars like a resistless 
torrent dashing down a mountain side! Oh gods and 
goddesses, avert this rising evil!...for around the city 
a wave of slanting-crested warriors is seething, aroused 
by the blast of war! (85-88, 114-5) 

Thus the theme of the play, the Argive attack on Cadmeia, is 
established at the very beginning and the audience will wonder 
when this will occur and how i t will be presented on the stage. 

The idea that Cadmeia will withstand this attack was already 
3 

an established part of the myth and i t will soon become clear to 
the audience that the dramatic action will concentrate on the 
attack by the Seven and not extend to the later sacking of the 
city by their sons. In fact Aeschylus takes pains to show that 
this future successful attack on Cadmeia lies beyond the scope of 
the drama for both Eteocles and Polynices are said to be axeKVOUQ 

"childless" (828) and the term x o t c ; eniyovoiQ at 903, if indeed 

Thalmann gives an excellent summary of the chorus' description of 
the approaching army - f i r s t they see only dust, then they hear 
the clash of weapons and the sound of roaring, next they see seven 
chieftains, the wave surrounds them, they hear the sounds of 
chariots and spears, stones hit the ramparts and shields rattle at 
the gates - see p89. 

3 
See Iliad 4.372-409 where Sthenelus boasts that his generation, 

the epigoni, captured Thebes, and the fragments of the epic poem 
the Epigoni which also took this as its theme - the opening line 
is quoted at Peace 1270 vuv au9\ onA-oxepwv avSpwv apx«ue0a "now 
let us begin with younger warriors..." 
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genuine , probably refers to themselves as the descendants of 
Oedipus. In the description of the Seven preparing for battle and 
possible death, there is no mention of their sons but in fact they 
arrange for their spoils to be taken back to their parents should 
they die (49-50), not their sons who avenge their deaths in other 
versions 5. I t may be that the story of the second attack on 
Cadmeia by the epigoni had been added to the earlier myth shortly 
before Aeschylus and so the Septem may not have been the only 
version familiar to the audience to have excluded these later 
events. As the action of^trilogy proceeds, no doubt the second 
attack by the epigoni will be dismissed from the immediate 
thoughts of the audience6. 

Strongly suspecting that the city will withstand the attack, 
the audience will no doubt consider the great fears for the safety 
of Cadmeia, shared by both Eteocles and his citizens, as 
misdirected and slightly ironic. Their thoughts will be focused, 
not on the public threat to the city, but on the fated 
confrontation between Eteocles and Polynices in fulfillment of the 
curse, and they will no doubt wonder whether those on stage will 
reach a clearer appreciation of the situation and come to share 
their own perspective. From the outset of the play, their 
awareness that Eteocles will shortly die will influence their 
sympathies towards this character and his own ignorance of the 
future will provide a great source of pathos and suspense. He 
declares: 

See below on the authenticity of the ending of this play. 

5 
Dawe cites seven passages where the epigoni seem to be excluded -

734-8, 742-5, 812-3, 911-14, 955, 959-60, 1054-6. ( fao) 

6See Hutchinson pl95-6 on the possibility that lines 749, 843 or 
903 refer to the epigoni. This does not appear to be an explicit 
theme here and there are serious doubts about the authenticity of 
these final passages anyway. 
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u f ) v u v , eav 9 v f | i o K o v r a c ; r\ x e T p a u e v o u c ; 
7iu9Tio6e, K O K U T O I O I V hpna\\.Z,exe. 

Do not now, if you hear of men dying or wounded, 
receive the news with cries of woe (242-3) 

The audience suspects that news of the king's own death will 
be reported to the citizens before the trilogy is ended and the 
central source of suspense in the drama will surely be the 
question whether he will come any closer to a realization of this 
fact beforehand, like Cassandra, or whether, like Agamemnon, he 
will exit to his death in ignorance. 

The Septem is the third part of a connected trilogy and the 
expectations of the audience will have been deeply influenced by 
the content and presentation of the previous two plays, the Laius 
and the Oidipous. Hutchinson comments "we must concentrate on the 
allusions in the Septem itself in considering the reactions of the 
audience during that play" (pxxix) and indeed this is what we are 
compelled to do since the earlier dramas have not survived. 
However our ignorance of the preceding plays is a severe handicap 
to our appreciation of the Septem and we must acknowledge that the 
audience had a great advantage over us, particularly over the 
question of the presentation of the terms of Oedipus' curse and 
the reason for the attack of the Seven, as we shall see. Although 
we cannot hope to reconstruct these earlier plays with any 
confidence, let us begin by reviewing how the Oedipus myth had 
been presented up to the time of Aeschylus in the hope of gaining 
some general impression of what sort of things may have been 
presented or discussed in the preceding drama. 

b) The Oedipus Myth 

By the time of the Septem i t seems that the Oedipus myth 
stretched at least from the oracle given to Laius down to the 
destruction of Cadmeia by the epigoni and so i t already embraced a 
considerable amount of material. I t was probably composed of 
several independent stories which were merged into a single whole 
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at various stages and so the audience may have known versions of 
the different myths in their earlier unrelated forms. This 
mythical knowledge will have had a great influence on their 
expectations of the drama and we shall attempt to discover how 
Aeschylus exploits these during the Septem. 

The Odyssey provides the f i rs t reference to the fact that 
Oedipus killed his father and married his mother (xi.271-80), 
events which March calls " unchanging and unchangeable, the two 
fixed points amid a wealth of variables" (pl21). I t is related 
thus: 

urycepa T ' Oi<5in65ao t$ov, tcakriv 'Eiutcaornv, 
r\ \xeya ep^ov^epe^ev atSpeL^vooto, 
yt |uauevTi « u T f o 5' ov naxep' e£evapi£a<; 
yr\iiev a<pap 5' avanuoxa 6eol 6eoav av6p67ioioiv 
aXX' 6 [ihv ev ©nPTI "no\vr\paTQ aXyea naox«v 
KaSpietwv î vaooe 6eov oXoh,Q 5td BouA-otQ-
T\ 5' efir\ etc; ' A t Sao nuA-apxao Kpaxepoio, 
aiyauevn 8p6xov alnuv a<p' vyr\XoXo ueXdep00, 
0 axei oxouevn* xo 5' aXyea KaXXw onCoo© 
noXXh. \xaX', booa xe \ir\vpbc, 'Eptvueq eKxeXeouot. 

1 saw the mother of Oidipous, beautiful Epikaste, 
who did a mighty thing in the ignorance of her mind when 
she married her son. He killed his father and married 
her. At once the gods made all known to mortals. He, 
suffering distress in beloved Thebes, continued to rule 
over the Kadmeians through the terrible designs of the 
gods but she went down to Hades the strong gate-keeper, 
fastening a noose from the high ceiling, in the 
constraint of her grief and she left behind to him many 
sorrows that arise from a mother's Erinyes (Odyssey 
11.271-80) 

Here then we see the story of Oedipus at an early stage in 
its evolution when the incestuous union is not yet complicated by 
the production of children. By the time of the Theban Cycle 
however a second marriage of Oedipus is introduced into the story 
in order to accommodate the apparent existence of Oedipus' sons 
elsewhere in Homer, as Pausanias relates: 

m'idaq, 5e e£ ctuxr̂ c; ov §otc« o l yeveoQat, u&pxupt 
'Oufipo xP^uevoc;.. .n&q ouv enoirioav dv&7iuoxa aipap, et 5r\ 
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xeooapeq etc XT\Q ' ETiiKaoxTK ey£vovxo naideq, x$ OiSinoSi. 
e£ EupuyaveCou; 5e X T K ' Yueppavxog eyey6veoav. 5r|A,ot 6e 
K a l 6 xa enr) T i o i f j o a i ; a Ol6i7i65ia ovopid^ouot. 

But I do not think that (Oidipous) had children by 
(Epikaste) and I use Homer as my witness...for how could 
the gods have made it known "at once" if Epikaste had 
borne four children to Oidipous? The children were born 
of Euryganeia, daughter of Hyperphas. This is clear 
also from the author of the poem they call the 
Oidipodeia (ix.5.11) 

March agrees that in the earlier myth, Oedipus' sons must 
have been the product of a second marriage and that this fact is 
not mentioned in the above Homeric passage (Odyssey 11.271-80) 
simply because i t was of no relevance there. However a simpler 
and more convincing explanation is surely that although Eteocles 
and Polynices are referred to on several occasions in Homer, they 
were not yet known as sons of Oedipus at this early stage and the 
second marriage was introduced later purely to accommodate this 

7 
development in the myth . By the time of the Septem the brothers 
are the product of Oedipus' f i r s t marriage to his mother (752-6, 
926-32) and so they have an incestuous relationship to their 
father. March believes that the question of incestuous offspring 
was introduced in the Septem - "Aeschylus took the Oidipous legend 
as it had been handed down by earlier poets and recreated W 
(pl45) - but i t may be that Oedipus' mother and the bearer of his 
children had already been combined into a single woman prior to 
this. The mother of Eteocles and Polynices appears in the Lille 
Stesichorus attempting to reconcile her sons. The authorship of 
this fragment remains strictly unknown and there is no external 
evidence to suggest who composed i t , although Parsons notes that 
the "theme, manner, metre and dialect suit Stesichorus"^~and we 

8 
shall assume that the work is his . However despite her 

See also the Pherecydes fragment quoted below - FGH 3 F 95 - in 
which Oedipus begets two pairs of sons from different marriages. 

See Parsons for a fu l l discussion - lines 201-233 are almost 
complete. 
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references to misfortunes, we cannot decide with any certainty 
whether the woman who speaks is also the mother of Oedipus or his 
second, unrelated wife. In fact neither the father nor 
mother of Polynices and Eteocles are named in our fragment and so 
it is even possible that this fragment reflects an earlier version 
of the myth about the brothers before i t had any connection at all 
with Oedipus. The dispute over the kingdom occurs close to the 
beginning of the poem, so even i f Oedipus has been mentioned, he 
cannot have been discussed at any great- length, while if the 
prophecy about future strife replaces the father's curse in this 
version, i t is possible that Oedipus was excluded altogether. 
Even if this is the case, the vast amount of lost evidence does 
not permit us to state with any certainty that the idea of 
incestuous birth was introduced by Aeschylus. 

Even if the incestuous birth were not a completely new 
element however, the audience cannot have been sure beforehand 
that i t would be included in this trilogy. March believes that 
the blinding of Oedipus was also introduced by Aeschylus and this 
is perhaps a little more likely, although the vast amount of lost 
material should make us cautious in these matters . Little of the 
poetry of the Theban Cycle has survived and Proclus states that in 
the Cypria Nestor told Menelaus in a digression xa T i e p l O L S C T I O U V 

"the story of Oidipous" of which we know nothing. March believes 
that the incestuous offspring and the blinding "point to a 
deliberate reshaping by the tragedians of the myth as told by 
earlier poets" (pl38) but even if these are innovations, we should 
regard the evolution of the myth as a natural process and 
acknowledge that the stories underwent continual modifications 
with each new presentation on stage. 

The epic poems of the Theban Cycle - the Oidipodeia, the 

Aristotle at Poetics 1453a20-21 states that the life of Oedipus 
was one of the most popular themes among the tragedians - see 
General Introduction. 
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Thebais and the Epigoni - must have related the story in great 
detail and therefore have been a major influence upon popular 
conceptions of the myth. I t is most unfortunate that very little 
of this important source survives which would have proved an 

invaluable help in assessing audience expectations during the 
trilogy. The single remaining fragment of the Oidipodeia 
preserves the earliest extant reference to the Sphinx: 

hXV exi K & M I O T O V xe KCX! luepoeoxaxov aMuv 
nai<5a (pCA-ov Kpetovxoq a^uuovog Aiuova 5'tov 

But then (the Sphinx) killed the finest and 
lovelies^ boy, dear son of blameless Creon, noble 
Haimon 

I t seems likely that the myth of the Sphinx had been merged 
with that of Oedipus at some stage and so the audience may have 
known earlier versions of both stories in their independent forms. 
Hesiod (Theogony 326-7) refers to the Sphinx as KaSueCoiotv 
oXe9pov "destruction to the Kadmeians" and she appears on vases 
from 530BC onwards, but we simply do not know when the connection 
with Oedipus was made and what Aeschylus himself contributed to 
this development. The chorus of the Septem relate how Oedipus xotv 
ap7ta£dvdpav KT|P ' a<peX6vxa X&pac; "rid the land of the man 
slaying-monster" (776-7) but fails to mention whether this was by 
means of the riddle or merely by force. March suggests that force 
was used against the Sphinx in the earlier myth (pl24) and indeed 
the riddle may have been introduced as a more sophisticated means 
of banishing the monster as the myth developed 1 1. During the 
shield-scene, i t is revealed that the Argive warrior Parthenopaeus 
bears a Sphinx upon his shield to symbolize his antagonism towards 
Cadmeia (539f). Hutchinson.doubts that this is intended to remind 

A 
the audience of Oedipus' defeat of the monster but on the contrary 

Schol cod Mon 560 in Euripides' Phoenissae 1760 Schwartz 

I t may even be post-Aeschylean. 
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no doubt the audience will recognize that this symbol has a great 
personal significance for Eteocles through its connection with his 
father and note a reference to the earlier action of the trilogy 
here 1 2 . 

The Argive attack on Cadmeia seems to have been the subject 
of the second poem of the Cycle, the Thebais, for i t begins "ApyoQ 
aei5e 6ea 7ioA,u<5t\|/tov evQev avctKxeq... "Sing goddess of very 
thirsty Argos whence lords...". In this poem we find the f i r s t 

1 3 

reference to Oedipus' cursing of his sons and we shall discuss 
this in greater detail below. We do not know whether the myth 
about the warring brothers originally contained the curse or 
whether this was added when or shortly after they became 
identified as the offspring of Oedipus, possibly in an attempt to 
extend the boundaries of the original story into fresh territory. 
The idea of the father's curse may even have originated in a 
separate and unrelated form elsewhere. Nevertheless by the time 
of the Septem, Oedipus' cursing of his sons is established as part 
of the story and so the audience will have been anticipating this 
from the very beginning of the trilogy. 

I t seems likely the mighty attack on Cadmeia had been a major 
independent episode in the mythical repertoire which became linked 
to the myth of Oedipus only at a later stage. During the Septem 
the war is supplanted in importance by the story of Eteocles and 
Polynices but in previous versions this attack must have been 
important in its own right for, as we shall see later, there were 
a cluster of stories about events on the battle-field at which 
Aeschylus hints, and with which therefore he assumes his audience 
were familiar. I t is unfortunate that we do not know whether the 

The Sphinx was also the subject of the satyr play belonging to 
this trilogy. 

13 
See Athenaeus 465e and schol Laur in Sophocles' Oedipus Coloneus 

1375 
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Lille Stesichorus fragment continued on a domestic theme, perhaps 
describing Polynices' marriage and Eriphyle's bribing of 
Amphiaraus, or whether i t contained a detailed description of the 
battle, possibly drawing on earlier versions of poems solely about 

1 4 

the war . Certainly by the time of the Septem, events on the 
battle-field have become a mere back-drop to the working out of 
the double fratricide. Nevertheless we should not assume that the 
audience had little background knowledge about the attack merely 
because i t is not the focus of attention here. 

Homer speaks of a great war at Cadmeia - ot 5e 
x6x'eoxpax6<i>ve'lepd npbQ xetxea efiBTK "they then marched against 
the holy walls of Thebes" (Iliad4.376-9), ox'ev efiBflOiv hn^Xeto 
XabQ 'Axaiwv "when the host of Achaeans died at Thebes (iliad 
6.222-3), and mentions ' YnoeriBaQ "lower Thebes" upon which the 
modern city was built (Iliad 2.505) - and describes Oedipus as 
dying Se3ou7t6xo<; "having fallen in battle" (Iliad 23.679 "to the 
clash of arms" LSJ). Hesiod comments: 

teal X O U Q \xev nokeyoQ xe tcatcbr teal <pv\omQ alvf) , 
X O U Q M & V u<p' emoinvXQ 8f|Bn., Kad\n\idi yalf l , 
oXeoe ^apvauevou<; uf)A,ov eve*' Oi5i7i65ao 
xouc <5e... 

Evil war and dreadful battle killed them, some 
while fighting for the flocks of Oidipous at seven-gated Thebes 
and others (in battle at Troy) (Works and Days 161-4) 

Pherecydes, the fifth-century mythographer, comments: 

Ol5i7to5i Kpeov didvoi TT\V 8aoi>,eCav teal xryv 
yuvattea Aatou, unxepa 5' auxou ' IoK&axny, e£ T K yivovxai 
aux(j> <I>pdoxop teai Aaovuxog, o i 6vf |OKOuaiv GTI6 MIVUCJV Kal 
'EpyCvou. eixel 5e eviauxfcc; napr\XQe^ yauet 6 Oidinovq 
Eupuydveiav TT\Q nep C (pavxog, e£ T\Q ytvovxai aux$ 
' Avxiyovn Kal ' Iou'nvn ( . . . ) u i o l dh aux$ e£ auxiv; 
' ExeoK>,ri<; Kal rio>.uveCKTK 

Stesichorus composed an Eriphyle - Page Lyrica Graeca Selecta, 
fragments 148-50 - to which the Lille Stesichorus fragment may 
belong - see March pl32 
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Creon gave the kingdom to Oidipous together with 
the wife of Laius, his own mother Jocasta, with whom he 
begot Phrastor and Laontes who were killed by the 
Minyans and Erginos. At the end of a year, Oidipous 
married Euryganeia, daughter of Periphas, who bore for 
him Antigone and Ismene...and his sons by her were 
Eteocles and Polynices {FGH 3 F 95, quoted by Bremer 
pl65) 

If this reflects earlier versions of the myth, i t would seem 
that two separate stories have been merged. In the f i rs t , Oedipus 
produced two incestuous sons who were killed in battle at Thebes, 

1 5 

possibly together with their father . The second wished to link 
the story of Eteocles and Polynices to that of Oedipus and so they 
become the product of his second marriage and their death in 
battle is isolated from that of their father. We do not know to 
which pair of brothers the double fratricide was linked originally 
but I would suggest i t is the latter and that with the passage o f 
time they become the incestuous offspring of Oedipus, the curse 
being introduced to account for their cruel fate. On the other 
hand, Pherecydes may reflect a post-Aeschylean form of the myth 
and we should perhaps not lay too much emphasis on this fragment. 
I t seems likely that, as the older stories of the fighting become 
rather well-worn, the fratricide came to prominence and the fate 
of the brothers, possibly of relatively little dramatic 
significance up to that point, became the mythical focus. 

Our sources suggest that elaborate funeral games were held in 
honour of Oedipus, perhaps following his death in battle, for the 
Hesiodic Catalogue of Women relates: 

. . . O T t BaoiAeuovxa ev 9if)8aic; (piplv anoXeoGai, ob% 
OQ o l veoxepoi. teal ' H O C O S O Q 5e (pryjiv ev 9f|6m<; auxou 
hnoQavovTOQ ' Apyeiav XT^V 'ASpaoxou ouv aMoiQ e?i6eiv eiti 
xf|v KTy5eCav xou Ol5i7io5og. 

...because Homer unlike later writers, says that 

Note the use of <5e<5ou7t6xoc; above 
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Oidipous died while ruling in Thebes. And Hesiod says 
that after he had died in Thebes Argeia, the daughter of 
Adrastus, came with others to the funeral of Oidipous 
(MW 192) 

March reconstructs a further Hesiodic fragment as a reference 
to these funeral games: 

'Au<piA,ox6v T ' T ^ C V ] 'AAtcudova 7t[oiue]va Xa[<bv 
TOVQ ap' enepxouevlouQ Ka5ur|i<5ec; eXiceoi7ie[7tXoi 
ei56^ T'euav]6e<; xe <5eua<; eiodvxa iSoufoai 
8aCuaoav du<pi] xa<pdq 7io>.uicn5eoc; Ol5i7t6[5ao 

]a evou KXTJVOU 7ioMu]6rtpiv. 
xoi<; 5'aua rjpwelQ Aavaol SepdnovxeQ "Aprj[o<; 
e£ Ka<5uT}i<5a yr\lv noXuvettcet T^Sofv bnrfioi' 
oioc; <5'Olic?.eC<5iT<;] ZTIVC-S Ttdpa Oeoqjaxa [fl6r|. 

(Amphiaros brought) brave Amphilochos and Alkmaon 
shepherd of the people. The Kadmeian women, with their 
trailing robes, marveled at them as they came, seeing 
face to face their beauty and fine stature near the tomb 
of Oidipous of the sorrows... With these to the Kadmeian 
land came the Danaan heroes, warriors all, and following 
Polynices; but the son of Ogkles alone of them knew the 
oracles from Zeus. (193 MW) 

It is easy to see how the idea of funeral games of their 
father could generate a contest for the throne between Eteocles 
and Polynices which might easily develop into an actual armed 
conflict between the two sides. Oedipus1 death and funeral 
provides a logical reason why Polynices should arrive in his 
mother-city with a group of armed supporters and i t seems very 
likely that the war arose as a natural consequence of the 
brother s1 disagreement in the previous myth. A further passage of 
the Iliad relates: 

EvpvaXor 8e 01 O L O Q dvtoxaxo, io69eoc; cp6q, 
MriKioxeo!; uioq TakatoviSao avatcxoc;, 

March suggests that Hesiod's reference to Argeia, whom Polynices 
marries in most versions of the myth, marveling at the wealth of 
Cadmeia when she attended the funeral games - MW 192 above -
signifies that i t was she who persuaded Polynices to attack the 
city through a desire for the kingdom. 
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OQ I IOTE ©f|p ,ao"6*'ri>,0e SeSouTioxoc; O l S i n o S a o 
eg xd<pov, ev8a 5b 7iavTa<; e v t i c a Ka<5uel(i>va<;. 

Euryalos alone stood up to face him, a man like the 
gods, son of Lord Mekisteus, son of Talaus, who once 
came to Thebes and to the tomb of Oidipous who had 
fallen in battle and there defeated all the Cadmeians. 
(23 .679-80) 

We see h o w t h e t e r m e v t i c a f a i l s t o c l a r i f y w h e t h e r M e k i s t e u s 

d e f e a t e d t h e C a d m e i a n s i n games o r i n b a t t l e b u t t h e r e a r e a l s o 

s e v e r a l r e f e r e n c e s i n t h e Iliad t o T y d e u s ' u t t e r d e f e a t o f t h e 

Cadme ians i n games (ndvTa d ' e v U a f r x S t o ; 4 . 3 8 8 - 9 ) . A s e a r l y as 

Homer , a n g e r a r o u s e d b y t h e s e games i n s p i r e s a m u r d e r o u s a m b u s h o n 

T y d e u s b u t he m a n a g e s t o d e f e a t a l l o f h i s a t t a c k e r s Ti&vxctc; e n e ^ v ' 

evct 5 ' o l o v t e t o l t c o v o e v £ e o e < n "he killed them all, allowing only 
17 

one to return home" ( I l i a d 4 .397) . I b e l i e v e t h a t t h e i d e a o f a 

c r u s h i n g d e f e a t o n t h e Cadmeians m u s t h a v e r e f e r r e d t o t h e games 

o r i g i n a l l y s i n c e f r o m a t l e a s t as e a r l y as t h e T h e b a n C y c l e , t h e 

a t t a c k f a i l s t o t a k e Cadmeia a n d t h a t o n l y l a t e r was t h i s 

t r a n s l a t e d i n t o m i l i t a r y t e r m s We s i m p l y d o n o t k n o w w h e t h e r 

A e s c h y l u s r e f e r r e d t o t h e s e f u n e r a l games , o r e v e n i n c l u d e d t h e m , 

i n o u r t r i l o g y b u t t h e f i n a l d u a l b e t w e e n t h e b r o t h e r s m a y r e f l e c t 

t h e e a r l i e r i d e a t h a t t h e y c o m p e t e d f o r t h e i r f a t h e r ' s t h r o n e b y 
18 

means o f games . 

T h u s w e see h o w t h e f o r m a t i o n o f t h e m y t h b y t h e t i m e o f t h e 

Septem w a s p r o b a b l y q u i t e c o m p l i c a t e d a n d t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e 

h a d w i d e a n d o f t e n c o n f l i c t i n g k n o w l e d g e a b o u t t h e v a r i o u s 

e l e m e n t s . T o s u m m a r i z e , I w o u l d s u g g e s t t h a t t h e r e w e r e 

o r i g i n a l l y s e v e r a l i n d e p e n d e n t s t o r i e s - O e d i p u s ' p a r r i c i d e a n d 

m a r r i a g e t o h i s m o t h e r , a m i g h t y a t t a c k o n a c i t y , f u n e r a l games , 

t 7 S e e a l so I l i a d 4 . 376 -99 , 5 .800-808, 10 .285-90 . 

18 
We s h o u l d a l s o p e r h a p s n o t e t h a t , a c c o r d i n g t o P i n d a r Nemean 

9 .12-20 , A d r a s t u s w a s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e i n s t i t u t i o n o f c h a r i o t 
r a c e s i n h o n o u r o f P h o e b u s a n d so h i s a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h games m a y 
h a v e b e e n l o n g e s t a b l i s h e d . 
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a d i s p u t e b e t w e e n b r o t h e r s o v e r p o w e r , a n d a f a t h e r ' s c u r s e . 

T h e s e v a r i o u s s t r a n d s m a y h a v e b e e n f a m i l i a r t o t h e a u d i e n c e i n 

t h e i r u n r e l a t e d f o r m s a n d i t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t o u r e x t a n t s o u r c e s 

o f t e n t r e a t t h e m i n i s o l a t i o n - f o r e x a m p l e , t h e s t o r y o f O e d i p u s 

a n d h i s f u n e r a l games i s f o u n d i n Homer , t a l e s a b o u t t h e A r g i v e 

a t t a c k e r s i n P i n d a r , t h e b r o t h e r s ' d i s p u t e i n S t e s i c h o r u s a n d t h e 

c u r s e i n t h e Thebais. I t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o t r a c e t h e e x a c t p r o c e s s 

o f a m a l g a m a t i o n o f t h e v a r i o u s s t o r i e s b u t I w o u l d s u g g e s t t h a t i t 

w a s a l o n g t h e f o l l o w i n g l i n e s . T h e s t o r y o f a m i g h t y a t t a c k w a s 
19 

l i n k e d t o t h a t o f O e d i p u s , t h e t a l e o f a d o u b l e f r a t r i c i d e a m i d s t 

t h e g e n e r a l f i g h t i n g b e i n g a l r e a d y a p a r t o f t h e f o r m e r o r a d d e d 

a f t e r t h e y w e r e j o i n e d . T h e b r o t h e r s become s o n s o f O e d i p u s a n d 

t h e f a t h e r ' s c u r s e i s i n t r o d u c e d t o e x p l a i n t h e i r c r u e l f a t e . 

F u n e r a l games h a v e b e e n c o n n e c t e d w i t h O e d i p u s a t some s t a g e a n d 

t h e s e l a t e r p r o v i d e t h e o c c a s i o n f o r t h e m e e t i n g o f t h e b r o t h e r s . 

W i t h t h e p a s s a g e o f t i m e , O e d i p u s ' d e a t h i s b r o u g h t f o r w a r d so 

t h a t t h e a r m e d c o n f l i c t i t s e l f p r o v i d e s t h e s e t t i n g f o r t h e 

e n c o u n t e r b e t w e e n E t e o c l e s a n d P o l y n i c e s . T h i s i s p u r e 

s p e c u l a t i o n b u t i t m a y be t h a t t h e m y t h d e v e l o p e d s o m e t h i n g l i k e 

t h i s a n d t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e k n o w n v e r s i o n s o f t h e s e s t o r i e s i n 

t h e i r s e p a r a t e f o r m s , as w e l l as t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p t o o n e a n o t h e r 

f r o m t h e i r k n o w l e d g e o f t h e T h e b a n C y c l e . 

C a m e r o n ( p l 2 ) n o t e s W i l a m o w i t z ' s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t A e s c h y l u s 

w a s t h e f i r s t t o m e r g e t h e i n v a s i o n o f Cadmeia w i t h t h e s t o r y o f 

L a i u s b u t i n f a c t i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o g a u g e e x a c t l y w h a t A e s c h y l u s 

h i m s e l f c o n t r i b u t e d t o t h i s p r o c e s s o f t h e m e r g i n g a n d m o l d i n g o f 

t h e o r i g i n a l s t o r i e s . We s h o u l d a l s o b e a r i n m i n d t h a t t h e r e m a y 

h a v e b e e n e a r l i e r t r a g e d i e s o n t h e same t h e m e w h i c h w i l l h a v e 

g r e a t l y i n f l u e n c e d t h e a u d i e n c e ' s e x p e c t a t i o n s d u r i n g t h e Septem. 

We h a v e d e v o t e d m u c h t i m e t o t h e m y t h o f O e d i p u s b u t w e s h a l l see 

b e l o w h o w i t i s v i t a l t o u n d e r s t a n d t h a t t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e 

k n o w n o l d e r s t o r i e s o f t h e a t t a c k o n Cadmeia w i t h w h i c h E t e o c l e s 

One o r b o t h m a y h a v e b e e n t r a n s f e r r e d t o Cadmeia a t t h i s s t a g e . 
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a n d P o l y n i c e s w e r e u n c o n n e c t e d o r i n w h i c h t h e y m e r e l y me t l a t e r 

d u r i n g t h e g e n e r a l f i g h t i n g , w h i c h w o u l d e x p l a i n , f o r e x a m p l e , w h y 

i t i s A d r a s t u s , n o t P o l y n i c e s , w h o l e a d s t h e e x p e d i t i o n a g a i n s t 

Cadmeia i n t h e Septem. T h u s t h e p a i r i n g a t t h e g a t e s m a y be a n e w 

e l e m e n t a n d w i l l h a v e h a d a g r e a t e f f e c t o n t h e a u d i e n c e ' s 

a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e d r a m a . 

c ) T h e T r i l o g y 

T h e a b o v e s u r v e y o f t h e p r e - A e s c h y l e a n m y t h r e v e a l s w h a t s o r t 

o f e v e n t s t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e b e e n a n t i c i p a t i n g w h e n t h e t r i l o g y 

b e g a n . T h e s u r v i v i n g f r a g m e n t s o f t h e f i r s t t w o p l a y s , t h e Laius 

a n d t h e Oidipous, o f f e r f e w c l u e s a b o u t t h e c o u r s e t h e d r a m a 
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a c t u a l l y d i d t a k e h o w e v e r . F o r t u n a t e l y w e a r e a b l e t o g a i n some 

c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e p r e c e d i n g d r a m a f o r t h e c h o r u s o f t h e Septem 

g i v e a s u m m a r y o f t h e m i s f o r t u n e s o f t h e f a m i l y o f O e d i p u s : 

TiaXotyevri y a p A-ey© 
7iap|3aotav w i c i m o i -
v o v , a l w v a S ' e c j t p t x o v 

^ e v e i v , ' AnoXkovOQ e u x e A d i o q 
3 t a x p l < ; elnovTOQ ev 
ueooucpaXoiq IIU8IKOIC; 
XPTvrtnptoic ; Ovaio icovxa y e v -
vaq axep o 6 i £ e i v n6A.iv, 

Koavrfielq, etc <piA.av ap'ouAaav, 
e y e i v a x o u e v u6pov aux<p, 

WXTpOKTOVOV Oioi7i66av, 
oore u a x p o g a y v a v 

o n e i p a t ; apoupav Lv ' expaq j i i 
pC^a iQ a t u a x o e o o a i q 

exKa • 

For I say that the transgression so swiftly avenged 
was of ancient origin and it remains to the third 
generation, when Laius cheated Apollo who had thrice 
told him at the Pythian Oracle at the centre of the 
earth that he would save the city if he died childless. 
But overcome by his own bad counsel, he begot his own 

See H u t c h i n s o n p p x v i i - x x i i i f o r a f u l l r e v i e w o f t h e s e t o g e t h e r 
w i t h t h e f r a g m e n t s o f t h e s a t y r p l a y , t h e Sphinx. 
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destruction, father-murdering Oidipous who dared to sow 
the sacred field of his mother, from whence he had 
sprung, with a root of bloodiness ( 744 -56 ) 

T h e y p r o c e e d t o d e s c r i b e h o w O e d i p u s w a s h o n o u r e d a b o v e a l l 

o t h e r m e n w h e n he b a n i s h e d t h e S p h i n x f r o m Cadmeia (772 -777 ) b u t , 

r e a l i z i n g t h e t r u t h , he became m a d d e n e d a t h e a r t a n d b l i n d e d 

h i m s e l f : 

xeKVOtc; S 'c teXtaq e<pr|-
Kev envKOTog Tpoqmc;, a l a i , 

7iiKpoyA,6ooouc; apd t ; , 
K a t o<pe ot&xpovouip 5 t -

& %epl 7toxe torxeiv 
K x f j u a x a . 

In anger at their a S M a q xpocpaq he let loose a 
bitter-tongued curse against his sons so that they would 
one day divide up their inheritance with an 
iron-dividing hand ( 785 -790 ) 
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I t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t t h i s s u m m a r y o f f e r s a n y n e w i n f o r m a t i o n 

b u t r a t h e r s e r v e s t o r e m i n d t h e a u d i e n c e o f e a r l i e r e v e n t s a n d 

c o n s o l i d a t e t h e m a i n p o i n t s o f t h e p r e v i o u s a c t i o n . T h u s i t 

o f f e r s u s a v i t a l i n s i g h t i n t o w h a t has g o n e b e f o r e . 

E t e o c l e s s t a t e s h i s name e a r l y i n t h e p r o l o g u e o f t h e Septem 

(6) w h i c h s u g g e s t s t h a t t h i s i s h i s f i r s t a p p e a r a n c e o n s t a g e -

"the use of one's own name is always significant in Greek poetry" 

( H u t c h i n s o n p 4 3 ) . T a p l i n s u g g e s t s t h a t h i s e m p h a s i s o n h i s 

l e a d e r s h i p o f t h e c i t y ( 2 - 3 ) i s a l s o s t r e s s e d b e c a u s e t h i s i s a 

n e w s t a t e o f a f f a i r s a n d so t h e p r e v i o u s p l a y m a y h a v e e n d e d w i t h 

t h e d e a t h o f O e d i p u s . I t seems l i k e l y t h e n t h a t E t e o c l e s a n d 

P o l y n i c e s h a v e r e m a i n e d i n t h e b a c k g r o u n d u n t i l t h e Septem b e g i n s 

a n d t h a t t h e Oidipous w a s c o n c e r n e d p r e d o m i n a n t l y w i t h i t s 

e p o n y m o u s h e r o . I t i s m o s t u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t w e k n o w n e i t h e r i f 

n o r h o w t h e a c t i o n o f t h e t h i r d p l a y w a s p r e p a r e d f o r i n t h e 

p r e c e d i n g d r a m a . 

C o m p a r e Eumenides 454 -469 . 
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W h e n o u r p l a y b e g i n s P o l y n i c e s has r e t u r n e d t o Cadmeia w i t h 

a n a r m y a n d l a t e r r e f e r s t o h iB p r e v i o u s b a n i s h m e n t f r o m t h e c i t y 

( 6 3 7 f f ) . We d o n o t k n o w w h e t h e r h i s d e p a r t u r e a n d s u b s e q u e n t 

r e t u r n h a v e b e e n h i n t e d a t i n t h e e a r l i e r p a r t o f t h e t r i l o g y , 

p o s s i b l y i n t h e a m b i g u o u s l y - w o r d e d c u r s e , o r e v e n w h e t h e r he l e f t 
22 

Cadmeia w h i l e O e d i p u s was s t i l l a l i v e a n d c l e a r l y o u r i g n o r a n c e 

o f t h e p r e c e d i n g d r a m a i s a s e v e r e h a n d i c a p i n t h i s m a t t e r . 

H u t c h i n s o n b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l s u p p l y t h e i n f o r m a t i o n 

a b o u t P o l y n i c e s * a d v e n t u r e s a w a y f r o m Cadmeia , s u c h as h i s 

m a r r i a g e t o a d a u g h t e r o f A d r a s t u s a n d h i s g a t h e r i n g o f t h e a r m y , 

f r o m t h e i r o w n p r i o r a c q u a i n t a n c e w i t h t h e m y t h - "the distinction 

between such a source of knowledge and disclosures within the 

drama is for Greek tragedy fundamentaf ( p x x x ) - b u t , u n l e s s 

d i r e c t l y r e f e r r e d t o b y some means , t h e a u d i e n c e m a y r e g a r d t h e s e 

e v e n t s as l y i n g b e y o n d t h e s cope o f t h e t r i l o g y a n d so w i l l n o t 

c o n s i d e r t h e m r e l e v a n t h e r e . 

F r o m t h e v e r y b e g i n n i n g o f t h e Septem, t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l be 

w o n d e r i n g w h e n P o l y n i c e s ' p r e s e n c e w i t h t h e o p p o s i t i o n w i l l be 

m e n t i o n e d a n d w h e t h e r a r e f e r e n c e t o t h i s w i l l l e a d E teoc l e s t o a n 

i m m e d i a t e r e a l i z a t i o n o f h i s f a t e . H o w e v e r he i s c o m p l e t e l y 

e x c l u d e d f r o m t h e e a r l i e r d r a m a a n d h i s d e s i r e f o r h i s 

i n h e r i t a n c e , t h e i m p e t u s f o r t h e e x p e d i t i o n , i s n o t r e f e r r e d t o 

e x p l i c i t l y u n t i l 6 3 I f f w h e n h i s p r e s e n c e a t t h e s e v e n t h g a t e i s 

r e v e a l e d e x p l i c i t l y . T h i s m a y h a v e b e e n m e n t i o n e d i n t h e 

p r e c e d i n g t r i l o g y , p o s s i b l y i n t h e t e r m s o f t h e c u r s e , b u t i n t h e 

e a r l y p a r t o f t h e Septem, a l l o n s t a g e a r e t o o b u s y w i t h t h e 

a t t a c k i t s e l f t o d i s c u s s i t s c a u s e . B o t h E t e o c l e s a n d t h e c h o r u s 

m u s t k n o w t h a t P o l y n i c e s i s i n t h e v i c i n i t y , s i n c e h i s c l a i m t o 

h i s i n h e r i t a n c e i s t h e i n s p i r a t i o n f o r t h e w a r , b u t t h i s k n o w l e d g e 

I n f a c t , i t i s n e v e r s t a t e d e x p l i c i t l y i n t h e Septem t h a t O e d i p u s 
i s n o w d e a d a l t h o u g h t h e o r i g i n a l a u d i e n c e , h a v i n g w i t n e s s e d t h e 
e a r l i e r p a r t o f t h e d r a m a , w o u l d h a v e b e e n i n n o d o u b t a b o u t t h i s 
q u e s t i o n - see b e l o w . 
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i s n o t a c t i v e a t t h i s e a r l y s t a g e a n d n o o n e g u e s s e s t h a t h i s 

p r e s e n c e w i t h t h e e n e m y h o l d s a n y p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e . T h i s 

s u p p r e s s i o n o f a l l d i s c u s s i o n a b o u t P o l y n i c e s a n d t h e cause o f t h e 

a t t a c k w i l l c r e a t e g r e a t t e n s i o n a n d a l l o w s t h e p o e t e x c e l l e n t 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s t o e m p l o y d r a m a t i c i r o n y . 

F a r f r o m a c k n o w l e d g i n g P o l y n i c e s ' p r e s e n c e , t h o s e o n s t a g e 

r e g a r d t h e i r a t t a c k e r s as c o m p l e t e l y f o r e i g n t o t h e m s e l v e s , 

i g n o r i n g t h e f a c t t h a t t h e e x p e d i t i o n was i n s p i r e d b y t h e i r 

f e l l o w - k i n s m a n a n d E t e o c l e s ' o w n b r o t h e r . T h u s i r o n y i s c r e a t e d 

w h e n t h e c h o r u s c a l l s t h e e n e m y exepcxpovQ [ y e ] o x p a x $ "the army of 

foreign speech" ( 1 7 0 ) , w h i l e E t e o c l e s r e g a r d s t h e m as ennXuSov 

o\xiXov "a band of aliens" ( 3 4 - 5 ) a n d he c r i e s o f t h e c h o r u s w i t h 

u n c o n s c i o u s i r o n y a u x o l 5 ' u n ' a u x o v ev5o6ev 7iop0o6ue6a ' V e are 
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being ruined by those within" (194) . T h u s t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l 

w o n d e r w h e n t h o s e o n s t a g e w i l l g a i n a c l e a r e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

t h e s i t u a t i o n . 

A s t h e Septem d e v e l o p s , t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l be a w a i t i n g t h e 

f i r s t r e f e r e n c e t o P o l y n i c e s . E t eoc l e s a n n o u n c e s a t t h e b e g i n n i n g 

o f t h e p l a y t h a t he i s a w a i t i n g s c o u t s b r i n g i n g n e w s f r o m t h e 

e n e m y camp ( 3 6 f ) a n d t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l e x p e c t h i m t o be i n f o r m e d 

p r e s e n t l y t h a t P o l y n i c e s i s c lo se b y . T h e s c o u t d u l y a p p e a r s a n d 

i n d e e d seems a b o u t t o r e v e a l a l l : 

ilKtt oaq>r\ x c t K e i 6 e v IK o x p a x o u (pepwv 
a u x b g tcaxonxTK 5'eX\i' eyw x w v npayu&xwv. 

avSpec; y a p e n x a . . . 

/ have come bearing clear reports from the army of 
matters there and I myself was an eye-witness of these 
events. For seven warriors... ( 4 0 - 4 2 ) 

T h e a u d i e n c e w i l l n o d o u b t be w o n d e r i n g w h e t h e r t h e S c o u t ha s 

s een P o l y n i c e s a m o n g t h i s g r o u p a n d i f a n d w h e n he w i l l 

S i m i l a r l y P o l y n i c e s i n v o k e s t h e h e l p o f h i s n a t i v e g o d s 6eouq 
yeveeAaouq - 639 - i n a t t a c k i n g h i s m o t h e r c i t y . 
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c o m m u n i c a t e t h i s k n o w l e d g e t o E t e o c l e s . Once t h e f a c t t h a t 

P o l y n i c e s iB p r e s e n t w i t h t h e e n e m y i s c l e a r l y s t a t e d , E t e o c l e s 

w i l l be f o r c e d t o e x p r e s s a n o p i n i o n a b o u t i t a n d t h e d e l a y a l o f 

t h i s m o m e n t w i l l c r e a t e g r e a t s u s p e n s e i n t h e d r a m a . H o w e v e r , 

i n s t e a d o f n a m i n g t h e m a i n w a r r i o r s , t h e S c o u t m e n t i o n s o n l y 

A d r a s t u s i n h i s r e p o r t (50) w h i c h m a y c a u s e t h e a u d i e n c e t o w o n d e r 

i f he w i l l be o n e o f t h e S e v e n , as i s t h e case i n s e v e r a l l a t e r 
25 26 

w r i t e r s . H o w e v e r he i s s u p p l a n t e d b y E t e o c l u s e l s e w h e r e a n d w e 

s h a l l see h o w t h e r e w a s c o n s i d e r a b l e v a r i a t i o n i n t h e c o m p o s i t i o n 

o f t h e S e v e n b o t h b e f o r e a n d a f t e r A e s c h y l u s . 

A t t e n t i o n r e m a i n s o n t h e l a r g e - s c a l e c o n f l i c t r a t h e r t h a n t h e 

c l a s h b e t w e e n t h e b r o t h e r s a n d t h e S c o u t g i v e s a h i g h l y - e m o t i v e 

p i c t u r e o f h o r d e s o f w a r r i o r s a d v a n c i n g u p o n t h e c i t y - B o a t y a p 

Kuua x e p o a t o v o x p a x o u "the surge of the army is roaring over the 

land ( 6 4 ) . T h e r e p o r t e n d s w i t h o u t a n y s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o 

P o l y n i c e s a n d t h e s c o u t d e c l a r e s he w i l l r e t u r n t o t h e e n e m y c a m p 

a n d r e p o r t b a c k t o E t e o c l e s : 

teal o w n v e t o t t Xoyov 
el5bQ x d xSv QvpaQev afiXafiriq e o f i . 

And knowing through clear report the invaders' 
actions, you will remain free from harm ( 6 7 - 6 8 ) 

T h e a u d i e n c e w i l l s u s p e c t t h a t t h i s n e x t r e p o r t m u s t b r i n g 

P o l y n i c e s ' p r e s e n c e t o a t t e n t i o n a n d t h a t E t e o c l e s c a n b y n o means 

r e m a i n hfi\(xflr\q "unharmed" i n t h e e n s u i n g c o n f l i c t . W h e n t h e y see 

t h e s c o u t h u r r y i n g b a c k , one s e m i c h o r u s c r i e s : 

o x p a x o u 

C a m e r o n s u g g e s t s t h a t i t was t o o d a r k f o r t h e S c o u t t o see w h o 
w a s t h e r e b u t t h i s i s n o t made e x p l i c i t f o r t h e a u d i e n c e . C^O 

25 
E u r i p i d e s ' Phoenissae l l O O f f , A p o l l o d o r u s , H y g i n u s Fabulae L X X 

70, D i o d o r u s S i c u l u s . 

26 Oedipus Coloneus 1 2 8 4 f f , E u r i p i d e s ' Supplices. 
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7ieu96 x t v ' f j u t v o <ptXai v e a v <pepet 

He is bringing us some fresh news about the army, 
friends ( 369 -370) 

A t t h e same m o m e n t t h e c h o r u s s p o t s E t eoc l e s r u s h i n g i n f r o m 

t h e o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n a n d c r y t h a t t h e s o n o f O e d i p u s i s h e r e 

Xoyov u a 6 e i v (373) "to hear/understand the report". Now a t l a s t 

t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l a n t i c i p a t e some r e f e r e n c e t o P o l y n i c e s b u t i n 

f a c t t h i s i s s u p p r e s s e d u n t i l a l m o s t t h e e n d o f t h e S h i e l d Scene 

as t h e g o d s seem t o c o n s p i r e t o w a r d s t h e f i n a l f a t e f u l p a i r i n g . A 

d i r e c t m e n t i o n o f P o l y n i c e s o c c u r s a t 5 7 6 f f , m o r e t h a n h a l f w a y 
27 

t h r o u g h t h e p l a y a n d s h o r t l y a f t e r w a r d s E t e o c l e s s u b m i t s t o t h e 

p o w e r o f t h e c u r s e , f i n a l l y j o i n i n g t h e a u d i e n c e i n t h e i r 

c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e t r u e e m p h a s i s o f t h e c o m i n g e n c o u n t e r . B u r n e t t 

b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e r e i s n o s u r p r i s e h e r e s i n c e "it has been a 

struggle for the throne all along" ( p352 ) b u t t h i s i s a n 

o v e r - s i m p l i f i c a t i o n f o r A e s c h y l u s has t a k e n p a i n s t o s h o w t h a t t h e 

c u r s e a n d P o l y n i c e s ' p r e s e n c e h a v e b e e n " f o r g o t t e n " i n d r a m a t i c 

t e r m s b y t h o s e o n s t a g e , c a u s i n g c o n s i d e r a b l e t e n s i o n a n d d o u b t . 

A e s c h y l u s s u c c e e d s i n s u p p r e s s i n g t h e f a c t t h a t t h e b r o t h e r s w i l l 

f i g h t as l o n g as p o s s i b l e t o g r e a t d r a m a t i c e f f e c t a n d t h e 

a u d i e n c e w i t n e s s e s h o w t h e m e a n i n g a n d p o w e r o f t h e c u r s e s t r i k e 

E t e o c l e s w i t h a t e r r i b l e s u d d e n n e s s . 

T h u s P o l y n i c e s ' name i s d e l a y e d f o r a c o n s i d e r a b l e l e n g t h o f 

t i m e a n d g r e a t t e n s i o n w i l l be c r e a t e d as t h e a u d i e n c e w a i t f o r 

h i s p r e s e n c e t o be r e a l i z e d i n d r a m a t i c t e r m s . I n t h e e a r l y p a r t 

o f t h e d r a m a a l l o n s t a g e a r e t o o b u s y w i t h t h e i m m e d i a t e t h r e a t 

o f t h e a t t a c k t o d i s c u s s i t s c ause a n d a l t h o u g h t h e y a r e a w a r e 

t h a t P o l y n i c e s i s w i t h t h e e n e m y , t h e y d o n o t y e t see a n y s p e c i a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e i n t h i s . T h i s w i l l p r o v i d e a g o o d s o u r c e o f t e n s i o n 

a n d s u s p e n s e a n d p r o v o k e t h e a u d i e n c e ' s i n t e r e s t i n t h e 

d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e d r a m a . I t i s a l s o i m p o r t a n t t o e s t a b l i s h t h a t 

A l t h o u g h E t e o c l e s i s a l r e a d y c o m m i t t e d t o f i g h t i n g a t t h a t s t a g e , 
see b e l o w . 
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w h e n E t e o c l e s l e a v e s t h e s t a g e t o a p p o i n t t h e C a d m e i a n w a r r i o r s a t 

t h e g a t e s , n o t o n l y does he h a v e n o c o n c e p t i o n a b o u t w h o i s a t 

w h i c h g a t e , he i s n o t e v e n a c t i v e l y t h i n k i n g o f P o l y n i c e s ' 

p r e s e n c e w i t h i n t h e e n e m y . T h i s w i l l p r o v e a v i t a l f a c t o r i n o u r 

l a t e r d i s c u s s i o n s . 

B) T h e S e v e n 

a ) T h e I d e n t i t y o f t h e S e v e n 

We h a v e n o t e d h o w t h e m y t h o f a g r e a t a t t a c k o n Cadmeia 

p r o b a b l y o r i g i n a t e d i n d e p e n d e n t l y t o t h a t o f t h e o t h e r s t r a n d s o f 

t h e s t o r y a n d t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e k n o w n m a n y t a l e s a b o u t t h e 

f i g h t i n g t h e r e . I t i s u n c e r t a i n a t w h a t s t a g e s e v e n A r g i v e 

w a r r i o r s w e r e s i n g l e d o u t f r o m t h e A r g i v e h o s t a n d w h e n a n d h o w 

t h i s became c o n n e c t e d w i t h p a i r i n g s a t e a c h g a t e . Cadmeia w a s 

k n o w n as enxaTtuAoQ "seven-gated" as e a r l y as Homer (Iliad 4 .406) 

a n d W i l a m o w i t z a r g u e d t h a t t h e s e g a t e s w e r e i n t r o d u c e d i n t o t h e 

m y t h i n o r d e r t o a c c o m m o d a t e t h e s e v e n p a i r s o f h e r o e s (Kleine 

Schriften v 1 2 6 f f ) . H o w e v e r t h e n u m b e r o f g a t e s m a y p r e - d a t e t h e 

i n t r o d u c t i o n o f t h e S e v e n a n d t h e p l a y makes f a r b e t t e r d r a m a i f 

t h e p a i r i n g s o f t h e h e r o e s w e r e a r e l a t i v e l y r e c e n t a d d i t i o n t o 

t h e s t o r y , a l l o w i n g t h e p o e t a h i g h d e g r e e o f f l e x i b i l i t y i n t h i s 

m a t t e r . I n d e e d t h e p a i r i n g s d o n o t f e a t u r e i n a n y o f o u r e a r l i e r 

s o u r c e s a n d so m a y b e a n A e s c h y l e a n i n n o v a t i o n . P a u s a n i a s 

c o m m e n t s o n t h e s t a t u e s i n C o r i n t h o f P o l y n i c e s a n d h i s 

f e l l o w - c h i e f t a i n s w h o d i e d a t Cadmeia : 

xouxouc; toi)<; avSpaq eg u o v o v e n x a a p t O u b v icaxf iyayev 
\ I O X V X O Q , n i e i o v o v I*K " A p y o u g rvyeuovov teal Meaof|vnq KCU 
x t v w v Kai 1 Aptc&owv o x p a x e u o a u £ v » v . xouxwv 5k xwv e i rca -
ercT|KoA,ou6f|Kaoi y a p K a i ' A p y e t o t x f t A l o x u k o u n o t r i o e i -
TIATVJIOV. . . 

These men Aeschylus has reduced to the number of 
seven only, although there were more chiefs than that in 
the expedition, from Argos, from Messene, with some even 
from Arcadia. And close by these seven - for even the 
Argives have adopted this number from the drama of 
Aeschylus - (are statues of the Epigoni... I I . x x . 5 ) 
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T h i s s u p p o r t s o u r t h e o r y t h a t t h e r e h a d b e e n s t o r i e s a b o u t a n 

a t t a c k o n Cadmeia b y a l a r g e o p p o s i n g f o r c e b e f o r e t h e i d e a o f 

s e v e n m a j o r c h a m p i o n s d e v e l o p e d , a n d t h a t t h e s e h a d s u r v i v e d u n t i l 

P a u s a n i a s ' t i m e . H o w e v e r P i n d a r s p e a k s o f t h e r e b e i n g s e v e n 

f u n e r a l p y r e s a t T h e b e s - enxa <5'e7ieiT<x TiupSv vetcpov t e ^ e o O e t o a v 

"when the seven piles of corpses had been consumed" 01ympian(6.22) 

- w h i c h t h e s c h o l i a s t b e l i e v e d t o come f r o m t h e Thebais a n d a l s o 

a t Nemean 9.57 - e n x a y a p S a t o a v t o n u p a l v e o y u t o u g (pSxaq "for 

seven funeral pyres feasted on the limbs of the young men" - a n d 

so i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t i t w a s A e s c h y l u s h i m s e l f w h o f i r s t r e d u c e d 

t h e n u m b e r o f m a j o r w a r r i o r s t o s e v e n . Olympian 6 i s d a t e d t o 468 

a n d Nemean 9 t o 476 so a l t h o u g h b o t h a r e c lo se i n d a t e t o o u r 

t r i l o g y o f 467, t h e y p r o b a b l y p r e c e d e d i t . M a r c h s t a t e s t h a t 

s i n c e P i n d a r r e f e r s t o t h e s p e c i a l f a t e s o f A m p h i a r a u s a n d 

C a p a n e u s - t h e o n e b u r i e d b e n e a t h t h e e a r t h a n d t h e o t h e r k i l l e d 

b y t h e b o l t o f Zeus - t h e n h i s r e f e r e n c e t o s e v e n p y r e s a s sume s 

t h a t t h e r e w e r e n i n e h e r o e s i n t h e o r i g i n a l a t t a c k . T h i s i s 

s u r e l y b e i n g t o o p e d a n t i c a n d t h e i d e a o f s e v e n a t t a c k e r s seems t o 

h a v e b e e n e s t a b l i s h e d b e f o r e t h e p e r f o r m a n c e o f t h e Septem, 

a l t h o u g h i f t h i s w e r e a r e l a t i v e l y n e w d e v e l o p m e n t , t h e a u d i e n c e 

c a n n o t h a v e b e e n c e r t a i n t h a t A e s c h y l u s w o u l d i n c l u d e i t h e r e . 

E v e n w h e n t h e s e v e n w a r r i o r s a r e m e n t i o n e d , t h e i r p r e c i s e i d e n t i t y 

w i l l h a v e r e m a i n e d t h e s o u r c e o f c o n s i d e r a b l e s p e c u l a t i o n a n d e v e n 

a f t e r A e s c h y l u s , t h e c o m p o s i t i o n o f t h e s e v e n i n d i v i d u a l s i s f a r 
28 

f r o m f i x e d , v a r y i n g e v e n b e t w e e n t w o p l a y s b y E u r i p i d e s . I t i s 
u n c l e a r w h e t h e r E t e o c l e s a n d P o l y n i c e s w e r e c o n s i d e r e d m e m b e r s o f 

re&pedbwe PGirio^a or 9ne 
t h e ^ s e v e n i n t h e P i n d a r i c odes f o r , a l t h o u g h t h e d o u b l e f r a t r i c i d e 

\b is r\ofc cAeoc 
i s m e n t i o n e d a t Olympian 2 . 3 8 f f , d a t e d 476BC, 
whether- BCM-o occurred a t feattV^ d? C a ^ m ^ a . 

I n s t e a d 

P i n d a r c o n c e n t r a t e s u p o n t h e S e v e n , p a r t i c u l a r l y A d r a s t u s a n d 

A m p h i a r a u s , a n d so m a y be r e f l e c t i n g some e a r l i e r f o r m o f t h e m y t h 

i n w h i c h t h e b a t t l e w a s t h e p r e d o m i n a n t f a c t o r . T h u s A e s c h y l u s 

Phoenissae l l O O f f a n d Supplices.%60% 
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m a y h a v e e x p l o i t e d t h e a u d i e n c e ' s u n c e r t a i n t y a b o u t t h e 

c o m p o s i t i o n o f t h e S e v e n t o g r e a t d r a m a t i c e f f e c t a n d t h e y c a n n o t 

h a v e b e e n c e r t a i n u n t i l t h e v e r y l a s t m o m e n t t h a t P o l y n i c e s w o u l d 
29 

be a t t h e s e v e n t h ga t e . 

S i n c e t h i s i s a d r a m a t i c p r o d u c t i o n , A e s c h y l u s i s c o n s t r a i n e d 

t o p o r t r a y p r e d o m i n a n t l y one a r m y a t t h e e x p e n s e o f t h e o t h e r . 

H o w e v e r a t a n e a r l y s t a g e t h e m e s s e n g e r d e s c r i b e s h o w t h e S e v e n 

a r e p r e p a r i n g t h e m s e l v e s f o r b a t t l e b y l o a d i n g t h e c h a r i o t o f 

A d r a s t u s w i t h m e m o r i a l s f o r t h e i r p a r e n t s a n d s w e a r i n g e i t h e r t o 

t a k e Cadmeia : 

r\ y f j v e o v o v ^ q xfyvSe tpupdoeiv <p6vcp 
A 

Or dying, to stain this land with gore (48) 

T h e a u d i e n c e ' s s u s p i c i o n t h a t n o n e w i l l s u r v i v e w i l l i n c r e a s e 

t h e p a t h o s o f t h i s scene a n d H u t c h i n s o n n o t e s h o w t h e t e r m s o f 

t h e i r o a t h l a y s "the strongest emphasis on blood and destruction" 
30 

( p 4 8 ) a n d t h e l o a d i n g o f t h e c h a r i o t m a y i n d e e d be a 

p r e - A e s c h y l e a n i d e a , l i n k e d i n t h e m i n d s o f t h e a u d i e n c e t o t h e 
31 

v e r s i o n s w h i c h w e r e u n c o n n e c t e d w i t h E t e o c l e s a n d P o l y n i c e s . A s 

we h a v e n o t e d , t h e s p o i l s a r e t o be s e n t b a c k t o t h e i r p a r e n t s 

( x o i c ; xeKOuotv ec; 56\XOVQ 49) w h i c h a v o i d s a l l q u e s t i o n o f t h e 

r e v e n g e a t t a c k o f t h e i r d e s c e n d a n t s a n d so p r e s e n t s t h e w a r r i o r s 

i n a m o r e a d m i r a b l e a n d p a t h e t i c l i g h t . P a u s a n i a s c o m m e n t s : 

ev <5e x f | 8 n j 3 a i 5 i 1»Q "ASpaoxoc; eqseuyev ex 6riPwv, 
" e i y a x a Xvypb. tpepov a u v ' A p e t o v i KU a v o x a i x n " 

29 
P a r t i c u l a r l y s i n c e A d r a s t u s l e ads t h e e x p e d i t i o n - see b e l o w . 

10 
H u t c h i n s o n c o m m e n t s t h a t A e s c h y l u s "seems to be exploiting a 

scene visually familiar to Athenians" p50 . 

I t p r o b a b l y a c t e d as p r e p a r a t i o n f o r t h e l a t e r p a r t o f t h e s t o r y 
w h e n t h e n e w s o f t h e d e a t h s o f t h e S e v e n r e a c h e d t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e 
homes , j u s t as t h e f r a t r i c i d e s t o r y was e x t e n d e d t o i n c l u d e 
A n t i g o n e ' s e x p l o i t s . 
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In the Thebaid it is said that Adrastus fled from 
Thebes " w e a r i n g w r e t c h e d 3 £ l o t h e s , a n d w i t h h i m w a s 
d a r k - m a n e d A r i o n " ( 8 . x x v . 8 ) 

T h u s t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l s u s p e c t t h a t t h i s p r e p a r a t i o n f o r 

d e a t h i n b a t t l e i s a p p r o p r i a t e a n d t h e y w i l l e x p e c t t h e w a r r i o r s ' 

s p o i l s t o r e a c h t h e i r d e s t i n a t i o n . H u t c h i n s o n b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e 

l o a d i n g o f t h e c h a r i o t a n d t h e h e r o e s ' t e a r s i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e 

S e v e n a n t i c i p a t e c e r t a i n d e a t h (p4-8) b u t i n f a c t a l t h o u g h t h e y 

a c k n o w l e d g e t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f d e f e a t , t h e y s p e a k a l so o f s u c c e s s 

( 4 6 - 7 ) a n d p r a y t h a t t h e y m a y s a c k t h e c i t y . V e r r a l l ^ p o i n t s o u t 
A 

t h a t A d r a s t u s ' c h a r i o t i s l o a d e d w i t h m e m o r i a l s , n o t b e c a u s e t h e 

S e v e n a r e c e r t a i n t h a t o n l y he w i l l s u r v i v e t h e e n c o u n t e r , b u t 

b e c a u s e t h e l e a d e r ' s c h a r i o t i s t h e o n e m o s t l i k e l y t o be 

p r e s e r v e d . H o w e v e r i t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t i n some v e r s i o n s t h e 

p r o p h e t A m p h i a r a u s h a d f o r e t o l d A d r a s t u s ' s u r v i v a l , a f a c t o r w h i c h 

m a y be r e f l e c t e d i n t h e c h o i c e o f h i s c h a r i o t h e r e . He c l e a r l y 

p r e d i c t s A r g i v e d e f e a t i n t h i s p l a y ( 5 6 8 f f ) b u t , a l t h o u g h t h e 

a u d i e n c e a r e a l m o s t c e r t a i n t h a t t h e a t t a c k w i l l p r o v e d i s a s t r o u s 

f o r t h e S e v e n , t h e h e r o e s t h e m s e l v e s a r e b y n o means w i t h o u t 

c o n f i d e n c e a n d t h e i r b r a v e r y i n t h e f a c e o f d e a t h c r e a t e s a mood 

o f g r e a t p a t h o s , s o o n h o w e v e r t o be c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e i r a r r o g a n t 

b o a s t s d e s c r i b e d i n t h e S h i e l d Scene . . 

L e t u s n o w c o n s i d e r t h e s e v e n w a r r i o r s o f t h e Septem a n d w h a t 

t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e k n o w n a b o u t t h e m a l r e a d y . T y d e u s f e a t u r e s 

w i d e l y i n t h e Iliad, a n d t h e s e f r e q u e n t r e f e r e n c e s m a y r e f e r t o a 

m y t h o r m y t h s i n w h i c h he w a s p r o m i n e n t . Homer d e s c r i b e s h i m as a 
33 34 

b r a v e w a r r i o r ^ w h o m a r r i e d a d a u g h t e r o f A d r a s t u s , f o u g h t a t t h e 

32 

A r i o n i s a l so A d r a s t u s ' h o r s e a t Iliad 23 .346f . 

3 3 4 . 3 7 5 , 5 .801 , 14.124f . 
3 4 1 4 . 1 1 4 - 2 1 
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B a t t l e o f Cadmeia a n d i s b u r i e d t h e r e . T h e Iliad a l s o d e s c r i b e s 

h i s d e f e a t o f t h e Cadme ians i n games a n d h o w he k i l l e d t h e m a l l 
37 

w h e n t h e y a m b u s h e d h i m i n t h e i r a n g e r . We h a v e d i s c u s s e d a b o v e 

t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t a t h l e t i c c o n t e s t s b e l o n g t o t h e f o r m a t i v e 

s t a g e o f t h e m y t h a n d t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e k n o w n e a r l i e r s t o r i e s 

a b o u t t h e s e i n w h i c h T y d e u s p l a y e d a n i m p o r t a n t r o l e . I t seems 

u n l i k e l y t h a t T y d e u s has b e e n m e n t i o n e d i n t h e p r e c e d i n g t r i l o g y 

b u t t h e a u d i e n c e w o u l d a l r e a d y a s s o c i a t e h i m w i t h Cadmeia a n d be 

p r e p a r e d f o r h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e b a t t l e . 

C a p a n e u s a l so a p p e a r s t o h a v e b e e n a w e l l - k n o w n h e r o w i t h a n 

e s t a b l i s h e d h i s t o r y w h e n t h e p l a y b e g i n s . L a t e r w r i t e r s d e s c r i b e 

h o w he i s k i l l e d b y t h e t h u n d e r b o l t o f Zeus f o r h i s a r r o g a n c e i n 
38 

i m i t a t i n g h i s p o w e r w i t h b u r n i n g t o r c h e s a n d a l t h o u g h t h i s e v e n t 

i s n o t d e s c r i b e d i n t h e Septem, t h e r e a r e c l e a r h i n t s t h a t t h i s 

s t o r y w a s a l r e a d y f a m i l i a r t o t h e a u d i e n c e . T h e f r i g h t e n e d c h o r u s 

c r i e s : 

G> TtayKpateq Z e u , Tpeyov e t q e%QpovQ fieXoQ. 

Oh all-powerful Zeus, turn your bolt against our 
enemies! (255) 

T h e s c o u t d e s c r i b e s h o w C a p a n e u s l i k e n s l i g h t n i n g f l a s h e s t o 

t h e w a r m t h o f t h e n o o n d a y s u n ( 4 3 0 - 3 2 ) a n d o n h i s s h i e l d a m a n , 

b e a r i n g a b l a z i n g t o r c h , a n n o u n c e s t h a t he w i l l b u r n t h e c i t y . 

E t e o c l e s r e p l i e s t h a t t h i s a r r o g a n c e o f C a p a n e u s w i l l a n g e r t h e 

g o d s : 

6 .222-3 

3 6 1 4 . 1 1 4 - 2 1 

3 7 4 . 3 7 6 - 9 9 , a l s o a t 5 .800-8 , 10 .285-90 

3 6 
See E u r i p i d e s ' Phoenissae 1 1 6 7 f f , Supplices 496, a n d Antigone 

131-7 . 
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n e n o t 0 a 5 ' aux<») £ u v S t i q i XOV nupipopov 
r\£eiv Kepauvov 

/ believe that the fiery thunderbolt will come to 
him as is just ( 4 4 4 - 5 ) 

T h e c h o r u s e c h o e s h i s p r a y e r - KepauvoO Se v i v &e\OQ 

e7iLOxe0ot "may the thunderbolt restrain him" (453 , a l s o a t 630) . 

T h u s t h e a u d i e n c e m a y w o n d e r w h e t h e r t h e f a t e o f C a p a n e u s w i l l be 

r e l a t e d i n t h e s u b s e q u e n t d r a m a . I n f a c t t h e e n d i n g o f t h e p l a y 

c o n c e n t r a t e s a l m o s t e x c l u s i v e l y o n t h e f a t e s o f t h e b r o t h e r s a l o n e 

a n d t h e s e o b l i q u e h i n t s a t f u t u r e e v e n t s o n t h e b a t t l e - f i e l d a r e 
39 

t h e c l o s e s t A e s c h y l u s comes t o d e s c r i b i n g t h e s e m a t t e r s . I n 
fry*) 

E u r i p i d e s ' Supplices w e f i n d t h a t C a p a n e u s i s g i v e n a s e p a r a t e 

p y r e f r o m h i s f e l l o w h e r o e s w h i c h may i n d i c a t e t h a t he h a d b e e n 

q u i t e a n i m p o r t a n t m y t h i c a l f i g u r e i n h i s o w n r i g h t i n some 

v e r s i o n s o f t h e s t o r y . 

A m p h i a r a u s a l s o seems t o h a v e b e e n a n i m p o r t a n t m y t h i c a l 

f i g u r e l o n g b e f o r e t h e Septem. O d y s s e u s i n t h e U n d e r w o r l d 

c o m m e n t s tSov oxuyep'nv x ' 'EpupuXT\ v , r\ XPUOOV <p i \ou d v S p o q e 5 e £ a x o 

x i u f j e v x a " j saw hateful Eriphyle, who took precious gold as the 

price of her own husband ( 11 .326 -7 ) a n d Homer r e f e r s t o A m p h i a r a u s 

l a t e r : 

ovd' t tcexo yf\paoQ o u S o v , 
aWohet'ev O f i B n o i y u v a t u v e i v e i c a 5up»v 

Yet he did not reach the threshold of old age, but 
he died in Thebes because of a woman's g i f t s . (Odyssey 
15 .247-8) 

S t e s i c h o r u s a l s o c o m p o s e d a poem c a l l e d t h e Eriphyle a n d so 

t h e s t o r y o f h o w P o l y n i c e s b r i b e d h e r t o p e r s u a d e h e r h u s b a n d , 

A m p h i a r a u s , t o f i g h t a t Cadmeia m a y h a v e b e e n f a m i l i a r t o t h e 

a u d i e n c e . I t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t t h i s has b e e n m e n t i o n e d i n t h e 

A l t h o u g h see b e l o w o n t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e e n d i n g i s 
s p u r i o u s . 
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p r e c e d i n g t r i l o g y b e c a u s e t h e r e seems t o be n o o b v i o u s o p p o r t u n i t y 

f o r t h i s , a n d A e s c h y l u s m a y n o t e x p e c t t h i s p a r t i c u l a r s t r a n d o f 

m y t h i c a l k n o w l e d g e t o be a c t i v e i n t h e t h o u g h t s o f t h e a u d i e n c e . 

H o w e v e r A m p h i a r a u s ' o p p o s i t i o n t o t h e e x p e d i t i o n o f w h i c h he 

h i m s e l f i s a m e m b e r i s made c l e a r i n t h e d r a m a w h i c h m a y r e f l e c t a 

t r a d i t i o n a l i d e a . A m p h i a r a u s w a s p r o b a b l y a f a m i l i a r f i g u r e t o 

t h e a u d i e n c e f o r a H e s i o d i c f r a g m e n t a l s o r e a d s : 

<5[ta 5']' Y7iepuT)0Tpn toxov a y b v ' Auqudpnov 
y e [ t , ] v a x ' 'OIK^TIOQ 6aA,ep6v Xk%oq e l o a v a B a o a 
" A [ p ] y e i e v i7ino06x<i> no\eov Tiypxopa XcuSv. 
or p 'dya96<; n e v env d y o p f i , dyaOoc^ 8e^ u d x e o Q a t , 
e { o ] 9 X o c , 5 ' e v n p a n t S e o o t , (ptXoq 5 ' n v a 9 a v d x o t a i 

The noble Hypermestra bore Amphiaraus leader of the 
people, having entered the f r u i t f u l marriage bed of 
Oekles,and he was leader of many people in 
horse-pasturing Argos. He was good in the assembly, good 
in battle, wise and beloved by the gods (MW 25) . 

P i n d a r r e l a t e s t h e u n u s u a l f a t e o f t h e seer : 

6 5 ' 'Au<ptdpn o%laoev i cepauv© nau0Ca 
ZeuQ x d v 0a6v>OTepvov x^ova , tcpuv|/ev 5 'au' IUTIOIQ, 
5 o u p i IleptKXuuevou n p l v vwxa Tunevxa ^ a x a x d v 
9u( i6v a l o x u v e r i u e v 

But for the sake of Amphiaraus, Zeus with his 
all-powerful thunder-bolt, split the broad breast of the 
earth and buried him with his steeds before his warrior 
soul would be dishonoured by being struck in the back by 
the spear of Periclymenus... (Nemean 9 .24?f) 

A m p h i a r a u s m a y be r e f e r r i n g t o t h i s p h e n o m e n o n i n t h e Septem 

w h e n he i m a g i n e s h i m s e l f b u r i e d i n t h i s e n e m y l a n d - u d v x i q 

xetceuewc, " a hidden prophet" (588) a n d H e r o d o t u s (8 .134.1) r e f e r s 

t o h i s d r e a m o r a c l e a t T h e b e s w h i c h m a y h a v e e x i s t e d i n A e s c h y l e a n 

t i m e s . 

I t seems l i k e l y t h a t A m p h i a r a u s ' p r o p h e t i c p o w e r s w o u l d h a v e 

p l a y e d a r o l e i n a n y m y t h i n w h i c h h e f e a t u r e d a n d i n d e e d h i s 

c h i e f r o l e m a y h a v e b e e n as a p r o p h e t r a t h e r t h a n as a w a r r i o r i n 

t h e e a r l i e r m y t h . U n f o r t u n a t e l y w e d o n o t k n o w w h a t he m a y h a v e 

p r e d i c t e d n o r t o w h o m i n p r e v i o u s v e r s i o n s , n o r w h e t h e r h i s r o l e 
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i s t o be c o n n e c t e d w i t h t h a t o f T e i r e s i a s i n t h e S t e s i c h o r u s 
40 

f r a g m e n t , w h o p r e d i c t s s t r i f e b e t w e e n t h e b r o t h e r s a n d a d v i s e s 

t h e m t o d e c i d e t h e m a t t e r b y d r a w i n g l o t s . T h i s q u e s t i o n o f 

p r o p h e c y m a y e v e n b e l o n g t o t h e m y t h o f t h e d i s p u t e b e t w e e n t h e 

b r o t h e r s b e f o r e i t w a s l i n k e d t o t h e c u r s e a n d so m a y h a v e 

p r o v i d e d t h e s o u r c e f o r d r a m a t i c i r o n y i n t h e s e e a r l y v e r s i o n s . 

L a t e r , w h e n c o m b i n e d w i t h t h e c u r s e i n t h e m y t h o f O e d i p u s , t h i s 

p r o p h e c y w o u l d i n c r e a s e t h e sense o f i m p e n d i n g doom f o r t h e 

b r o t h e r s . E a r l y i n t h e Septem, E t e o c l e s d e c l a r e s vi3v 5 ' , bq b 

u a v x i q <pr |0tv. . ." "now as the prophet says... (24) a n d t h e a u d i e n c e 

m a y w o n d e r w h e t h e r t h e c o n f r o n t a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e b r o t h e r s w i l l be 

o p e n l y d i s c u s s e d a t t h i s p o i n t . T h e y a r e k e p t i n s u s p e n s e f o r 

f o u r l i n e s h o w e v e r , w h i l e E t e o c l e s d i g r e s s e s o n t h e n a t u r e o f s e e r 

s h i p , b e f o r e i t i s r e v e a l e d t h a t t h e p r o p h e t w a r n e d o n l y o f t h e 

m i g h t y A c h a e a n a t t a c k w h i c h i s n o w i n p r o g r e s s . T h e s c h o l i a s t o n 

24 b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e s e e r m e n t i o n e d h e r e i s T e i r e s i a s a n d i t m a y 

be t h a t t h e r e has b e e n some s o r t o f p r o p h e c y i n t h e p r e c e d i n g 

t r i l o g y , p e r h a p s c o n c e r n i n g t h e b a t t l e , w h i c h i s n o w b e i n g 

f u l f i l l e d . On t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h i s r e f e r e n c e t o a s ee r m a y be 

i n c l u d e d p r i m a r i l y t o m i s l e a d t h e a u d i e n c e i n t o b e l i e v i n g t h a t t h e 

f r a t r i c i d e , o r a t l e a s t t h e p r e s e n c e o f P o l y n i c e s , i s a b o u t t o be 

r e v e a l e d a t t h i s e a r l y s t a g e . 

T h e S c o u t d e s c r i b e s A m p h i a r a u s a t t h e s i x t h g a t e as 6 n&vxic; 

"the prophet" (379) a n d u & v x w oo<p6v "the wise prophet" (382) a n d 

so t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l n o d o u b t w o n d e r i f a n d h o w h i s p o w e r s o f 

p r o p h e c y w i l l a f f e c t t h e d r a m a . C l e a r l y he s h a r e s t h e i r o w n 

k n o w l e d g e o f f u t u r e e v e n t s a n d , as w i t h C a s s a n d r a , t h e r e w i l l be 

g r e a t s u s p e n s e o v e r w h e t h e r he w i l l manage t o c o m m u n i c a t e t h i s t o 

a n y o n e else a n d w h a t t h e c o n s e q u e n c e o f t h i s w i l l be . He 

c e r t a i n l y w a r n s h i s f e l l o w w a r r i o r s t h a t t h e i r e x p e d i t i o n i s 

doomed ( 5 6 8 f f ) w h i c h m a y r e f l e c t h i s r o l e i n t h e e a r l i e r m y t h . He 

a l so s t a t e s b o l d l y t h a t P o l y n i c e s i s w i t h t h e o p p o s i t i o n ( 5 7 6 f f ) 

See a b o v e . 
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and the audience will suspect that Eteocles must shortly 

acknowledge the implications of this. The drama is far more 

effective if Eteocles goes knowingly to his death, rather than 

departing in ignorance of his fate, and the audience may be 
A 1 

conditioned by the conventions of tragedy to anticipate this . 

Thus the audience will pay close attention to the words of the 

seer and will wonder how his presence may affect the position of 

those on stage. However the seer does not in fact make the double 

fratric ide explicit and the revelation that this is now about to 

occur is delayed for as long as possible. 

I n the Septem Parthenopaeus is stationed against Actor (555). 

Pausanias comments: 

. . . K C t 6 a OL OriPatoi Xeyouotv, ene l xa ye ev SriPatSi 
enr\ xa BQ TT\V napGevonatou xekeuxTiv IlepiKXujievov xov 
aveA,6vxa tprioiv e i v a i 

This is the Theban account, (that Asphodicus killed 
Parthenopaeus) for according to the passage in the 
Thebaid which tells of the death of Pqrfhenopaeus, it 
was Periclymenus who killed him (9 18 6) 

Thus these heroes - Tydeus , Capaneus, Amphiaraus and 

Parthenopaeus - may have been well-known to the audience and they 

are members of the Seven in all vers ions from Aeschylus onwards, 

although we cannot tell how influential the Septem itself was in 

this respect. We hear nothing of Hippomedon or Eteoclus in our 

earlier sources however and very little about the identity of the 

seven defenders. We do not know whether the original audience 

shared the same emphasis of knowledge and lost sources may have 

promoted those heroes of which we know least. In fact earl ier 

myths about the battle may have contained stories about many 

Agamemnon and Aegisthus die in ignorance in the Oresteia but they 
may be the exceptions to the general rule and specifically l inked 
as a resul t of this. 

4 2 
This occurs also at Euripides PhoenissaeW53. 
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heroes, not j u s t the seven major ones, and we hear how 

Periclymenus tried to ki l l Amphiaraus in Pindar's pre-Aeschylean 

ode, Nemean 9 26-8, while Mekisteus, whom Homer describes as going 
4 3 4 4 

to Cadmeia , often appears as one of the Seven in later writers . 

On the other hand, it is possible that these four heroes may have 

formed the core of the Seven and that there was greater 

flexibility in the identity of the remaining three. 

Naturally the question whether Polynices had featured as one 

of the Seven in earlier versions is of vital importance to our 
45 

study. He appears in every one of our post-Aeschylean lists but 

since the Septem must have played some role in emphasizing the 

importance of the mutual fratric ide, we cannot discount its own 

influence here. Apollodorus includes Polynices (and Adrastus) in 

his list of heroes but comments: 

xtvec; 5e TuSeot \xev i«xi noXuveticriv oh KaTapu0uouot, 
ouyKaxa^eyouoi 5e TOIQ knxh. 'ETe6icX,ov "iipioq K a i 

MTycioxea 

Some however do not reckon Tydeus and Polynices 
among them, but include Eteoclus, son of Iphis, and 
Mekisteus in the list of the seven ( I II .v i .3 ) 

I t may be then that the myth telling how Adrastus married his 

daughters to Polynices and T y d e u s 4 6 was attached to the attack on 

Cadmeia at a later stage and so versions still existed in which 

Polynices was not numbered among the Seven. His coming to Cadmeia 

to kill Eteocles in the fighting was introduced later and later 

sti l l , possibly not even until Aeschylus, did he become one of the 

4 3 S e e Iliad 23.679-80. 

44 
See Herodotus 5.67.3, Apollodorus I I I . v i . 3 , Pausanias 9.18. 

4 5 S e e Oedipus Coloneus 1284ff, Hyginus Fabulae LXX 70, Diodorus 
Siculus, Euripides ' Supplices and Phoenissae. 

4 6 A lion and a boar, see Iliad 14.119ff. 
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Seven. Thus the audience cannot have been certain that he would 

be at one of the gates. 

( Thus the audience may have had a range of expectations about 

the identities and behaviour of the warriors at Cadmeia and 

Aeschylus is free to guide and exploit these as he wishes. Very 

little detail is given about the f ighting in the Septem, at least 

as our text stands, and Aeschylus may have expected his audience 

to supply certain information, such as the special fates of 

Capaneus and Amphiaraus, from their independent knowledge of the 

myth. On the other hand, these events lie beyond the scope of the 

drama, which focuses on the personal fortunes of the sons of 

Oedipus, and so an exact account of the battle is unnecessary. 

What matters for the audience is their foreknowledge that each of 

the Seven is doomed to die in the fighting and this will have a 

great influence upon their perception of the drama. 

b) The Pairing of the Heroes 

When the chorus spots the messenger and Eteocles rushing up 

from different d i r e c t i o n s 4 7 bringing news neu8w xu/'. ..vectv (370), 

there is a great sense of haste and the audience will suspect that 

at last Polynices' presence is to be revealed. Instead they are 

presented with the magnificent Shield Scene, the centrepiece of 

the drama, which serves to delay Eteocles' exit to the battlefield 

for well over three hundred lines. Great tension and suspense are 

created as the Scout describes the seven attackers and Eteocles 

reveals which of the Argive heroes he has stationed against them. 

These speeches will help the audience to imagine the mighty pairs 

of warriors who are about to engage with one another and also 

counterbalances the lack of detail given about the battle at the 

end of the p l a y 4 8 . The pairings of the warriors during this scene 

onou<5T) 371 and OTIOUSTI 374 is used respectively. 

I f indeed this is genuine, see below. 

110 



has inspired a great deal of debate since it makes a crucial 

difference to our understanding of the play whether the brothers 

are matched deliberately or not. I believe that Aeschylus uses 

immense dramatic ski l l to i l lustrate how Eteocles is not actively 

aware that he will meet Polynices at the seventh gate and appears 

unconscious that the powerful curse is about to be fulfi l led. 

Only when the fateful pairing suddenly becomes clear does he c r y 

out in anguish at the knowledge that this is the gate already 

assigned to himself. 

We have seen how the Argive host was probably already reduced 

to seven main attackers by the time of the Septem. I t is 

impossible to establish in what ways Aeschylus has embellished 

this story and whether, for example, he introduced or inherited 

the idea of the lot to determine which warrior stood at which 

gate. I t may be that the lot was used originally to elect the 

seven and that Aeschylus has modified its use here, including it 

to determine merely which Argive hero is to be stationed at which 

gate. I believe that when the story of the fratric ide was merged 

with that of a mighty attack on Cadmeia, Eteocles and Polynices 

killed one another during the general fighting on the 

battle-field, and Polynices' words that he will seek out his 

brother (636) may be an oblique reference to this. We simply do 

not know whether Polynices has been one of the Seven in any 

pre-Aeschylean version (see above) or whether the idea of the 

brothers meeting at the same gate is completely new. I believe 

that the unwitting pairing of the brothers, at least, is an 

Aeschylean innovation and indeed he may have contributed a great 

deal more than this to his inherited material. The pairing of 

Eteocles and Polynices is a brill iant dramatic device which places 

ful l emphasis on the coming fratric ide and creates a greater 

impression of the relentless workings of the curse than if the 

brothers had merely met later amidst the general f ighting, as may 

have happened elsewhere. 

I l l 



When the Scout left the Argive warriors , they were drawing 

lots (55-6) and so it is important to note that, as well as 

failing to identify the Seven, it is also impossible for him to 

offer any clue to Eteocles about who will receive which gate. 

Eteocles declares, as he is about to leave: 

eyw de y'av5pac; e £ euoi ouv e05on(£ 
avxnpexac exOpoioi xov neyav xponov 
[ , , , , 1 

elc; enxaxeixeiq e^oSouq xa^w uoA.6v, 
7ipiv ayyeXou onepxvouq xe x a l xaxuppoOoug 
XoyovQ IK£O6<U K a l <j>A,6yetv xpetag UTIO. 

But I shall go and station six champions with 
myself as seventh as opponents of the enemy (in the same 
proud way as they are doing) at the seven gates before 
speedy messages and hasty words arrive to set us on fire 
with the need. (282-6) 

(pi*.°i) 

Kitto believes that Eteocles chooses to stand at a gate in 

order to calm the frightened chorus and his anger is inspired by 

the knowledge that this means he must place himself against 

Polynices. This is clearly not the case however for the chorus is 

already calm when the king declares that he himself will be one of 

the seven defenders - oiyw- ouv aXXoiQ netoonat xo ^opotnov " j 

shall be silent and make trial of my fate with the others" (263). 

His intention is clear and there is nothing in the text to suggest 

that he failed in this. We saw in the previous chapter how in the 

Persae the Queen fails in her clearly stated intention to greet 

Xerxes with f r e s h clothing but while she never reappears on stage, 

Eteocles arr ives back, making no suggestion that he has failed to 

complete his intended task. Thus it is clear that both sets of 

warriors are chosen and stationed simultaneously in complete 

ignorance of the choices being made by the opposite side ". 

Eteocles and the messenger r u n up from different directions (369f) 

See fur ther below on the possibility that Eteocles makes his 
decisions about the gates on stage, which I doubt. 
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- Taplin (pl46) notes that this consists of "the only two spoken 

entry announcements in Greek tragedy which are consecutive without 

a break" - and both reveal in turn which heroes have been chosen 

to defend which gate. Up to that point neither side knows who is 

at which gate or even the identity of the opposing seven warriors . 

Many scholars, including Taplin, Kirkwood and F e r r a r i , 

disagree with this interpretation, preferr ing to believe that 

during the Shield Scene Eteocles chooses warriors spontaneously in 

direct response to the words of the scout, while L e s k y , Dawe and 

Brown suggest that Aeschylus wished there to remain a high degree 

of ambiguity over whether the choices were already made or not. 

Many suggest that Eteocles failed in his declared intention to 

choose his warriors and ass ign them to a part icular gate (282-6 

quoted above) and Hutchinson suggests that "the deceptive 

suggestion heightens the impact of the extraordinary central 

scene" (p89). Thus , they argue, Eteocles places himself against 

Polynices deliberately and is punished for this arrogant and 

unwise action. Thalmann, following Wilamowitz and L e s k y , prefers 

the theory that Eteocles abandoned his task half - f inished and 

completes his choices on stage (pl25) and many, such as Thalmann, 

Brown, Cameron and Ryzman assume that Eteocles is ful ly aware that 

his brother is stationed at the seventh gate. 

However we have seen how Aeschylus purposely contrived the 

drama so that neither side should know in advance which heroes the 

other has chosen and accordingly has no conception about who will 

be stationed at each gate when they make their respective 

decisions. Had the poet wished to present Eteocles making a 

conscious and deliberate decision to meet his brother in combat, 

this could have been easily achieved, but in fact it is clear that 

Polynices is far from Eteocles' thoughts during the earlier part 

of the drama and instead the king clearly remains ignorant that he 

will be paired with Polynices until the v e r y last moment. Cameron 

complains "it is a weakness of the play that Aeschylus has given 

no reason that Eteocles himself should stand at one of the gates. 
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This is the first step towards the encounter with his brother" 

(p35). However it was natural for Eteocles as king of the 

Cadmeians to fight and indeed this may not have been a new 

feature. I n fact the audience may have been surpr i sed that the 

leader of the opposition, Adrastus , is not included among the 
50 

Seven . 

I t is certainly possible that in some earlier version or 

vers ions , a report had reached Cadmeia concerning the identities 

and positions of the Seven before their own champions had been 

appointed and Eteocles' declaration that he will go and station 

his warriors before messengers arr ive to advise this might be a 

reflection of this. I t seems l ikely that in such a version 

Eteocles would choose to fight his own brother in all 

consciousness and so Aeschylus might be deliberately alluding to 

this alternative line in order to highlight his own divergence 

from this. A dramatic allusion to another source, now lost, 

certainly seems an attractive possibility and might help explain 

the confusion of modern scholars concerning this scene, in which 

Eteocles cannot have engineered a pairing with his brother 

deliberately since he has no idea that Polynices will be stationed 

at one of the gates, much less which one. 

Perhaps the strongest argument against the theory that 

Eteocles purposefully chooses the same gate as his brother is the 

fact that Aeschylus has taken great pains to sublimate Polynices' 

presence in the preceding drama. The audience are awaiting 

Eteocles' realization that his brother is present with the enemy, 

but even they cannot be certain that the pairing will occur 

especially if it is a new element and previously the brothers have 

encountered one another only by chance amidst the general 

f ighting. Whether the pairing at the gates were a new idea or 

There is no evidence that this was ever the case in the earlier 
myth, but he was, after all, leader of the expedition. 
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not, however, the audience cannot have been certain that Eteocles 

and Polynices will be placed as opponents until the v e r y last 

moment. I n part icular the mention of Adrastus early in the play 

may mislead the audience into supposing that he will be one of the 

Seven, as occurs in later myth, and since it would be appropriate 

for the leaders to be paired, the audience cannot be certain that 

this will not be the case and that the brothers will encounter one 

another at a later stage of the battle. 

I t has been suggested that Eteocles must be choosing heroes 

spontaneously as he speaks since the pairings are all appropriate 

in some way. However it is more likely that Eteocles' speeches 

are designed to i l lustrate his great ski l l in selecting the 

part icular advantage of each of his own, already appointed 

warriors in a part icular sphere and in fact he comments on the 

pairing of Hippomedon with Hyperbius ' Epurv; d'evXoyoc; £uvf|yayev 

"with good reason did Hermes pair them" (508), thus explicitly 

disclaiming all credit for the appropriateness of the pairing and 

attributing it wholly to the gods. The audience too will suspect 

that it is the gods and not Eteocles who have conspired towards 

the particular pairing of Eteocles and Polynices and will 

attribute it rather to divine intervention. The audience will 

gain the impression that the appropriateness of the pairings is 

due to Eteocles' ski l l with words and they will suspect that the 

gods are conspiring towards a part icular pairing, that of Eteocles 

and Polynices, in fulfillment of the curse . 

Naturally we would expect Eteocles' own words to make it 

clear whether he is making spontaneous choices or reporting former 

decisions but in fact the tenses he uses are confusing and add 
51 52 

weight to neither argument. There is one present , two futures , 

5 1 e o T i v 553 

" a v t i T C t ^ t t , avTtTd£ou€v 408, 621 - and the Scout asks xCv' 
d v T i T d £ e t q "whom will you station?" at 395. 
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two aorists and two perfects . Many, like Wilamowitz, L e s k y and 

Thalmann, believe that this indicates that only some of the 

choices have been made and that Eteocles completes his decisions 

in conversation with the scout. This would explain the different 

tenses but in fact there is no indication in the text that 

Eteocles was forced to break off his task only half completed when 

Aeschylus might easily have made this clear. I t may be true that 
55 

the different tenses are included for dramatic effect , or it may 

be that the future tenses could be used loosely as the actual 

c lash will occur in the future , but it is perhaps more likely that 

these vital words have become corrupted or deliberately modified, 

possibly in connection with the dubious ending of the play and all 

problems disappear by simply changing the two futures to aorists. 

There are serious doubts concerning the ending of the Septem. 

The last seventy lines in particular are unlikely to be genuine 

for r ight at the end of the trilogy they appear to introduce 

entirely new characters , Antigone and Ismene, and raise the topic 

of the brothers' burial which surely lies beyond the scope of the 

trilogy. Cameron (p51) suggests that the end of the play was 

altered in order to facilitate a joint performance with the 

Antigone of Sophocles, the burial of the brothers being mentioned 

at the end of the Septem in order to blend the two, and this is 

certainly a possibility. Thus the Shield Scene may have been 

altered by the same hand, perhaps to create a grand effect with 

the seven actors actually leaving the stage to go to their 

respective gates as Eteocles speaks (see Ryzman), and the unusual 

tenses may be traces of this. I f indeed this scene has been 

53r\pedr\, £uvnyctyev 505, 508 

54 f r 

xeTCtKTai, TteneuTtxai 448, 473 

55 
Hutchinson notes how the move from past to present and back again 

means that the tension is thus eased during the choice of the 
middle gates and builds again to give an increasing sense of 
urgency to the later postings p!04. 
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tampered with, this may be connected with the possible corruption 

to be found at the v e r y end of the play. 

The authenticity of the play's ending was f i r s t doubted by 

Bergk in 1848. Lloyd-Jones points out that this coincided with 

the discovery that the Septem was the f inal play in the trilogy 

and not the second and that no one had doubted the ending on any 

other grounds up to that point. He therefore defends the ending, 

arguing that we should not base the precept that a new issue 

cannot be raised at the end of a trilogy merely on the form of the 

Oresteia. He suggests that Aeschylus "happened to have fastened 

upon a slice of epic saga too big for comprehension in a single 

trilogy1 (p92), apparently forgetting that the poet was free to 

omit future events if he chose. More recently Flintoff has 

produced an excellent defence, stating 1) that the end of both the 

Iliad and Odyssey look forward, 2) that Antigone and Ismene were 

known as daughters of Oedipus before Aeschylus (on the premise 

that Pherecydes, quoted above, is pre-Aeschylean) , and 3) that 

other tragic characters such as Darius appear as suddenly and 

unannounced as these. Orwin meanwhile points out that Polynices' 

honourable burial must be discussed in order to redress the 

balance of honour between the brothers . I would also add as a 

possible defence of the play's ending that the s i s ters ' appearance 

would seem less unexpected if they had already appeared in the 

earlier trilogy. 

However Dawe gives an excellent criticism of the ending in a 

series of two articles , one concentrating on content and the other 

on style and metre . He notes that the Septem must change into a 

three-actor drama at the end or that Ismene is transformed into 

the Herald in the pause between lines 1004 and 1005. Also there 

is a sudden preoccupation with the polis as a political entity in 

these f inal lines of the play (see 1006 and 1026). He believes 

See Classical Quarterly 17 1967 17-28 and Dionysica 1978 p87-103. 
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that 822-31, 848-74 and 1005-78 are spurious on metrical and 

linguistic grounds and that 996-7 have been t inkered with, and 

believes that the interpolator was influenced to some extent by 

Sophocles' Antigone (p23). Thalmann also wishes to reject our 

present ending, believing that a new problem would "run counter to 

the movement of the myth, the trilogy, and the play itself 

(pl41). At the end of the play we seem to f ind evidence of the 

idea that the death of the brothers occurs in exchange for the 

preservation of the city in some sense - in the Lille Stesichorus 

the queen fears the possibility of Ttatdag e v i uueyapoiq Gavovxac; r\ 

noXiv aXotoav' "the children dying in the house or the city 

destroyed". Thus Aeschylus may be alluding to a traditional 

element in the many prayers offered by those on stage that Cadmeia 

will be preserved and Eteocles' concern for his city, at 69-77 for 

example, will assume a greater irony for the audience if they know 

that he is doomed to die in order to ensure its surv iva l . The 

chorus cries: 

<5e5oiica 5e ouv fiaoikevoi 
uf| 7i6X IQ 5auao0ri 

I fear lest with her kings, the city will be 
brought low (764-5) 

However lines 804 and 820-1 where the messenger makes this 
57 

connection explicit are open to suspicion and so the whole idea 

may be part of the general corruption of the ending and convey a 

post-Aeschylean idea, especially since this "either/or" situation 
5 8 

is excluded from the drama elsewhere . 

Perhaps there is something to be said for both sides of this 

See Hutchinson 804n. 

I n Euripides ' Phoenissae 912ff Teiresias tells Creon that Cadmeia 
can only be saved by the sacrif ice of his son Menoeceus which may 
also reflect the idea of human death in exchange for the surv iva l 
of Cadmeia, although this too is later than Aeschylus. 
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argument, but it seems to me highly unlikely that the whole of our 

present ending is reliable and some corruption may have occurred 

here, which possibly extended to the confusing variety of tenses 

to be found in the Shield Scene. 

c) The Revelation 

The order in which the seven gates are named by the Scout may 

have been traditional but, even if not, it is natural for the 

vital pairing of Eteocles and Polynices to be delayed until the 

v e r y last moment for dramatic effect. Tydeus is at the f i r s t 

gate, the gate of Proetus, and Eteocles declares: 

KOOUOV uev ctvSpOQ ouxiv' ctv xpeoaiu' ey6 

I shall not tremble at the finery of any man (397) 

For a moment the eyw may suggest to the audience that 

Eteocles himself will stand against Tydeus and it is not revealed 

for a fur ther ten lines that this will not be the case. Kitto 

believes that Eteocles should choose to f ight Eteoclus - "surely 

the king will accept an omen?" (p51) but this is impossible since 

in this scene he is not consciously choosing his combatant. 

Nevertheless the audience may consider this accidental by-pass ing 

of an omen as most unfortunate. 

Amphiaraus is at the sixth gate and he is revealed as a far 

nobler character than the previous five heroes - the scout calls 

him avSpa otxppoveoxaxov "the most decent of men" (568) while 

Eteocles regards him as SCKOUOV avSpa "a just man" (598) and 

e u c ^ T K avTip "a righteous man" (602). Unlike the other heroes, 

there is no device upon Amphiaraus' shield: 

ou yap 5oKetv aptoxoi; aXV elvat, 0eA,et 

For he does not wish to seem to be excellent but 
actually to be so (592) 
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I n Euripides ' Phoenissae ( l lOOff) the shield devices differ 

from those found in the Septem except in the case of Amphiaraus 

whose shield there is also blank, and so this may reflect a 

traditional idea. That Amphiaraus is a decent and admirable man 
59 

also seems to have been a well-established idea and there may 

have been a considerable c luster of myths about this f igure in his 

own right. However since Pindar re fers to seven funeral pyres and 
6 0 

the special fate of Amphiaraus , he may not have featured among 

the central seven warriors always, in which case the audience 

cannot have been certain that he would be at a gate, and his 

presence may even increase the number of possible heroes available 

to stand at the seventh gate. 

Amphiaraus is described as s ternly rebuking Tydeus (571ff) 

and Polynices (580ff) for their crue l attack upon the city. He 

condemns the latter in particular: 

"r\ xoiov epyov ica! 8eoioi npooipiXtg, 
jcctXov T'ctKoCoat K a i A,eyetv ueSuoxepoiQ, 
n 6 \ i v naxpftiav tea! 6eouq XOUQ eyyeveic; 
nop6etv, oxpaxeuu'enaicxbv euBeBtaiKoxa;" 

Is such a deed really acceptable to the gods or a 
fine thing to hear or for those who come after to 
relate, to seek to destroy your father city and (the 
shrines o f ) the native gods by launching against them an 
army of mercenaries? (580-583) 

This is the f i r s t reference to Polynices in the Septem and 

this strong condemnation by a fellow warrior, the respected seer 

Amphiaraus, will strongly influence the audience's attitude 

towards him and his subsequent claims that Justice is on his side 

(631ff). The seer knows that the expedition is doomed, as in the 

See Hesiod 25 MW, quoted above, and Pindar Olympian 6 22ff and 
Nemean 9 57ff where he is praised in Adrastus ' lament as a good 
prophet and warrior and rescued by Zeus from an ignoble death. 

6 ° S e e Olympian 6.19-29. 
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earlier myth, and calmly predicts his own death: 

eywye uev <5fi xf|v5e niavw %66va... 
...OVK axiuov eXniO>> libpov 

I shall enrich this soil with my blood...I hope tor 
a death which is not dishonourable (587-89) 

Eteocles admires his bravery and pities this good man: 

h%V otSev o<pe %pr\ xeXeuxrjoai uaxfl, 
e l Kapnoq eoxt 9eo<paxotot Ao^tou 

He knows that he must die in the battle, if the 
oracles of Loxias bear fruit (617-8) 

The audience suspects that Eteocles is fated to die in this 

same conflict, a fact which he himself does not yet anticipate, 

and so his pity is heavy with irony. Amphiaraus does not make a 

prediction of Eteocles' death but in fact the latter demonstrates 

further similarity with the seer when he suddenly interprets the 

future for himself. Both Amphiaraus and Eteocles foresee and 

accept their fate and their stoical attitudes would have been 

greatly admired by the Greek audience. 

Kitto believes that Eteocles loses this last chance of 

avoiding confrontation with his brother because of the presence at 

the sixth gate of a man admired by himself and all others on 

stage. He calls this "a searing flash of tragic irony, hardly to 

be paralleled in Aeschylus, not approached elsewhere" (p51). I f 

we accept for a moment that Eteocles was making decisions on the 

spot, it is true that he would be unwilling to f ight against this 

good man whom he admires. However, even in that case, he could 

not be sure that Polynices would be at the seventh gate and he 

might understandably be reserv ing himself for a possible pairing 

with Adrastus. I n fact Eteocles is merely reporting his former 

decisions and the possibility of changing his gate does not enter 

the drama. Indeed the audience may feel relief that he is not to 

oppose this good man but they may also wonder whether the seventh 
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warrior will not also be nobler than the rest . Thus the presence 

of Amphiaraus may contribute to the suspense over whether the 

f inal hero will be Adrastus or Polynices although it soon becomes 

clear that the seventh warrior is , in fact, far worse than all the 

rest. 

On learning that Polynices is to be his opponent (653-5), 

Eteocles cries out in sudden agonized shock, clearly i l lustrating 

that he never anticipated the t ruth of the situation until it was 

too late. Undoubtedly Aeschylus wished to show that Eteocles 

remains unaware that he is matched with his brother until the v e r y 

last moment and the audience cannot have been absolutely certain 

that this would be the case until this point also. They will 

suspect that the Cadmeians will defend their city bravely and will 

thwart the attack. Thus they will approve of Eteocles' calm 

dismissal of the threatening shield devices and wild boasts of the 

enemy (397) and suspect that he is acting as a good general on 

behalf of his people 6 1 . The scene builds up to a climax in the 

disclosure that Eteocles will face his brother at the seventh gate 

and interest lies not in the possibility that he has chosen this 

pairing deliberately or might somehow reject it, but in the 

revelation of his fate and his acceptance of it when it is 

presented so clearly. His "free will" is shown by this noble 

acknowledgement of his appointed destiny, not in his deliberate 

choice to fight his brother, as Ryzman maintains ( p l l 9 ) . Thalmann 

comments, "the scene's e f f e c t , of course, can never have depended 

upon suspense in the audience about the identity of Eteocles' 

adversary. Even the spectators at the first performance must have 

known that the brothers would kill each other" (pl25). I t is true 

that the fratricide will have been anticipated but, especially if 

the pairing of the brothers at the gates is a new feature, there 

will be some degree of suspense as the audience wonder if the fate 

of the brothers will be delayed or even somehow diverted at the 

Although see below on his earlier harsh treatment of the chorus. 
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final moment. 

The audience witnesses how Eteocles suddenly realizes his 

fate after a long period of ignorance, and at last he joins 

them in their knowledge that his death is imminent and that his 

only course is to accept his destiny with dignity. He refuses to 

entertain the possibility of substituting another man at the gate, 

for this would involve a great loss of honour. I n addition 

Polynices has vowed that he will seek out his brother and kil l him 

anyway, so he wisely recognizes the power of the curse and submits 

to it. Naturally there was a variety of ways in which Aeschylus 

could have chosen to portray the revelation that the brothers are 

to be paired at the same gate and he presents Eteocles' 

realization of his dreadful fate to great dramatic effect. 

C) The Curse 

a) The Curse and the Dream 

Much of the dramatic effect of the revelation that the curse 

of Oedipus is to be fulfi l led during the Septem will depend on 

how this theme has been treated during the earlier part of the 

trilogy, and naturally the original audience has a great advantage 

over us for they know what, if anything, has been said about this 

matter already. I n addition they would have been aware how the 

curse had been presented in previous versions of the myth and so 

it is even possible that Aeschylus relies completely on this pr ior 

knowledge to create tension during the earlier part of the Septem. 

However it is perhaps more likely that Oedipus' curse has been 

discussed in some sense during the preceding plays of the trilogy 

in order to v e r i f y the audience's suspicions about the impending 

fratric ide and thereby make their appreciation of the play more 

specific. 

I t is important to remember that the audience will have been 

aware of the curse upon Eteocles and Polynices from the v e r y 
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b e g i n n i n g of the p lay , even t h o u g h Aeschy lus excludes a l l ment ion 
6 2 

of i t f r o m the f i r s t p a r t of the drama and none on stage seem 

aware o f i t s app l i ca t ion to t h e i r p re sen t s i t ua t ion . We have seen 

how the development o f t h i s m y t h i n v o l v e d the merg ing of severa l 

p r e v i o u s l y independen t s tor ies and how i t is impossible to 

es tabl i sh to w h i c h s t r a n d the f a t h e r ' s c u r s i n g of his sons 

o r i g i n a l l y belonged. The idea t h a t Oedipus cu r sed his sons to 

s u f f e r s t r i f e and death a t each o the r ' s hands is f o u n d as e a r l y as 

the Thebais, and so the audience w i l l doubt less be aware of t h i s 

f o r m u l a and wonder i f and when i t w i l l come unde r d iscuss ion i n 

the Septem. 

However the curse may have been t r ea t ed d u r i n g the p reced ing 

drama, the Septem makes l i t t l e dramatic sense i f i t has been 

c l ea r ly p resen ted and unders tood b y Eteocles and Polynices be fo re 

the p lay begins . Had Oedipus ' words been c o r r e c t l y i n t e r p r e t e d b y 

those o n stage, t h e n the s ign i f i cance of the b r o t h e r s 

p a r t i c i p a t i n g on opposi te sides i n the same encounte r wou ld have 

suggested immediately t h a t the curse is about to be f u l f i l l e d , ye t 

we have seen t h a t whi le Eteocles must have been aware t h a t 
6 3 

Polynices was w i t h the enemy d u r i n g the ea r l i e r p a r t of the p lay , 

he s imply d i d no t see any p a r t i c u l a r danger i n t h i s no r connect i t 

w i t h t h e i r f a t h e r ' s curse i n any way. Thus t h e Septem can o n l y 

succeed as drama i f Eteocles were unaware o f the precise terms o f 

the cu r se h a n g i n g over him and o n l y when his dream is c o r r e c t l y 

i n t e r p r e t e d does the impend ing double f r a t r i c i d e become apparent . 

I n f a c t , up u n t i l the moment when the f i n a l p a i r i n g is revealed , 

i t is clear t h a t ne i t he r b r o t h e r r e g a r d s death i n ba t t l e as 

i nev i t ab l e . Polynices declares to Eteocles t h a t he w i l l e i t he r 

take Cadmeia b y f o r c e or : 

6 2 
Except f o r l ine 70, w h i c h we sha l l discuss below. 

6 3 
The a t tack is i n s p i r e d b y his des i re f o r h is inher i t ance - see 

above. 
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ool £uu<pepeo6ai Kal Kxavwv 6avetv nekac; 

I will engage with you and, having killed you, will 
die beside your body (636) 

The audience w i l l apprecia te t h i s u n w i t t i n g re fe rence to 

t h e i r appo in ted fa tes and , even t h o u g h t h i s is a common phrase i n 
64 

t r a g e d y , t h e y w i l l note how i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y app rop r i a t e here. 

However, a t the same time Polynices foresees the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t 

he w i l l s u r v i v e and d r i v e Eteocles f r o m the k ingdom, as the 

messenger reveals : 

r\ C & V T * axiuaoxTipa t6v T'avSpnXdtiiv 
<f>vyr\ T O V auTov xov5e Tetoao6at xponov 

Or if you live (he vows) to punish you, who 
dishonoured him by driving him from his home, with 
banishment in the same manner (637-8) 

While the s u r v i v a l and banishment of Eteocles is possible 

w i t h i n the drama, the audience w i l l have s t r o n g suspicions t h a t he 

w i l l die a t t he hands of his b r o t h e r as i n ea r l i e r ve rs ions of the 

s t o r y . Eteocles, meanwhile, does not r e g a r d his death i n ba t t l e 

as inev i t ab le u n t i l h is p a i r i n g w i t h his b r o t h e r becomes clear and 

the dream is c o r r e c t l y i n t e r p r e t e d . Thus even i f the b r o t h e r s 

have heard o f some genera l curse placed on them b y t h e i r f a t h e r , 

t hey appear to have no concept ion t h a t i t is about to reach 

f r u i t i o n d u r i n g ^ c o m i n g encounter . 

I t is possible , of course, t h a t the precise terms o f the 

curse had been open ly discussed on stage ea r l i e r i n the t r i l o g y 

and t h a t t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n had been kep t f r o m the b r o t h e r s i n some 

way. However the chorus of Theban women appears equa l ly i g n o r a n t 

of the f a c t t h a t the b r o t h e r s are doomed to k i l l each o the r b y the 

terms o f the curse , and t h e r e seems no obv ious reason f o r secrecy. 

E i the r Oedipus had issued his curse o n l y i n v e r y genera l te rms, 

Compare Agamemnon 1610f, Choephori 438, E u r i p i d e s ' Elektra 281. 
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c l ea r ly unders tood b y the audience alone, o r the b r o t h e r s are 

being ext remely obtuse i n not r e a l i z i n g the danger t h e y are i n as 

t h e y p repare to engage i n the same bat t le ! 

Clear ly Eteocles has heard something about t h i s curse f o r he 

o f f e r s a p r a y e r to i t e a r l y i n the p lay: 

« Zeu xe K a i Vr\ Ka l noXiooouxoi 8eot, 
'Apa T ' ' E P I V U Q naxpoc; r\ neyao0evf|<;, 
uri uoi 7ioXtv ye 7ipeuv66ev 7iav6Xe6pov 
eKOc^ivioTyre SnaXoxov.. . 

Oh Zeus and Earth and gods who guard the city, 
Curse, the mighty Erinys of my father, do not uproot my 
city, taken by an enemy attack and utterly destroyed 
(69-72) 

Cameron suggests t h a t Eteocles calls on the curse because he 

supposes i t t o r e f e r to war over the d i v i s i o n of Oid ipus ' 

i nhe r i t ance and t h a t t h i s i nvas ion in i t s e l f cons t i tu tes i t s 

f u l f i l l m e n t (p32) b u t i n f a c t he o n l y apprecia tes t h i s l a te r 

towards the end of t h e p lay (657 f f ) . No doub t the rea l purpose of 

t h i s i nvoca t ion is to serve as a b r i e f r eminder to the audience 

about the curse of Oedipus, i n f o r m i n g them tha t fo reknowledge 

about the imminent fa tes of the b r o t h e r s is to remain ac t ive 

d u r i n g the ea r l i e r p a r t of the drama, even t h o u g h i t w i l l not be 

open ly discussed on stage ( the Watchman's d a r k h i n t s i n the 

Agamemnon about the a d u l t e r y and p r o j e c t e d m u r d e r p lay a s imilar 

ro l e ) . Hutch inson notes t h i s i n i t i a l suppress ion o f the curse and 

suggests t h a t "the e f f e c t of this structure on its original 

spectators must have been overwhelming" ( pxxx i ) . We should 

remember however t h a t the curse w i l l have been c e n t r a l to the 

t h o u g h t s of the audience f r o m the outse t and t h a t t h e v w i l l 

an t ic ipa te and wi tness Eteocles' sudden d i s c o v e r y of the t r u t h , 

r a t h e r t han p a r t i c i p a t e i n i t themselves. 

Eteocles' f ea r less r e fe rence to his f a t h e r ' s curse , 

r e q u e s t i n g i t s a id i n sav ing the c i t y , w i l l also serve to r emind 

the audience t h a t he i s completely i g n o r a n t of the personal danger 
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w h i c h i t r epresen t s f o r himself . They w i l l suppose t ha t he is 

c o r r e c t i n assuming t h a t the curse has the power to i n f luence 

human a f f a i r s and t h a t h is p r a y e r t h a t the c i t y be saved w i l l be 

answered. However his innocen t a t t i t u d e towards the curse w i l l 

increase t h e i r suspense o v e r i f and how he w i l l real ize the t r u t h . 

A f t e r t h i s b r i e f ment ion of the curse i t is t hen f o r g o t t e n f o r 

some 585 l ines u n t i l t h e moment when Eteocles sudden ly appreciates 

the f u l l s ign i f i cance of the p a i r i n g of the b r o t h e r s a t the gates 

and cr ies out : 

ouoi, narpoQ vuv ctpal xeXeo<p6poi 

Alas! The curses of my father are now being 
fulfilled! (655) 

S h o r t l y a f t e r w a r d s the genera l curse of Oedipus is l i n k e d to 

a dream exper ienced b y Eteocles and the t h r e a t of the double 

f r a t r i c i d e sudden ly becomes clear: 

ayav 5' aXrieeiQ evunvCwv qxivxaouaxov 
oveiq, naxp^tov xpirudxwv Saxfipioi 

Too true were the visions in dreams during sleep, 
dividers of our father's wealth (710-11) 

A f t e r Eteocles has depar ted to almost c e r t a i n death, t he 

chorus f u r t h e r elaborate on the dream: 

<*evo<; 5e KXfjpouc; eTuvcouxjt 
XdA,u0o<; 2icu6av anoiicoc;, 
Kxedvov xpnyatofiaixat; 
TttKpog, wu6<ppov 2C5apo<;, 
%96va vatetv SuxTtfitatc 
onooav tcai <p9iu^vouc; [-] Kaxe^etv 

The Chalybian stranger has come from his Scythian 
home to apportion their shares, a bitter distributor of 
possessions (for he is) the cruel steel who has allotted 
to each as much land to dwell in as a corpse can fill 
(727-32) 

As w i t h the curse , we do not know how the dream has been 

p resen ted i n t h e ea r l i e r drama, o r even whe the r i t has been 
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i n c l u d e d at a l l . Hu tch inson comments t h a t "we may suppose that 

the dream had not been heard of before this moment" and he notes 

how i n a s imilar manner the oracles i n Persae 739-41 and 

Sophocles ' Trachinae 1159-61 "appear only at the moment of 

understanding" ( p x x v i i ) . As w i t h the curse , the audience may be 

f ami l i a r w i t h the dream f r o m i t s p re sen ta t ion o f the s t o r y i n 

ea r l i e r ve r s ions i n w h i c h case t h e r e is no s t r i c t necess i ty f o r 

Aeschylus to r e f e r to i t e x p l i c i t l y . However the chorus e n j o y s 

f u l l knowledge about Eteocles ' dream (727-38) so even i f Eteocles 

has no t appeared on stage be fo re the Septem begins , his dream may 

wel l have been discussed o r p r e d i c t e d i n t h e p r e v i o u s drama. We 

f i n d no re fe rence to the dream i n o u r sources and i t is a t least 

possible t h a t t h i s was an Aeschylean i nnova t i on . I f so, the dream 

may have been discussed a l ready , perhaps i n the f o r m of a r i d d l e 

as the words of the chorus suggest . I f so the audience w i l l 

s u r e l y have apprec ia ted i t s t r u e meaning, a ided b y t h e i r knowledge 

of the m y t h , and have been awa i t i ng the r eve l a t i on of t h i s to 

Eteocles and h i s companions. Podlecki sugges ts t h a t t h i s r i d d l e 

"seems to be sprung upon the audience here as if it were something 

noveV ( p l 2 ) b u t i t w i l l s u r e l y have a more p o w e r f u l dramatic 

e f f e c t i f t he audience have been awa i t ing the c o r r e c t 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the dream f o r some time and , when t h i s is 

combined w i t h the curse , a l l sudden ly becomes clear . The idea of 

s o l v i n g r i d d l e s may even r e f l e c t the s t o r y of Oedipus and the 

Sphinx i f t h i s was p a r t of the m y t h b y t h i s stage (see above) . 

Clytemnestra '8 dream of the snake i n the Choephori is also i n 

r i d d l e f o r m and m i s i n t e r p r e t e d b y those on stage as a s ign of 

Agamemnon's anger ins tead of a p o r t e n t of Orestes ' r e t u r n . 

L ikewise d u r i n g the Septem, Eteocles' dream seems to have been 

m i s i n t e r p r e t e d as a r e fe rence to a s t r a n g e r who w o u l d a l lo t the 

inhe r i t ance f a i r l y between the b r o t h e r s . He f i n a l l y realizes t h a t 

t h i s appa ren t p r e d i c t i o n of r econc i l i a t ion was i n f a c t a c r u e l 

r e fe rence to mutua l death , f o r the s t r a n g e r i s a sword and the 

l and he al lots to each b r o t h e r a g rave . I n the Oedipus Coloneus, 

Oedipus also curses h is sons ( 4 2 I f f ) and la te r declares, when i t s 
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te rms become spec i f ic : 

eoTtv 6e ratio! T O L C ; S U O L O L TT\Q e\ir\Q 
X0ov6<; Xa%elv T O O O U T O V , evSavetv uovov 

My sons will receive only enough of my land in 
which to be buried (789-90) 

I f t h i s f o r m u l a is t r a d i t i o n a l , Aeschylus may have chosen to 

p resen t i t i n the f o r m of the dream r a t h e r t h a n i n the ac tua l 

words o f Oedipus. The idea of the b r o t h e r s i n h e r i t i n g j u s t enough 

land i n w h i c h to be b u r i e d is c r u e l l y i r o n i c and the audience may 

even have wondered whe the r Amphiaraus w o u l d assume the ro le o f an 
6 5 

a r b i t e r and i n f o r m the b r o t h e r s of t h e i r appo in ted fa te . 

Thus i t seems l i k e l y t h a t the r i d d l e of the dream had been 

discussed i n the p r ev ious drama and m i s i n t e r p r e t e d as a p r e d i c t i o n 

t h a t Eteocles and Polynices wou ld somehow be reconci led . When 

combined w i t h the curse , i t reveals the d r e a d f u l f a t e awa i t ing the 

b r o t h e r s . Hu tch inson notes how t h i s sudden i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

f u t u r e "serves to make Eteocles' fatalism seem all the more 

Thalmann notes how "the language of allotment occurs more 
frequently in the Seven than in any other extant drama by 
Aeschylus' (p78) and l i n k s t h i s to the p rac t i ce whe reby an a r b i t e r 
d iv ides the p r o p e r t y i n t o po r t i ons of the same value and the he i r s 
cast lo ts f o r them - see Hermes CX 1982 p385-91. This f ea tu res a t 
Odyssey 14.199-210 and w i t h d i r e c t r e f e r ence to Eteocles and 
Polynices i n the Lille Stesichorus. I n the Septem the lo t i s used 
to ass ign the gates to the Seven and t h i s wou ld suggest to the 
Greeks some d i v i n e hand at w o r k i n the f i n a l p a i r i n g - see Plato 
Laws 741b on the d i v i n i t y o f the lo t and the Lille Stesichorus 224 
X&XT1 etcaxi Motpav. There also seems to be some p lay on the t e rm 
uo tpa d u r i n g t h i s p l ay w h i c h may mean e i t h e r "portion" o r "fate, 
death" and i t may be t h a t Aeschylus is a l l u d i n g to con tempora ry 
p rac t ices here. Cameron wishes to develop the idea and suggests 
t h a t the t r i l o g y was concerned w i t h "the change in the Greek law 
of inheritance from a system of primogeniture to a system whereby 
all sons received an equal share of the patrimony" ( p l 4 ) . However 
we should pe rhaps not be too i n f l u e n c e d b y the " lega l" charac te r 
o f the Oresteia t r i l o g y i n these matters and we s imply do not know 
whe the r the audience wou ld ex t r ac t t h i s idea f r o m the drama. 
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natural' ( p l59 ) and the genera l cu rse is seen to r e f e r to the 

mutua l f r a t r i c i d e o n l y when combined w i t h the ex t r a clues g iven i n 

the dream. 

b) The Reason f o r the Curse 

The Thebais p resen ts the reason f o r the curse t hus : 

ctuxdp 6 SioyevTK ripw; £av8o<; IIokuvetKTK 
npwxa nev OtStTtoSn KaA-T v̂ 7iape9TiKe x p d n e £ a v 
apyuperiv KdSuoio 9e6<ppovo<;, aux&p eneixa 
xpuoeov eunAjjoev mkbv Sena? fiSeoq oivou. 
aux&p o y' liQ (ppdoBi^ iwxpaKeineva naxpoc; e o t o 
x iuf ievxa yepa, u £ y a 01 icaicbv euneoe Qv\x% 
a t v a 5h 7iaioiv e o t o t nex' duipoxepoioiv ertapdc 
dpyaXeaq r jpaxo. (6eov 3' ou Xdv0av ' 'Ep ivuv) . . . 
QQ ou o l naxp^ evnet qn>,6xr|Xt 
Sdooawx' , du<poxepoiot 5' a l e l no^euot xe u d x a i x e . . . 

The godlike hero, golden-haired Polynices first set 
a fine silver table which had belonged to devout Cadmus 
beside Oidipous. The he filled a fine golden goblet with 
sweet wine. But when Oidipous noticed that the things 
lying before him were the honoured prizes of his own 
father, a great evil fell upon his heart and he suddenly 
cursed both of his sons with grievous curse and he did 
not escape the notice of the divine Erinyes...that they 
would not divide their father's kingdom with respectful 
friendship but both might always have wars and battles. 
(Athenaeus 465e-466a) 

Thus i n o u r ear l ies t source, the curse is said to have a r i sen 

because Polynices used t r easures be long ing f o r m e r l y to Laius . 

However the f r a g m e n t f a i l s t o c l a r i f y t h e spec i f ic reason f o r 

Oedipus ' anger and we are not t o l d whe the r he resented any 

r eminder o f his f a t h e r per se or whe the r h is main o b j e c t i o n was to 

Polynices ' use of h is f u t u r e i nhe r i t ance i n t h i s manner. I f t he 

l a t t e r , i t is no t clear whe the r Polynices ' i n s u l t were in t ended 

de l ibe ra te ly o r not , no r is t h e r e any mention of Eteocles ' 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n , a l t hough he shares the w e i g h t o f the curse equa l ly 
6 6 

w i t h his b r o t h e r . A second f r a g m e n t , also a t t r i b u t e d to the 

6 6 
Schol Lau r i n Sophocles ' Oedipus Coloneus 1375 Pap 
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Thebais, suggests t h a t Oedipus cu r sed his sons f o r send ing him the 

w r o n g j o i n t f r o m a s a c r i f i c i a l v i c t i m : 

euicro A i l pVioiA-ft Ka l OLXXOIQ a6avaxoica 
Xepolv un'aAAfiXwv Kaxa0rinevai "AiSoc; e i o u 

And he prayed to Zeus the king and the other gods 
that his sons might die at each other's hands and go 
down to Hades 

Oedipus ' words appear ha r she r and more spec i f ic here and we 

must conclude t h a t e i t he r these f r a g m e n t s come f r o m d i f f e r e n t 

sources o r t h a t Oedipus cu r sed his sons on two separate occasions 

i n the Thebais. I n f a c t we should note t h a t Amphiaraus ' name 

means "he of the double curse'" and we f i n d the idea of a double 

curse , one genera l and one spec i f i c , l a te r , i n the Oedipus 

Coloneus. Ismene comments t h a t the r i v a l r y between the b r o t h e r s 

arises f r o m the o ld curse on t h e i r race xf |v naXai yevouq <p6op&v 

(369). La t e r Oedipus himself lays a genera l cu rse o f death upon 

his sons (421f f ) and subsequen t ly l i n k s i t to the coming m i l i t a r y 

encounter : 

xoiaod' hpa.Q o<f>Qv npboQe x ' e C a v r j K ' e y o 
vi3v x'avaKaA-ounat £uuu&xou<; eX6eiv e\ioi 

Such a curse I lately launched against you both, 
now I invoke this to fight for me (1375-6) 

Thus here again we have the idea of a delay d u r i n g w h i c h 

Oedipus ' curse l ies dormant , and t h e n sudden ly becomes ac t ive when 

the b r o t h e r s t ake up weapons on opposi te sides, and t h i s may also 

re la te to myths ear l i e r t h a n Aeschylus . Aga in i n E u r i p i d e s ' 

Hippolytus, Thes*us is s u r p r i s e d when his own curse is sudden ly 

f u l f i l l e d (1164ff ) and so the idea of dramatic curses l y i n g 

dormant f o r an i n t e r v a l may have been a common device. I t seems 

probable t h a t the idea of a double curse i n the Thebais and 

Oedipus Coloneus and the combinat ion of curse and dream i n the 

7 F o r the terms see OC 1385ff. 
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Septem r e f l e c t how the m y t h evo lved f r o m the combinat ion of 

severa l separate s tor ies w h i c h on occasion may lead to the 

c o n f u s i o n o r r e p e t i t i o n o f c e r t a i n themes. I t may also show how 

two separate ve r s ions of t h e f a t h e r ' s curse have been amalgamated 

i n t o one. 

We noted how Oedipus cu r sed his sons i n the Thebais 

conce rn ing t h e i r misuse o f La ius ' possessions o r t h e i r send ing o f 

the w r o n g j o i n t f r o m the s a c r i f i c i a l v i c t i m . Thalmann notes a 

sugges t ion b y one schol iast t h a t the reason f o r the curse i n the 

Septem is s imilar ( p l 9 ) b u t t h i s may be mere suppos i t ion and we 

shou ld cons ider more deeply the ques t ion o f wha t may have p r o v o k e d 

Oedipus ' cu rse i n t h i s v e r s i o n . I n t h e i r summary of the p reced ing 

t r i l o g y , the cho rus declares: 

Tetcvoiq 5'a6A,ta<; e<p?i-
Kev_e7it KOTOC; Tpcxpag, 
a l a i , niic poyX6ooouq apa<; 

In anger at their wretched xpo<pf|, alas! he laid 
bitter-spoken curses on his sons (785-786) 

There is some d ispute over the meaning of the t e rm Tpo<pf| 

here. Hutch inson t rans la tes i t as origin o r birth and ci tes o t h e r 
6 8 

examples of t h i s usage . March agrees t h a t the most l i k e l y reason 

f o r Oedipus to curse his sons was ove r t h e i r inces tuous b i r t h 

r a t h e r t h a n because of some "petty irritation" ove r be ing sent the 

w r o n g j o i n t o f meat ( p l 4 4 ) . However since t h i s i s t r a g e d y , i t is 

much more l i k e l y t ha t , as i n the Thebais, Oedipus u t t e r s h is curse 

i n d i r e c t response to some i n s u l t o r neglect t o himself , r ea l o r 

imagined. The w o r d xpo<pf| may be de l ibe ra t e ly ambiguous i n o r d e r 

to r emind the audience of Eteocles' and Polynices ' inces tuous 

b i r t h , b u t now t h a t the s t o r y has been t r ans l a t ed i n t o t r a g i c 
6 3 

f o r m , t h e y may suppose t h a t the b r o t h e r s have committed some 

Compare E u r i p i d e s ' Ion 263, Sophocles ' Ajax 1229. 

i Or indeed even have wi tnessed d i r e c t re fe rences to t h i s 
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speci f ic s in and are t h e r e f o r e bo th w o r t h y of t h e i r c r u e l fa te . 

The audience may know s tor ies i n w h i c h the re is a p a r t i c u l a r 

reason w h y Eteocles and Polynices i n c i t e d t h e i r f a t h e r ' s w r a t h and 

t h i s accords be t t e r w i t h the convent ions of t r a g e d y t h a n i f t h e y 

were cu r sed f o r the c i rcumstances o f t h e i r b i r t h f o r w h i c h t h e y 

were not pe r sona l ly respons ib le . 

I t is genera l ly agreed t h a t Eteocles i s p resen ted i n a f a r 

nobler l i g h t t h a n his b r o t h e r d u r i n g the course of the Septem. 

This led Cameron, O r w i n and Solmsen to believe t h a t he is 

gu i l t l ess of any crime and does not deserve to die. However the 

t o t a l l y unmer i t ed death o f a t r a g i c hero seems u n l i k e l y and i t may 

be t h a t Eteocles' behav iour has been less p r a i s e w o r t h y i n the 

p reced ing drama to counterbalance his p re sen t a t t i t u d e . I n the 

Oedipus Coloneus we d i scover t h a t the blame is equal on bo th sides 

f o r whi le Eteocles, the y o u n g e r b r o t h e r , seized the t h rone and 

banished his b r o t h e r (374ff , 1291f f ) , Polynices al lowed his aged 

f a t h e r t o be d r i v e n f r o m the k ingdom when he e n j o y e d power p r i o r 
70 

to t h i s (1355ff ) . L ikewise i n E u r i p i d e s ' Phoenissae and 

Apol lodorus I I I . v . 6 f f , Oedipus is c h i e f l y angered b y the f a c t t h a t 

ne i the r o f his sons t r i e d to p r e v e n t him f r o m be ing sent i n to 

exile b u t were ashamed of t h e i r b l i n d o ld f a t h e r . The audience 

w i l l know what cr ime Eteocles and Polynices have committed to 

b r i n g t h e i r f a t h e r ' s cu rse upon them i n t h i s t r i l o g y and i t is 

possible t h a t we may f i n d some h i n t a t these f o r m e r mistakes 

w i t h i n t h i s t h i r d p lay . 

Many have supposed t h a t Eteocles is a misogynis t and i t is 

t r u e t h a t he speaks to the f r i g h t e n e d A r g i v e women w i t h 

u n w a r r a n t e d harshness , c a l l i n g them Openuax' O U K 

ctvaoxexd... ooxppovwv uaofinaxa "intolerable creatures...hated by 

ear l ie r i n the t r i l o g y . 

70 Where Eteocles is the g rea te r v i l l a i n , see 5 1 f f and 843ff . 
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those with sense (181, 186) and dec l a r ing : 

u f ) t ' ev Katcoioi u f |x ' ev eueoxoi <ptA-fl 
£ U V O I K O < ; e t n v x$ yuvaticeCty yevet 

Neither in misfortune nor in welcome success may I 
be an associate of the female sex (187-8) 

W i n n i n g t o n - I n g r a m suggests t h a t t h i s h a t r e d of women wou ld 

have been p e r f e c t l y n a t u r a l and unders tandab le - "Eteocles might 

indeed have been affected by the horror of the sexual relation in 

his immediate family, linked as it is with his accursed state" J 

However t r a g e d y is no t concerned w i t h the psychologica l causes o f 

behaviour and i n f a c t we f i n d t h a t Eteocles' above comment was 
71 

p r o v e r b i a l . I t is i m p o r t a n t to note however t h a t Eteocles does 

not conf ine his dea th t h r e a t o n l y to the women b u t i n f a c t extends 

i t to a l l Cadmeians - av^p y u v f j xe %Q X L X O V uexa ixn tov "to man, 

woman or anyone in between" (197) and so the audience wou ld r e g a r d 

t h i s , no t as evidence of misogyny , b u t as a h a r s h and unmer i t ed 

o u t b u r s t of a n g r y words . He is angered b y the c h o r u s ' open 

re fe rences to the d e s t r u c t i o n of the c i t y (223-252, see also a t 

232, 238, 242, 250, 262) and i t is i n c i d e n t a l t h a t his h a r s h 

comments are d i r e c t e d solely against females. 

However i t may be t h a t i t was a sudden o u t b u r s t of anger such 

as t h i s w h i c h p r o v o k e d his f a t h e r ' s curse i n the past and we see 

f r o m the v e r y f i r s t l ine of the p lay his f e a r of i l l -omened words 

and h i s g rea t desi re a lways to say the r i g h t t h i n g i%pr\ Xeyeiv xa 

tcalpia 1). L ikewise d u r i n g the Shie ld Scene Eteocles demonstrates 

grea t care and s k i l l i n h is use of words as he d i v e r t s the power 

of t he t h r e a t e n i n g sh ie ld devices of the a t t acke r s back upon 

themselves. Thalmann comments t h a t "the shields are a form of 

omen and Eteocles' task is to interpret and accept the omen...The 

battle is virtually fought out in words and symbols before the 

Compare Choephori 1005ff, Sophocles' Antigone 373-5, E u r i p i d e s ' 
Hippolytus 640ff . 
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event itself ( p l 0 7 ) , and so i t i s , o f course, i r o n i c t h a t he 

f a i l e d to i n t e r p r e t the r i d d l e o f the dream c o r r e c t l y be fo re the 

p a i r i n g becomes apparent . Thus the mistake of Eteocles, and 

perhaps Polynices , may have t aken the f o r m of a v e r b a l i n s u l t to 

t h e i r f a t h e r and his p resen t f e a r of i l l -omened w o r d s r e f l e c t s 

t h i s f o r m e r cr ime. 

I t is also possible t h a t i t was another such b u r s t of a n g r y , 

i l l - chosen words w h i c h led Eteocles to seize the t h r o n e o f Cadmeia 

and ban ish Polynices f r o m the l and . This even t is suppressed 

d u r i n g t h e ea r l i e r p a r t o f the Septem b u t the audience may have 

been aware of i t , perhaps f r o m re fe rences to i t i n the ea r l i e r 

p a r t of the t r i l o g y , be fore i t is open ly discussed d u r i n g t h i s 
73 

p lay and t h i s may be re la ted to the r a t h e r noble image of 

Eteocles w h i c h Aeschylus sough t to promote i n t h i s p lay . 

Polynices ' d e p a r t u r e f r o m his k i n g d o m was a f e a t u r e o f the m y t h as 
74 

ea r ly as Homer , a l t h o u g h i n i t i a l l y he may have been absent f r o m 

the k ingdom of his own f r e e w i l l d u r i n g his f a t h e r ' s l i f e t ime . 

P indar re la tes how Adras tu s was f o r c e d to f lee his t h r o n e i n Argos 

on account of sed i t ion be fo re he led the exped i t ion aga ins t Thebes 

(Nemean 9 .30f f ) and so i t is possible t h a t the m y t h of h is 

u n w i l l i n g d e p a r t u r e f r o m his k i n g d o m was t r a n s f e r r e d to Polynices 

at some stage i n the development of the m y t h . These two 

charac te r s are c e r t a i n l y closely l i n k e d and Adras tu s leads the 

exped i t ion i n many ve r s ions when i t wou ld seem more n a t u r a l f o r 

Thalmann makes some v e r y good po in t s about the imagery of the 
shields b u t perhaps he overest imates a l i t t l e t he capac i ty of even 
such t r a i n e d l i s t eners as the Athenians . See also Ze i t l in p46 who 
believes t h a t l i k e Laius and Oidipous, Eteocles p roves himself a 
s k i l l f u l i n t e r p r e t e r o f r i d d l e s , seeking o u t the f l a w i n the 
enemy's chosen symbols and u s i n g i t agains t them. 

7 3 A t 638, 979, 991, a l t h o u g h the l a te r pa r t s o f the t ex t may 
not be re l iab le - see below. 

7 4 See f o r example Iliad 4.376-8. 
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Polynices to do so. 

I n the Lille Stesichorus the Queen sugges ts a so lu t ion to the 

b r o t h e r ' s c o n f l i c t : 

x6u ukv exovxa 56UOUQ vaieiv n[apa vauaoi AipKaq] 
x6v 5'otTitnev tcxeavn 
Kal xpvobv exovxa ©CXou ouunavxa [7taxp6<;], 
KXapoiKLXr\8bv OQ av 
Tipaxoq Xaxn eicaxi Moipav. 

xouxo yap av S O K E W 
Xuxfipiov uuui tcaicou yevoixo Ttoxpilou]... 

One will have the house and dwell besides the 
streams of Dirce...the other will leave with all the 
possessions and gold of your dear father. Whoever first 
by the shaking of the lot obtains it by the will of 
fate. I think that this will release you from an evil 
death (219-25) 

I n E u r i p i d e s ' Phoenissae the b r o t h e r s agree to r u l e f o r a 

year a t a time b u t Eteocles r e fuses to s u r r e n d e r power a t the end 

of his appo in ted p e r i o d b u t banishes his b r o t h e r , whi le i n the 

Oedipus Coloneus Polynices claims the t h r o n e on g r o u n d s o f 

s e n i o r i t y b u t again is sent i n t o exile b y his more popula r younge r 
7 6 

bro the r . Hellanicus notes a v e r s i o n i n w h i c h Polynices ' 

d e p a r t u r e w i t h the movable possessions was t h r o u g h choice b u t t h i s 

may belong to the pos t -Aeschylean m y t h . We do not know w h e t h e r 

Eteocles and Polynices made any s o r t of pac t about r u l i n g the 

k ingdom i n the ea r l i e r p a r t of t h i s t r i l o g y b u t i t seems clear 

t h a t the f o r m e r has banished his b r o t h e r and u s u r p e d power w i t h o u t 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n . 

While Eteocles i s c l ea r ly g u i l t y o f ban i sh ing his b r o t h e r 

f r o m h is share i n the k ingdom, Polynices is l ikewise open ly 

75 

This process i s r e f e r r e d to a t Plato Laws 740c 923a. 

7 6 See FGH f98 . 
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condemned d u r i n g the Septem f o r h is w i c k e d desire to sack his 

m o t h e r - c i t y Cadmeia (570 f f ) . I t may be t ha t i t was s imilar 

a r r o g a n t boasts and f o o l i s h act ions on the p a r t of the b r o t h e r s 

w h i c h had angered Oedipus i n the pas t and the audience wou ld be 

reminded of these f l aws i n t h e i r na tu res d u r i n g the Septem. 

We should cons ider the f u r t h e r p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t i t is these 

v e r y act ions - Eteocles' ac t of banishment and Polynices ' 

aggress ion agains t h is homeland - w h i c h i n s p i r e d t h e i r f a t h e r ' s 

curse . These ou t rages may have been f o r e t o l d to Oedipus i n some 

way, p r o v o k i n g his a n g r y curse , o r i t is even possible t h a t he i s 

s t i l l l i v i n g d u r i n g the ac t ion o f the Septem and deeply angered b y 

his sons ' abuse of t h e i r i nhe r i t ance and neglect of himself . 

A d m i t t e d l y t he re is n o t h i n g i n the p lay to suggest t h a t he is 

s t i l l a l ive b u t ne i the r is t he re any d i r e c t r e fe rence to h i s 

decease. I n many la ter ve r s ions , such as the Oedipus Coloneus and 

E u r i p i d e s ' Phoenissae, Oedipus remains a l ive d u r i n g h is sons ' 

d i spu tes over the k ingdom and a t the end o f the l a t t e r he r e t u r n s 

to the stage to hear of the sad deaths of h is w i f e and sons. Thus 

i t is no t inconceivable t h a t Oedipus abdica ted his t h r o n e d u r i n g 

the ea r l i e r p a r t of the t r i l o g y and remains i n exile d u r i n g the 

Septem, h is curse i n s p i r e d b y Eteocles ' banishment of h is b r o t h e r , 

Polynices ' p lanned a t tack on his homeland and poss ib ly b y the 

f o r m e r neglect of bo th at t he t ime of h i s exile. Then the 

b r o t h e r s ' i nhe r i t ance of j u s t enough land i n w h i c h to be b u r i e d 

assumes a c r u e l appropr ia teness , since i t was the desire f o r l and 

and possessions w h i c h i n s p i r e d t h e i r c o n f l i c t . I f o u r t h e o r y is 

co r r ec t , t h e n i t is even possible t h a t Oedipus reappeared on stage 

a t the end of the Septem w h i c h w o u l d account f o r the possible 

t ampe r ing w i t h the t ex t a t t h i s po in t . Anyone w i s h i n g to m o d i f y 
77 

t he Septem f o r a j o i n t pe r fo rmance w i t h Sophocles' Antigone , 

would s u r e l y excise Oedipus f r o m the p lay since his presence migh t 

i n t e r f e r e w i t h his daugh te r s1 s o l i t a r y p l i g h t . The p o s s i b i l i t y 

See Cameron p51 . 
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t h a t Oedipus ou t l i ve s his sons i n t h i s v e r s i o n must remain p u r e 

specula t ion b u t I f i n d his reappearance at the end of the p l ay 

less u n l i k e l y t h a n t h a t of An t igone and Ismene. 

D) Conclusion 

a) Exi t and death 

Once the meaning of the curse becomes clear to Eteocles, he 

b u r s t s ou t i n a sudden c r y of woe: 

w Oeouavec xe ical 0e©v yeya oxoyoc;, 
S navS&Kputov auov OtStnou yevoq-
ouoi, naxp&Q 5r\ vuv ctpal xeA,eo<popoi. 

Oh maddened by the gods and greatly hated by them, 
oh our wretched race of Oidipous! Alas now the curses of 
our father are being fulfilled! (654-6) 

Many, i n c l u d i n g Ryzman and Otis , have supposed t h a t Eteocles 

is s u d d e n l y overcome by madness a t t h i s p o i n t and undergoes a 

complete change of charac ter . Cameron claimed t h a t the change i n 

Eteocles "nearly rends the play in two" and believes t h a t 

Aeschylus f a i l e d i n his a t t empt to p re sen t t h i s m y t h e f f e c t i v e l y 

(p97) whi le Solmsen bel ieved t h a t Eteocles became possessed b y an 

E r i n y s w h i c h u r g e d him towards c e r t a i n death - "caution, prudence, 

self-control are cast to the winds" ( p l 9 8 ) . Vida l -Naquet 

meanwhile r e g a r d e d him as "a desperate man, overmastered by the 

curse" ( p l 2 0 ) . I t was c l ea r ly not Aeschy lus ' i n t e n t i o n to p o r t r a y 

any g rea t change i n Eteocles ' cha rac te r however f o r a f t e r t h i s 

b r i e f d i sp l ay of g r i e f , he q u i c k l y r e s t r a in s his emotions a n d 

accepts h is appo in ted f a t e w i t h g rea t d i g n i t y and reso lu t ion : 

ctXA,' ouxe KXaieiv oux' 656peo0at npenei, 
uf| Kal xeicvoGfl Suoxpopoxepoc; yboQ 

But it is not fitting to weep or wail lest it 
produce lamentation still harder to bear (656-7) 

Thus the re is no grea t delay i n dramatic time whi le Eteocles 
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laments his f a t e , w h i c h the audience has suspected a l l a long and 

w h i c h the chorus w i l l mourn at l e n g t h l a te r , b u t ins tead he 

cont inues w i t h a speech s imilar i n tone to the p rev ious six, 

a l t h o u g h w i t h o u t his f o r m e r conf idence i n the s u p e r i o r i t y of the 

Cadmeian opponent . A l t h o u g h he comments on Polynices ' misuse o f 

j u s t i c e , He f a i l s to answer Polynices ' sh ie ld device as he had 

done w i t h the p rev ious p a i r i n g s w h i c h w i l l c o n f i r m the audience 's 

suspicions of the outcome of t h e i r encounter . Ryzman comments 

t h a t "Aeschylus is truly one of the first great psychologists. He 

recognizes that a "curse" will come to fruition as long as a 

belief in it is fertilized, nurtured and made a part of one's 

inner s e l f 1 ( p l l 4 ) . I t i s h i g h l y u n l i k e l y t h a t the audience wou ld 

r e g a r d Eteocles' behav iour i n t h i s l i g h t however and his noble and 

immediate acceptance of the curse , perhaps i n con t r a s t t o the 

ea r l i e r behav iour o f Laius a n d / o r Oedipus, w i l l appear admirable 

and d i g n i f i e d . His f a t e is almost c e r t a i n l y deserved i n dramatic 

terms and p r a i s e w o r t h y behav iour here w i l l counterbalance a n y 

f o r m e r e r r o r o r " t r ag i c mis take" committed i n the past . 

He declares his i n t e n t i o n to f i g h t Polynices: 

e t u i tea! ^uoxfioouai 
aux6<;- xCq aAAoc; uaAAov ev6itc6xepo<;; 
apxovxC x'apx»v ical Kaotyvfix^ KaoiQ, 
exQpbQ ovv ex9p$ ox^aouat. 

I myself will go and engage with him. Who else has 
a greater right? King against king, brother against 
brother, enemy against enemy I shall take my stand. 
(672-5) 

The audience has an t i c ipa ted t h i s encounter a l l a long and now 

Eteocles too shares t h e i r awareness of the des t ined outcome of his 

meeting w i t h Polynices. The f a c t t h a t he exi ts k n o w i n g l y to h is 

death, l i k e Cassandra and Cly temnes t ra were to do i n the Oresteia, 

creates a f a r be t te r dramatic e f f e c t t han i f he l e f t the stage 

completely i g n o r a n t of h is imminent fa te . The p a i r i n g of the 

b r o t h e r s a t t he same gate makes t h e i r c o n f r o n t a t i o n more spec i f ic 

and the double f r a t r i c i d e "much subtler, more thought-provoking 
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and more dramatically effective" ( B r o w n p 3 1 3 ) . 

To e m p h a s i z e h i s g r i m d e t e r m i n a t i o n a n d t h e i m m e d i a c y o f t h e 

e n c o u n t e r , E t e o c l e s c a l l s f o r h i s g r e a v e s ( 6 7 5 - 7 ) , t h e p i e c e o f 

a r m o u r u s u a l l y d o n n e d f i r s t . T h a l m a n n b e l i e v e s t h a t E t e o c l e s a r m s 

h i m s e l f o n s t a g e d u r i n g h i s f i n a l s p e e c h b u t t h i s seems 

u n n e c e s s a r i l y r e a l i s t i c a n d t h i s c o m m e n t i s p r o b a b l y i n c l u d e d i n 

o r d e r t o e m p h a s i z e t h e i m m i n e n c y o f h i s d e p a r t u r e f o r b a t t l e , t h e 

c o n s e q u e n c e o f w h i c h t h e a u d i e n c e w e l l k n o w s . 

E t e o c l e s ' e x i t t o c e r t a i n d e a t h i s d e l a y e d b y t h e a t t e m p t s o f 

t h e c h o r u s t o p e r s u a d e h i m n o t t o e n t e r t h e b a t t l e , j u s t as 

C a s s a n d r a ' s f i n a l e x i t i s d e l a y e d b y t h e c h o r u s o f t h e Agamemnon. 

Whi le t h e CacWVao. w o m e n t r y i n v a i n t o p e r s u a d e h i m n o t t o f i g h t , 

he f u l l y c o m p r e h e n d s a n d a c c e p t s h i s a p p o i n t e d f a t e : 

Xo. b.%V auT&5eA,<pov a i y a SpeyaoSa i 9eA,eiQ; 
Ex . 9ewv Si$6vxov o i )K a v eK<puyotq K( IK6 . 

Chorus: Do you wish to shed the blood of your own 
brother? 

Eteocles: There is no escape from misfortunes sent by 
the gods ( 7 1 8 - 9 ) 

I n t h e Lille Stesichorus f r a g m e n t a n d l a t e r i n E u r i p i d e s ' 

Phoenissae ( 2 2 f f ) , t h e m o t h e r a t t e m p t s t o m e d i a t e b e t w e e n h e r s o n s 

a n d p r e v e n t t h e i r m u t u a l d e a t h s . We d o n o t k n o w i f o r h o w 

E t e o c l e s ' a n d P o l y n i c e s ' m o t h e r has b e e n p r e s e n t e d e a r l i e r i n t h i s 

t r i l o g y b u t t h e i n s i s t e n t a t t e m p t s o f t h e c h o r u s t o a v e r t 

E t e o c l e s ' f a t e a t t h e l a s t m o m e n t - <pCXxax' avSpSv , O I S I T I O U 

xeKOc;, y e v f l o p y ^ v OUOIOQ x $ K & K I O X ' au5wuev(j) "dearest of men, son 

of Oidipous, do not be like in temper to that one who has the 

worst of names (Polynices)" 6 7 7 f f - m a y r e f l e c t t h i s m a t e r n a l r o l e 

i n e a r l i e r v e r s i o n s . F a r f r o m d e t e r r i n g E t e o c l e s h o w e v e r , t h e s e 

p l e a s s e r v e r a t h e r t o h i g h l i g h t h i s g r e a t d e t e r m i n a t i o n a n d 

u n q u e s t i o n i n g a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e c u r s e . B o t h t h e a u d i e n c e a n d 

E t e o c l e s n o w r e g a r d h i s f a t e as i n e v i t a b l e a n d , as w i t h C a s s a n d r a , 

t h e c h o r u s ' d e l a y o f h i s e x i t w i l l h e i g h t e n t h e p a t h o s o f t h e 
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s i t u a t i o n r a t h e r t h a n s u g g e s t a n y r e a l p o s s i b i l i t y o f e scape . T h e 

c h o r u s u n d e r s t a n d t h e c u r s e a n d d r e a m b u t a t t h e same t i m e a r e n o t 

f u l l y c o n v i n c e d t h a t t h e f u t u r e i s i n e v i t a b l e a n d t h e a u d i e n c e 

w i l l see h o w t h e i r c o n c e p t i o n o f e v e n t s i s l e s s c l e a r t h a n t h e i r 

o w n a n d t h a t o f E t e o c l e s . T h e a u d i e n c e w i l l a p p r e c i a t e t h e 

p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e v a r i o u s l e v e l s o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g o n t h e s t a g e 

a n d see h o w t h a t o f E t e o c l e s i n p a r t i c u l a r h a s c h a n g e d . 

A f t e r E t e o c l e s ' d e p a r t u r e , t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l h a v e l i t t l e h o p e 

t h a t he w i l l s u r v i v e t h e b a t t l e a n d r e t u r n t o t h e s t a g e a n d w h e n 

t h e m e s s e n g e r a p p e a r s , t h e y w i l l a n t i c i p a t e h i s n e w s . A t 

f i r s t , h o w e v e r , h e s p e a k s i n p o s i t i v e t o n e , b i d d i n g t h e m 0 a p o e t x e 

"take courage" (792) a n d h e r e j o i c e s i n t h e s u r v i v a l o f t h e c i t y 

f o r some e i g h t l i n e s b e f o r e r e v e a l i n g t h a t E t e o c l e s a n d P o l y n i c e s 

h a v e d i e d b y e a c h o t h e r ' s h a n d . A t l a s t t h e c u r s e i s f u l f i l l e d 

a n d t h e a u d i e n c e ' s s u s p i c i o n s o f t h e f u t u r e a r e f u l l y r e a l i z e d . 

I n t h e Frogs, A e s c h y l u s i s made t o d e c l a r e : 

A I . Spauot Tiotr ioaq "Apeoq u e o x o v . A I . i t o i o v ; 
A I . TOUQ e n x ' en\ OfifJaq. o 9eaoauevoc; n a q a v x t q 

a v p p TipdoQn 
oa ioc ; e t v a i . A I . T O U T I u e v a o i tcaicov e t p y a o x a i . 
9r|3atou(; y a p neTtotivcai; avope ioxepouc ; eq x6v n o k e u o v . 

Aeschylus I composed a drama full of Ares. 
Dionysus Which one? 
Aeschylus The Seven against Thebes. Anyone who saw 

it would have longed to be a warrior. 
Dionysus But you did wrong in this for you made 

the Thebans braver for the war. ( 1021 -4 ) 

A s o f t e n w i t h A r i s t o p h a n e s , w e a r e t a n t a l i z e d b y t h e e x a c t 

p o i n t o f t h e j o k e , f o r d i d t h e Septem r e a l l y i n s p i r e b r a v e r y a m o n g 

i t s s p e c t a t o r s o r i s he s i m p l y b e i n g i r o n i c ? I w o u l d s u g g e s t 

h o w e v e r t h a t E t e o c l e s ' s t o u t r e s o l u t i o n a n d b r a v e s t a n d i n b a t t l e 

d i d i m p r e s s t h e a u d i e n c e f a v o u r a b l y a n d t h a t A r i s t o p h a n e s ' c o m i c a l 

c o m p l a i n t i s t h a t A e s c h y l u s s u c c e e d e d i n m a k i n g t h e T h e b a n s b r a v e r 

r a t h e r t h a n t h e i r o w n A t h e n i a n s . 
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* 

T h u s w e h a v e s een h o w o u r a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e Septem i s 

s e v e r e l y c u r t a i l e d b y t h e l o s s o f t h e f i r s t t w o p l a y s o f t h e 

t r i l o g y . T h e m a i n i r o n y o f t h e d r a m a a r i s e s f r o m t h e a u d i e n c e ' s 

a w a r e n e s s t h a t t h e b r o t h e r s a r e d e s t i n e d t o k i l l one a n o t h e r i n 

f u l f i l l m e n t o f t h e c u r s e , w h i c h a d d s a n e x t r a d i m e n s i o n t o t h e 

p l a y a n d w i l l g r e a t l y i n c r e a s e t h e a u d i e n c e ' s a p p r e c i a t i o n o f i t . 

F r o m t h e v e r y b e g i n n i n g o f t h e p l a y , E t e o c l e s ' p i e t y w i l l 
7 8 

s t r i k e t h e a u d i e n c e as i r o n i c . He d e c l a r e s 

tea! v u v u e v ec; T O 5 ' rmap eu penei QBOQ-

And up until this day the gods have inclined the 
weight in our favour (21) 

T h e a u d i e n c e w i l l k n o w t h a t i n f a c t t h e g o d s a r e b u s y 

c o n s p i r i n g t o w a r d s t h e f u l f i l l m e n t o f t h e c u r s e a n d h i s b r a v e 

w o r d s a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e p l a y a r e t i n g e d w i t h i r o n y : 

eu xe\ei QeoQ 

The gods will bring all to a successful conclusion. 
(35) 

U n l e s s A e s c h y l u s i n t e n d e d t o d i v e r g e w i d e l y f r o m t h e 

p r e - e x i s t i n g s t o r y , t h e a u d i e n c e k n o w s t h a t E t e o c l e s a n d P o l y n i c e s 

w i l l k i l l one a n o t h e r a n d t h e p o w e r o f t h e d r a m a a r i s e s f r o m t h e i r 

v e r y k n o w l e d g e t h a t t h i s i s so. T h e y w i l l be w o n d e r i n g , n o t 

w h e t h e r t h e f r a t r i c i d e w i l l o c c u r o r n o t , b u t r a t h e r w h e n a n d h o w . 

S o l m s e n a s k s " did Aeschylus see no way of saving Eteocles from the 

curse in which he is involved?" ( p 2 0 4 ) . H o w e v e r t h e p o e t w a s 

s e e k i n g t o p r e s e n t t h e o l d s t o r y i n t r a g i c f o r m r a t h e r t h a n t o 

r e m o u l d i t c o m p l e t e l y . T h e p o e t m a y a s s u m e t h a t h i s a u d i e n c e 

k n o w s o f t h e c u r s e t h r e a t e n i n g m u t u a l d e a t h t o E t e o c l e s a n d 

P o l y n i c e s a n d , as e l s e w h e r e , he e x p l o i t s t h i s b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e 

See f o r e x a m p l e l i n e s 4 , 8 a n d 15. 
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t o g o o d e f f e c t i n o r d e r t o h i g h l i g h t t h e f u l l i r o n y a n d p a t h o s o f 

t h e d r a m a t i c s i t u a t i o n . I f , as w e r e a d t h e Septem w e r e m e m b e r 

t h a t t h e f r a t r i c i d e p r e d i c t e d b y t h e c u r s e w i l l h a v e b e e n 

c o n s t a n t l y i n t h e t h o u g h t s o f t h e o r i g i n a l a u d i e n c e , we come a 

l i t t l e c l o s e r t o a n a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e d r a m a t i c i m p a c t o f t h e 

f i r s t p r o d u c t i o n . 
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C h a p t e r T h r e e 

T h e D a n a i d s a n d t h e W e d d i n g N i g h t M u r d e r 

A ) I n t r o d u c t i o n 

T h e D a n a i d T r i l o g y was a w a r d e d f i r s t p r i z e a t t h e f e s t i v a l o f 

t h e G r e a t e r D i o n y s i a , p r o b a b l y i n 463BC . We n o t e d i n t h e 

p r e v i o u s c h a p t e r h o w t h e Septem w a s t h e t h i r d p l a y o f a c o n n e c t e d 

t r i l o g y a n d t h a t we c a n o n l y s p e c u l a t e a b o u t w h a t h a d h a p p e n e d i n 

t h e p r e v i o u s t w o d r a m a s . T h e Supplices i s t h e f i r s t p l a y o f t h r e e 

a n d h e r e a g a i n o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e d r a m a i s 

s e v e r e l y l i m i t e d b y o u r l o s s o f t h e r e s t o f t h e t r i l o g y , a l t h o u g h 

a t l e a s t h e r e t h e f i f t h - c e n t u r y a u d i e n c e has n o t w i t n e s s e d 

a n y t h i n g p r e v i o u s l y a n d w i l l s h a r e o u r o w n u n c e r t a i n t y a b o u t t h e 

f u t u r e d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e d r a m a . A l t h o u g h v e r y l i t t l e i s k n o w n 

a b o u t t h e s e l a t e r p l a y s , w e s h a l l be c o n s i d e r i n g t h e Supplices i n 

t h e l i g h t o f w h a t m a y h a v e h a p p e n e d i n t h e e n s u i n g d r a m a , t r y i n g t o 

d e t e c t t h o s e p a s s a g e s i n w h i c h A e s c h y l u s i s h i n t i n g t o h i s 

a u d i e n c e a b o u t f u t u r e e v e n t s w h i c h w e r e a l r e a d y f a m i l i a r t o t h e m 

f r o m t h e e a r l i e r m y t h . T h u s we s h a l l c o n s i d e r v a r i o u s e l e m e n t s 

w h i c h f e a t u r e i n p o s t - A e s c h y l e a n t r e a t m e n t s o f t h e s t o r y a n d so 

m a y h a v e p l a y e d some p a r t i n t h e e n s u i n g t r i l o g y , s u c h as w a r 

b e t w e e n t h e A r g i v e s a n d t h e E g y p t i a n s , t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r 

a n d t h e p u n i s h m e n t o f t h e D a n a i d s i n Hades . E v e n w h e r e A e s c h y l u s 

a p p e a r s t o h i n t a t a p a r t i c u l a r e v e n t h o w e v e r , we c a n n o t be 

c e r t a i n t h a t t h i s w a s t o be i n c l u d e d i n t h e l a t e r d r a m a a n d we 

s h o u l d r e g a r d t h e s e h i n t s as t h e e x p l o i t a t i o n o f a u d i e n c e 

e x p e c t a t i o n r a t h e r t h a n r e l i a b l e i n d i c a t i o n s o f t h e p a t h t h e 

t r i l o g y was t o f o l l o w . N o n e t h e l e s s m u c h o f t h e p o w e r o f t h e 

Supplices, a p l a y w h i c h s t r i k e s m a n y m o d e r n r e a d e r s as r a t h e r 

l i n e a r a n d u n e v e n t f u l , m u s t l i e i n t h e a u d i e n c e ' s a n t i c i p a t i o n o f 

t h e f a c t t h a t A e s c h y l u s i s s e t t i n g t h e scene f o r r a t h e r m o r e 

See J o h a n s e n a n d W h i t t l e p 2 1 f f , h e r e a f t e r r e f e r r e d t o as FJW. 
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d r a m a t i c e v e n t s i n t h e f u t u r e a n d w e s h a l l see h o w t h e d r e a d f u l 

w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r m a y be i n t h e i r t h o u g h t s f r o m t h e v e r y 

b e g i n n i n g . 

G a r v i e c o m m e n t s t h a t " when Aeschylus decided that the Danaids 

made a suitable theme for a trilogy, he was bound to set that 

trilogy in Argos" ( p l 4 3 ) . H o w e v e r i t m a y be t h a t A e s c h y l u s chose 

t h i s m y t h p r e c i s e l y b e c a u s e t h e a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e s u p p l i a n t s 

a l l o w s h i m t o p r e s e n t A r g o s i n a f a v o u r a b l e l i g h t a n d i n d e e d i t 

a p p e a r s t h a t A t h e n s a n d A r g o s w e r e o n g o o d t e r m s w i t h e a c h o t h e r 
2 

i n t h e 460s . F o r r e s t s u g g e s t s t h a t A e s c h y l u s c h o s e t o p o r t r a y 

t h e D a n a i d s ' s u p p l i c a t i o n i n o r d e r t o c o n v e y a p o l i t i c a l c o m m e n t 

a b o u t t h e r e c e n t f a t e o f T h e m i s t o c l e s - "he writes of refugees in 

Argos at a time when the most important political figure of Athens 

had himself been a refugee in Argos" ( p 2 3 6 ) . T h e r e i s a p r o b l e m 

w i t h t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n h o w e v e r f o r w h i l e t h e A r g i v e p r o t e c t i o n 

o f t h e s u p p l i a n t s m a y be r e g a r d e d as u n r e s e r v e d l y p r a i s e w o r t h y , w e 

s h a l l c o n s i d e r b e l o w t h e s t r o n g p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e D a n a i d s w i l l 

c o m m i t m u r d e r a t some l a t e r p o i n t i n t h e t r i l o g y a n d so a n y 

p o l i t i c a l a l l u s i o n t o T h e m i s t o c l e s i n t h i s c o n t e x t m i g h t h a v e 

p r o v e d r a t h e r d u b i o u s . I n a d d i t i o n , s i n c e t h e y d r o v e T h e m i s t o c l e s 

i n t o e x i l e , t h e A t h e n i a n s w o u l d be e q u a t e d w i t h t h e b a r b a r i c 

E g y p t i a n s i n t h i s s c e n a r i o - a n i d e a u n l i k e l y t o be w e l c o m e d b y 

t h e f i f t h - c e n t u r y a u d i e n c e ! T h e r e f o r e l e t u s a s sume e i t h e r t h a t 

t h e r e i s n o s p e c i f i c p o l i t i c a l message i n t h i s p l a y o r t h a t we a r e 

u n a b l e t o d e t e r m i n e i t w i t h a n y c o n f i d e n c e a t t h i s s t a g e . 

T h e r e a r e f e w r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e D a n a i d s i n o u r e a r l i e r 

s o u r c e s a n d t h e s e a r e f a r o u t n u m b e r e d b y a l l u s i o n s t o t h e 
3 

a d v e n t u r e s o f t h e i r a n c e s t r e s s I o . N e v e r t h e l e s s t h i s n e e d n o t 

See G a r v i e p l 4 4 f f . 

"She i s m e n t i o n e d f r e q u e n t l y i n t h e H e s i o d i c f r a g m e n t s - 124, 125, 
294, 296 - a n d f e a t u r e s i n t h e e p i c poems t h e ^opwvCt; f r a g m e n t 4K, 
t h e ' H o i a i f r a g m e n t 146 163 Rz a n d t h e A i y t ^ i o c ; f r a g m e n t 3-6 - see 
G a r v i e p l 7 7 - 8 . 
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n e c e s s a r i l y s i g n i f y t h a t t h e D a n a i d m y t h w a s l i t t l e - k n o w n i n t h e 

f i f t h c e n t u r y . T h e r e w a s , f o r e x a m p l e , a t l e a s t one l o n g e p i c 

poem o n t h i s s u b j e c t e n t i t l e d t h e D a n a i s , o f w h i c h l i t t l e 

s u r v i v e s , a n d t h e r e m a y h a v e b e e n m a n y o t h e r l o s t t r e a t m e n t s o f 

t h e m y t h w h i c h w e r e w e l l - k n o w n i n t h e f i f t h - c e n t u r y . G a r v i e 

r e j e c t s t h e i d e a t h a t t h e Dana i s w a s A e s c h y l u s ' s o u r c e s i n c e t h e 

s i n g l e s u r v i v i n g f r a g m e n t a p p e a r s t o r e f e r t o a w a r i n E g y p t 

b e t w e e n t h e D a n a i d s a n d t h e A e g y p t i a d s a n d w e f i n d n o m e n t i o n o f 

t h i s i n t h e Supplices. We s h a l l see b e l o w h o w t h e Dana i s f r a g m e n t 

m a y b e a r a d i f f e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n b u t , e v e n i f t h i s poem d i d 

i n c l u d e a w a r w h i c h A e s c h y l u s c h o s e t o o m i t f r o m h i s o w n v e r s i o n , 

t h i s does n o t mean t h a t he h a d n o t b e e n i n f l u e n c e d i n m a n y o t h e r 

a r e a s b y t h i s l o n g poem a b o u t t h e D a n a i d s . R a t h e r t h a n f o l l o w i n g 

a s i n g l e s o u r c e , t h e d r a m a t i s t s o f t h e f i f t h - c e n t u r y w o u l d e x p e c t 

t h e i r a u d i e n c e t o be a w a r e o f m a n y d i f f e r e n t v e r s i o n s a n d w o u l d 

p o s i t i v e l y e x p l o i t t h a t k n o w l e d g e d u r i n g d r a m a t i c p r o d u c t i o n s . 

T h u s i t m a y be t h a t t h e Dana i s made a g r e a t c o n t r i b u t i o n t o 

a u d i e n c e e x p e c t a t i o n d u r i n g t h e Supplices w h i c h , u n f o r t u n a t e l y , we 

t o d a y c a n n e i t h e r t r a c e n o r a p p r e c i a t e . 

T h e f e w s o u r c e s t h a t d o m e n t i o n t h e D a n a i d s a p p e a r t o 

p r e s e r v e s i n g l e , u n r e l a t e d e p i s o d e s . H e s i o d d e s c r i b e d t h e i r 

i r r i g a t i o n o f A r g o s a n d a l s o m e n t i o n e d t h e f i f t y s o n s o f 

A e g y p t u s 6 . P i n d a r , o n t h e o t h e r h a n d , t e l l s h o w D a n a u s b r o u g h t 

a b o u t a s w i f t w e d d i n g f o r h i s f o r t y - e i g h t d a u g h t e r s i n A r g o s : 

eoxaoev yhp a n a v x a x o p ° v 

ev x e p u a o i v a u x i K * ayhvoq • 
o u v 5' c?66A,oig eKeXevoev S i a t c p i v a i 7io<5ov, 
a v x i v a o x l f a o i x i q f j p w o v , o o o t y a u p p o t oqnv r]A,6ov. 

See b e l o w . 

See b e l o w . 

See t h e s c h o l i a s t o n E u r i p i d e s ' Orestes 872, f r a g m e n t 127 MW. 
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For all at once he set the whole band at the end of 
a racetrack and ordered those who had come as their 
bridegrooms to decide with the aid of a footrace? which 
hero should receive which girl (Pythian 9 .112-195) 

We k n o w t h a t P h r y n i c h u s a l so p r o d u c e d t r a g e d i e s w i t h t h e 

t i t l e s Aegyptioi a n d Danaides b u t t h e d a t e s o f t h e s e a r e 

u n c e r t a i n a n d w e k n o w n o t h i n g o f h i s t r e a t m e n t o f t h e s t o r y 
g 

e x c e p t t h a t A e g y p t u s a r r i v e d i n A r g o s w i t h h i s f i f t y sons . G i v e n 

t h e r a t h e r d i s j o i n t e d n a t u r e o f o u r s o u r c e s , i t seems p o s s i b l e 

t h a t t h e s t o r i e s o f t h e i r r i g a t i o n o f A r g o s , t h e u n w e l c o m e 

m a r r i a g e , t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r , t h e f o o t r a c e a n d t h e 

p u n i s h m e n t i n Hades m a y h a v e e v o l v e d i n d e p e n d e n t l y a n d become 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e D a n a i d s a t d i f f e r e n t p e r i o d s . I t i s m o s t 

u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t w e do n o t k n o w w h e t h e r A e s c h y l u s i n c l u d e d a n y o r 

a l l o f t h e s e e l e m e n t s i n t h e l a t e r p a r t o f h i s t r i l o g y , n o r c a n w e 

t e l l w h i c h e l e m e n t s o f t h e Supplices c o n s t i t u t e h i s o w n 

c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e m y t h . 

We a r e u n a b l e t o r e c o n s t r u c t t h e e v o l u t i o n o f t h e m y t h w i t h 

a n y d e g r e e o f c e r t a i n t y b u t t h e D a n a i d s ' m i g r a t i o n f r o m E g y p t t o 
10 

A r g o s i s m e n t i o n e d as e a r l y as H e s i o d a n d i t seems l i k e l y t h a t 

t h e i r r i g a t i o n s t o r y p r e d a t e s t h e i r c o n n e c t i o n w i t h 

h u s b a n d - m u r d e r . A l t h o u g h t h e r e i s n o e v i d e n c e t o s u p p o r t t h i s 

s u p p o s i t i o n , one p o s s i b i l i t y i s t h a t t h e m y t h o f a b l o o d y r e a c t i o n 

t o a n u n w e l c o m e m a r r i a g e d e v e l o p e d i n d e p e n d e n t l y a n d t h a t i t 

c e n t r e d u p o n a s i n g l e g i r l r e b e l l i n g a g a i n s t h e r f a t h e r ' s w i s h e s 

T h e m o s t l i k e l y d a t e o f t h i s o d e i s 474 w h i c h w o u l d m a k e i t 
p r e - A e s c h y l e a n - see Y o u n g p 2 . 

Q 
See FJW I p45 - W i l a m o w i t z I n t e r p 243 d a t e d t h e m b e f o r e 

A e s c h y l u s . 

g 
A c c o r d i n g t o t h e s c h o l i a s t o n E u r i p i d e s ' Orestes 872, H e s i o d 

fragment 127 MW. 

1 0 S e e F r a g m e n t 127MW. 
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i n i t s o r i g i n a l f o r m . On t h i s t h e o r y , t h i s s t o r y w o u l d t h e n h a v e 

b e e n t r a n s f e r r e d t o t h e D a n a i d s as a g r o u p a t some s t a g e , a n d 

t h e i r p u n i s h m e n t f o r t h e m u r d e r w o u l d h a v e become a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

w a t e r o n a c c o u n t o f t h e i r o r i g i n a l l i n k w i t h i r r i g a t i o n . 

I t i s u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we d o n o t k n o w h o w t h e D a n a i d s ' 

r e c e p t i o n i n A r g o s h a d b e e n p r e s e n t e d i n e a r l i e r v e r s i o n s a n d 

w h e t h e r a s u p p l i c a t i o n w a s a l r e a d y a n e x p e c t e d e l e m e n t o f t h e 

s t o r y . T h e Supplices i s o u r e a r l i e s t e x t a n t e x a m p l e o f t h e 

s u p p l i a n t p l o t a l t h o u g h t h i s s t o r y - p a t t e r n w o u l d p r o b a b l y h a v e 

b e e n f a m i l i a r t o t h e a u d i e n c e a l r e a d y f r o m t h e i r a c q u a i n t a n c e 

w i t h , f o r e x a m p l e , A e s c h y l u s ' o w n l o s t Eleusirioi a n d Herakleidai. 

P h r y n i c h u s ' l o s t w o r k s o n t h e D a n a i d t h e m e m a y h a v e i n f l u e n c e d t h e 

a u d i e n c e ' s e x p e c t a t i o n s i n t h i s r e s p e c t a l so . T h e s e l o s t p l a y s 

a n d l i t e r a r y t r e a t m e n t s i n e p i c a n d l y r i c p o e t r y , as w e l l as 

i n s t a n c e s o f s u p p l i c a t i o n i n r e a l l i f e , w i l l h a v e h a d a g r e a t 

i n f l u e n c e u p o n t h e a u d i e n c e a n d h e l p e d t o s h a p e t h e i r e x p e c t a t i o n s 

a b o u t t h e b e h a v i o u r o f s u p p l i a n t s a n d t h e i r p r o t e c t o r - h o s t s . 

G o u l d n o t e s t h i r t y - f i v e o c c u r r e n c e s o f s u p p l i c a t i o n i n Homer a n d , 

w h e r e t h e o u t c o m e i s c l e a r , t w e n t y - t w o a r e a c c e p t e d a n d t e n 

r e j e c t e d ( p 8 0 ) . I t seems t h a t a s u p p l i c a t i o n may be r e f u s e d i f 

a n y d e t a i l o f t h e r i t u a l i s n o t p e r f e c t l y e x e c u t e d a n d so t h e 

a c t i o n s o f t h e D a n a i d s o n s t a g e m a y c o n f o r m t o s t r i c t g u i d e l i n e s , 

f a m i l i a r t o t h e a u d i e n c e b u t n o t t o o u r s e l v e s . T a p l i n n o t e s , f o r 

e x a m p l e , t h a t t h e D a n a i d s ' c a l l f o r h e l p i s t e c h n i c a l l y a 0 o f i a n d 

t h e k i n g ' s r e s c u e a P o f j 6 e i a - "four of the surviving suppliant 

plays have a 0OT) which is answered by the resident protector" 

( p 2 1 9 ) . T h u s f o r t h e a u d i e n c e , m u c h o f t h e p l a y ' s i n t e r e s t w i l l 

h a v e a r i s e n f r o m t h e i n c l u s i o n o f t h i s f a m i l i a r r i t u a l a n d t h e y 

w i l l h a v e r e g a r d e d t h e a c t i o n o f t h e Supplices i n t h e l i g h t o f 

t h e i r k n o w l e d g e o f t h e b e h a v i o u r o f s u p p l i a n t s , p u r s u e r s a n d 

p r o t e c t o r s e l s e w h e r e . As o f t e n t h e m o d e r n r e a d e r i s a t a g r e a t 

d i s a d v a n t a g e a n d m u c h o f t h e e f f e c t o f t h e o r i g i n a l d r a m a m a y be 

h i d d e n f r o m u s . 

T a p l i n n o t e s f u r t h e r t h a t "in a suppliant play the arrival of 
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the protector-host tends to be the object of anxious expectation, 

since the fate of the suppliants depends on him" ( p l % ) . I t i s 

e v e n p o s s i b l e t h a t t h e A r g i v e k i n g h a d f e a t u r e d i n e a r l i e r 

v e r s i o n s o f t h e m y t h i n w h i c h case t h e a u d i e n c e w o u l d h a v e b e e n 

a n t i c i p a t i n g h i s a p p e a r a n c e o n s t a g e . Some h a v e b e e n p u z z l e d b y 

t h e k i n g ' s h i g h l y d e m o c r a t i c n a t u r e f o r h e i n s i s t s t h a t t h e 

s u p p l i c a t i o n i s r e f e r r e d t o t h e A r g i v e a s s e m b l y a n d i s r e l u c t a n t 

t o make a d e c i s i o n h i m s e l f ( 6 0 5 - 6 ) . B e s i d e s w i d e n i n g t h e scope o f 

t h e d r a m a , h o w e v e r , t h i s c o n s u l t a t i o n w i t h t h e demos (398-401) 

p r e s e n t s t h e A r g i v e s i n a v e r y d e m o c r a t i c a n d so f a v o u r a b l e 

l i g h t . I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t i n e a r l i e r n o n - d r a m a t i c v e r s i o n s o f 

t h e s t o r y , t h e D a n a i d s ' s u i t h a d b e e n t a k e n d i r e c t l y b e f o r e t h e 

A r g i v e a s s e m b l y a n d so, w h e n t h e p l a y w a s t r a n s l a t e d i n t o d r a m a t i c 

f o r m , a l t h o u g h a s i n g l e A r g i v e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e i s i n t r o d u c e d , t h i s 
12 

same bas i c p a t t e r n i s r e t a i n e d . T h u s A e s c h y l u s i s a b l e t o r e t a i n 

t h e i d e a t h a t t h e w h o l e A r g i v e p e o p l e a c c e p t t h e D a n a i d s w h i l e a t 

t h e same t i m e s t r e s s i n g t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o w a r d s t h e s u p p l i a n t s 
13 

o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l p r o t e c t o r - h o s t . 

T h e k i n g d i s c u s s e s t h e s u p p l i c a t i o n f o r some 244 l i n e s b e f o r e 

p r o p o s i n g t h a t t h e m a t t e r be p u t t o t h e v o t e b e f o r e t h e A r g i v e 
14 

a s s e m b l y . S i n c e t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l be a l m o s t c e r t a i n t h a t t h e 

D a n a i d s a r e d e s t i n e d t o r e m a i n i n A r g o s u n d e r t h e p r o t e c t i o n o f 

C o m p a r e a l s o t h e i d e a o f " d e m o c r a t i c k i n g s h i p " f o u n d i n t h e 
Agamemnon a n d t h e Persae. 
12 

We do n o t k n o w h o w P h r y n i c h u s p r e s e n t e d t h e A r g i v e d e c i s i o n n o r 
w h e t h e r A e s c h y l u s was d e l i b e r a t e l y m a r k i n g a d e p a r t u r e f r o m t h i s . 

13 
We s h a l l see b e l o w h o w Danaus m a y s u p p l a n t t h i s f i g u r e as t h e 

A r g i v e k i n g l a t e r i n t h e t r i l o g y w h i c h m a y be a n a d d i t i o n a l r e a s o n 
w h y s t r e s s i s l a i d o n t h e a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e D a n a i d s b y t h e 
A r g i v e s , r a t h e r t h a n m e r e l y b y t h i s i n d i v i d u a l . 

14 
T h e r e i s a s i m i l a r l o n g d e l i b e r a t i o n o f 266 l i n e s i n E u r i p i d e s ' 

Supplices w h i l e T h e s e u s ' a c c e p t a n c e o f O e d i p u s ' s u p p l i c a t i o n a f t e r 
o n l y e i g h t y l i n e s i n t h e Oedipus Coloneus i s r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t 
s i n c e t h e t w o a r e a l r e a d y a c q u a i n t e d . 
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t h e i r h o s t s , t h e r e w i l l be l i t t l e s u s p e n s e a b o u t w h e t h e r o r n o t 

t h e s u p p l i c a t i o n w i l l be a c c e p t e d , a l t h o u g h t h e l a r g e a m o u n t o f 

t i m e a n d d r a m a t i c a t t e n t i o n d e v o t e d t o i t w i l l s u g g e s t t h a t t h e 

A r g i v e s ' a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e g i r l s w i l l h a v e d e e p i m p l i c a t i o n s 

d u r i n g t h e e n s u i n g d r a m a . 

T h e p r o t e c t i o n o f a s u p p l i a n t i s d e c r e e d b y d i v i n e l a w , as 

H e s i o d n o t e s : 

Toov 6' oq 9' I K S T T I V OQ xe £eivov KCCKOV epift... 
xcp <5' r| xoi ZeviQ CCUXOQ ayaCexcu, e<; 5e xeA,euxT|v 
epyov avx'aSttcov %akeni\v kneQ^Kev ccuoi0f|v. 

alike with one who does wrong to a suppliant or a 
guest...truly Zeus himself is angry with him, and at 
last lays on him a heavy requital for his evil doing. 
( Works and Days 3 3 3 - 4 ) 

a n d , as A p o l l o c o m m e n t s i n t h e Eumenides, o n c e a c c e p t e d , 

o n e ' s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o w a r d s a s u p p l i a n t w a s b i n d i n g : 

<5eivf| yap ev ppoxotot KCIV 9eoTc; neXei 
xou TtpooxpoTiaCou ur|vi<;, e l npo5« oq>'eic6v 

For terrible among gods and men is the anger of a 
suppliant, if I abandon (Orestes) of my own accord 
( 2 3 3 - 4 ) 

T h u s t h e p r o t e c t i o n o f s u p p l i a n t s i s n o t t o be u n d e r t a k e n 

l i g h t l y a n d t h e k i n g i s c o r r e c t t o t r e a t t h e m a t t e r w i t h g r e a t 

c a u t i o n . T h e A r g i v e d e c i s i o n t o h e l p t h e D a n a i d s i s c l e a r l y 

e s t a b l i s h e d i n t h i s f i r s t p l a y a n d t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l r e g a r d t h i s 

as a s e r i o u s m a t t e r , p a r t i c u l a r l y i f t h e y a l r e a d y a n t i c i p a t e t h e 

w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r . How t h e f u t u r e a c t i o n s o f t h e D a n a i d s w i l l 

a f f e c t t h e i r p r o t e c t o r - h o s t s m a y p r o v e a g r e a t s o u r c e o f s u s p e n s e 

L i k e w i s e C r e o n ha s cause t o r e g r e t h i s g r a n t i n g o f Medea ' s 
r e q u e s t f o r a s h o r t r e p r i e v e f r o m b a n i s h m e n t , see Medea 3 2 4 f f . 

See b e l o w . 
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f o r t h e a u d i e n c e as t h e t r i l o g y u n f o l d s . 

B) T h e W e d d i n g - n i g h t M u r d e r 

I t i s e x t r e m e l y l i k e l y t h a t t h e D a n a i d t r i l o g y p r e s e n t e d t h e 

m u r d e r o f t h e A e g y p t i a d s o n t h e i r w e d d i n g - n i g h t . A d m i t t e d l y t h e r e 

i s n o u n d i s p u t e d e v i d e n c e f o r t h i s e v e n t i n o u r p r e - A e s c h y l e a n 

s o u r c e s , b u t w e s h a l l see b e l o w h o w t h e Danais f r a g m e n t m a y r e f e r 

t o t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r r a t h e r t h a n t o a w a r a n d P i n d a r ' s 
17 

r e f e r e n c e t o D a n a u s ' f o r t y - e i g h t d a u g h t e r s s u g g e s t s t h a t 
18 

H y p e r m e s t r a ha s a l r e a d y s p a r e d a n d m a r r i e d L y n k e u s . I n a d d i t i o n , 
19 

t h e m u r d e r f e a t u r e s i n e v e r y s u b s e q u e n t v e r s i o n o f t h e m y t h , a n d 

G a r v i e n o t e s t h a t i t i s one o f t h e c e n t r a l e l e m e n t s o f t h e s t o r y -

"if we ask what is essential, and what Aeschylus could not have 

failed to use, we find only four elements which are common to all 

the versions, or at least not contradicted by one or more of them" 

( p l 6 4 ) . 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t A e s c h y l u s h i m s e l f f i r s t a s s o c i a t e d t h e 

w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r w i t h t h e D a n a i d s b u t , o n t h e o t h e r h a n d , w e 

c a n n o t be c e r t a i n t h a t i t d i d n o t f e a t u r e i n one o f t h e m a n y l o s t 

v e r s i o n s o f t h e s t o r y , s u c h as P h r y n i c h u s ' o w n t r a g i c t r e a t m e n t o f 

t h e m y t h . L e t u s a s sume t h e r e f o r e t h a t t h e m u r d e r o f t h e 

b r i d e g r o o m s was a f a m i l i a r f e a t u r e o f t h e s t o r y b e f o r e A e s c h y l u s 

a n d t h a t t h e f i f t h - c e n t u r y a u d i e n c e w o u l d h a v e b e e n o n t h e a l e r t 

f o r a l l u s i o n s t o i t d u r i n g t h e c o u r s e o f t h e Supplices. A f t e r 

a l l , t h e D a n a i d t r i l o g y p r o v e d s u c c e s s f u l i n t h e d r a m a t i c 

c o m p e t i t i o n a n d A e s c h y l u s w o u l d s u r e l y h a v e f o u n d i m i t a t o r s h a d 

h i s p l o t d e v e l o p e d i n a s t r i k i n g l y d i f f e r e n t m a n n e r . W o r k i n g o n 

1 ? S e e Pythian 9 196-205 . 

18 
On t h e f a t e o f t h e o t h e r s i s t e r A m y m o n e , see p s e u d o - A p o l l o d o r u s 

2.14 a n d S u t t o n GRBS 15 1974 p l 9 3 - 2 0 2 . 

19 See, f o r e x a m p l e , H o r a c e Odes 3 . 1 1 . 
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t h i s h y p o t h e s i s , l e t u s n o w c o n s i d e r p o s s i b l e a l l u s i o n s t o t h e 

w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r w i t h i n t h e t e x t o f t h e Supplices. 

a ) War a n d t h e D a n a i d M y t h 

I t has b e e n s u g g e s t e d t h a t t h e r e has b e e n a w a r i n E g y p t 

b e t w e e n t h e D a n a i d s a n d t h e i r c o u s i n s b e f o r e t h e a c t i o n o f t h e 

Supplices b e g i n s a n d t h a t , d e f e a t e d , t h e s e g i r l s a r e f l e e i n g t o 
20 

A r g o s t o seek p r o t e c t i o n f r o m t h e i r v a n q u i s h e r s . O u r e a r l i e s t 

s o u r c e , a s h o r t f r a g m e n t o f t h e Danais w h i c h was a n e p i c poem o f 

a b o u t 6500 l i n e s f r o m C7 C y r e n e , i s p r e s e r v e d b y C l e m e n t o f 

A l e x a n d r i a : 

<pao! <5e ical x&q ' Apyo^iicai; f|youuevn<; autwv 
TeXeoiXXrt; %r\q, TtotrixpCaQ 27tapxt&xa<; xouq aA,Kiuouc; xa 
noXeiiia (pavetoaq uovov xpe>|/ao0at. ica! e K e i v a q xb hdeeQ 
xoi> 9avdxou TieptTtoif)oao0at. xd ouo ia Xeyei teat 6 xr\v 
AavaCSa neTtotriKox; kill xciv Aavaou 6uyaxepwv o5e-

" K a i xox' ap' w7iA. i£ovxo QOOQ Aavaoto euyaxpec; 
7ipoo9ev euppeioq 7ioxa)JOu NetXoio avaKXOc;" 

They say that the Argive women also, with Telesilla 
the poetess leading them, simply appeared and put to 
flight the Spartans who are mighty in war, and their 
lack of fear of death saved them. And the composer of 
the Dana i s says similar things about the daughters of 
Danaus: 

"And then the daughters of Danaus s w i f t l y 
armed/prepared themselves, he who was formerly 
lord of the fair-flowing river Nile" {Stromata 
120 .3 -4 ) 

G a r v i e c o m m e n t s t h a t t h e Danais f r a g m e n t i s "clearly a 

reference to a battle fought by the Danaids in Egypt" ( p i 7 9 ) a n d 

i n d e e d t h e D a n a i d s ' f l i g h t a n d s u p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e A r g i v e s w o u l d 

s u i t t h e s e c i r c u m s t a n c e s . H o w e v e r a p r e v i o u s w a r does n o t f e a t u r e 

i n t h e t e x t o f t h e Supplices a n d i n d e e d t h e D a n a i d s i m p l i c i t l y 

W i l a m o w i t z b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e D a n a i d s ' e q u a t i o n o f m a r r i a g e w i t h 
s l a v e r y a t 335 a n d t h e H e r a l d ' s h a r s h t r e a t m e n t o f t h e m w a s d u e t o 
t h e f a c t t h a t t h e g i r l s w e r e c o n s i d e r e d t h e w a r b o o t y o f t h e i r 
c o u s i n s - see I n t e r p 15. 
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d i f f e r e n t i a t e s u c h a s i t u a t i o n f r o m t h e i r o w n : 

e o f i <5e K&K noXeuou 
x e i p o u e v o i t ; Bwubc; hpr\Q <puyaoiv 
p u u a , <5atu6vwv oefiaz 

Even for those who are hard pressed by war, the 
altar is protection for the fugitive from destruction, 
sacred to the gods. ( 8 3 - 5 ) 

T h u s , e v e n i f a w a r i n E g y p t h a d f e a t u r e d i n c e r t a i n e a r l y 

v e r s i o n s o f t h e m y t h , t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l a s s u m e t h a t t h i s i s n o t t o 

be i n c l u d e d h e r e . 

We s h o u l d n o t e t h a t t h e Danais f r a g m e n t d e s c r i b e s D a n a u s as 

"formerly** ( npoo8ev ) r u l e r i n E g y p t a n d so, u n l e s s t h i s i s m e r e l y 

a u t h o r i a l c o m m e n t , t h e s e l i n e s w o u l d seem t o r e f e r t o a n e v e n t 

w h i c h o c c u r r e d a f t e r t h e D a n a i d s h a d d e p a r t e d f r o m t h e i r h o m e l a n d . 

T h u s t h e s l a y i n g o f t h e A e g y p t i a d s i n o p e n c o n f l i c t o u t s i d e E g y p t 

m a y h a v e f e a t u r e d i n e a r l i e r f o r m s o f t h e m y t h a n d i t w o u l d h a v e 

b e e n a p p r o p r i a t e f o r C l e m e n t t o r e f e r t o t h i s as a n o c c a s i o n w h e n 

f e m a l e w a r r i o r s p r e v a i l e d o v e r t h e i r male o p p o n e n t s . O n t h e o t h e r 

h a n d , a n o t h e r p o s s i b i l i t y i s t h a t t h i s f r a g m e n t c o n t a i n s a 

r e f e r e n c e t o t h e D a n a i d s ' p r e p a r a t i o n s f o r t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t 

m u r d e r a n d b o t h m e a n i n g s o f t h e v e r b OTtXt^o "to prepare" o r "to 

arm with weapons" w o u l d be a p p r o p r i a t e h e r e . I f so e i t h e r C l e m e n t 

i s u s i n g t h e D a n a i d s m e r e l y as a n e x a m p l e o f w o m e n w h o 

s u c c e s s f u l l y a t t a c k e d m e n , o r h i s a n a l o g y i s r a t h e r d u b i o u s , w h i c h 

w o u l d be u n d e r s t a n d a b l e g i v e n t h e s c a r c i t y o f a n c i e n t l i t e r a r y 

example s o f f e m a l e e n c r o a c h m e n t i n t o t h e male s p h e r e o f w a r f a r e . 

I t seems p r e f e r a b l e t o i n t e r p r e t t h e Danais f r a g m e n t as a 

r e f e r e n c e t o t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r s i m p l y because t h i s i s 

u n i v e r s a l l y a t t r i b u t e d t o t h e D a n i a d s i n l a t e r v e r s i o n s w h i l e n o 

o t h e r s o u r c e s u g g e s t s a n a r m e d c o n f l i c t . A t t h e same t i m e a 

b a t t l e b e t w e e n t h e D a n a i d s a n d A e g y p t i a d s i n t h e e a r l i e r m y t h i s 

c e r t a i n l y a p o s s i b i l i t y a n d i t i s e a s y t o see h o w t h e s l a y i n g o f 

u n w e l c o m e s u i t o r s i n a f i g h t c o u l d h a v e b e e n t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o t h e 

w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r as t h e s t o r y e v o l v e d . T h e r e f o r e a 
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c o n v e n t i o n a l w a r m a y h a v e f e a t u r e d i n t h e v e r y e a r l i e s t v e r s i o n s 

o f t h i s m y t h , a n d t h i s h a d b e e n s u p p l a n t e d b y t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t 

m u r d e r e v e n as e a r l y as t h e Danais, 

A s f i r s t p l a y o f t h e t r i l o g y , a m a j o r f u n c t i o n o f t h e 

Supplices w i l l be t o i n c r e a s e s u s p e n s e a b o u t t h e e n s u i n g a c t i o n . 

T h e p l a y e n d s w i t h d e a d l o c k b e t w e e n t h e t w o s i d e s , f o r w h i l e t h e 

A r g i v e s h a v e s w o r n t o p r o t e c t t h e D a n a i d s f r o m t h e u n w e l c o m e 

m a r r i a g e , t h e f i e r c e A e g y p t i a d s a r e e q u a l l y d e t e r m i n e d t o c l a i m 

t h e i r b r i d e s . No d o u b t t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l a n t i c i p a t e some 

r e s o l u t i o n o f t h i s s i t u a t i o n d u r i n g t h e e n s u i n g d r a m a , g u i d e d o f 

c o u r s e b y t h e i r k n o w l e d g e o f t r e a t m e n t s o f t h e m y t h e l s e w h e r e . I n 

t h e Supplices, a l l i n t i m a t i o n s a r e t h a t t h e r e w i l l be a b a t t l e 

b e t w e e n t h e A r g i v e s a n d A e g y p t i a d s t o d e t e r m i n e w h i c h s i d e w i l l 

p r e v a i l , b u t t h e a u d i e n c e m a y s u s p e c t t h a t t h e t h r e a t o f t h e 

A e g y p t i a d s w i l l be f i n a l l y r e m o v e d , n o t b y c o n v e n t i o n a l w a r f a r e , 

b u t b y t h e t e r r i b l e s l a u g h t e r o f t h e s u i t o r s o n t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t . 

I f t h e e a r l i e s t f o r m s o f t h e m y t h h a d p r e s e n t e d a b a t t l e 

b e t w e e n t h e A r g i v e s a n d A e g y p t i a d s , A e s c h y l u s m a y be a l l u d i n g t o 

t h e s e i n h i s t r e a t m e n t o f t h i s t h e m e h e r e . Danaus d e s c r i b e s t h e 
21 

w a r l i k e a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e A r g i v e s as t h e y a p p r o a c h w h i c h m a y 

p r e p a r e t h e a u d i e n c e t o a n t i c i p a t e t h e i r e n g a g e m e n t i n m i l i t a r y 

w a r f a r e . D a n a u s l a t e r a d v i s e s h i s d a u g h t e r s : 

enei xeXeia yr\<poQ 'ApyeCov, xeicva, 
e&poei, uaxouvxai 7iepl oeOev, oa<p' old' eyw 

Since the vote of the Argives was absolute, 
children, take courage. They will fight on your behalf, 
I know it well ( 7 3 9 - 4 0 ) . 

T h e A r g i v e k i n g ha s g r a v e f o r e b o d i n g s t h a t t h e r e c a n be n o 

p e a c e f u l s e t t l e m e n t t o t h e d i s p u t e a n d f o r e s e e s a t e r r i b l e 

No te t h e use o f l a n g u a g e a t l i n e s 180-190 - K O V L V , o x p a x o u , o%kov 
<5' unao7iLOXTipa K<xi dopuoooov , £ u v i7nioi<; K O U T I U A - O K ; X ' o x f j u a o t v , 
xeSTyyuevOQ wuft £ u v o p y f t (180 -190) 
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c o n f l i c t : 

Papea oO y'elnaq, TtoXeuov apao0ai v e o v . . . 
aveu 5e Xvnr\c; ouoauou KaTaoxpo<pfi 

You speak of a serious matter, to undertake a new 
war...the outcome can by no means be without grief (342 , 
442) 

T h i s c e r t a i n t y t h a t a r m e d c o n f l i c t i s i m m i n e n t a n d 
is 22 

u n a v o i d a b l e s h a r e d b y t h e E g y p t i a n h e r a l d (950) . 

T h u s b y t h e e n d o f t h e p l a y a l l o n s t a g e r e g a r d w a r as 

i n e v i t a b l e . M a n y c o m m e n t a t o r s b e l i e v e t h a t t h i s b a t t l e t a k e s 
23 

p l a c e i n t h e l a t e r d r a m a a n d FJW s u g g e s t t h a t i t w a s r e p o r t e d a t 

t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e s e c o n d p l a y as h a v i n g o c c u r r e d i n t h e 

i n t e r v a l a f t e r t h e Supplices ( I p 5 0 ) . H o w e v e r , d e s p i t e t h e s e m a n y 

h i n t s , i t i s f a r f r o m c e r t a i n t h a t a b a t t l e t o o k p l a c e i n t h e 

e n s u i n g d r a m a a t a l l a n d A e s c h y l u s m a y m e r e l y be t e a s i n g t h e 

e x p e c t a t i o n s o f h i s a u d i e n c e w i t h r e d - h e r r i n g s , p a r t i c u l a r l y i f 

t h e y k n e w v e r s i o n s i n w h i c h t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r h a d n o t y e t 
24 

s u p p l a n t e d t h e m o r e t r a d i t i o n a l a r m e d c o n f l i c t a n d so c o u l d n o t 

be a b s o l u t e l y s u r e w h i c h c o u r s e A e s c h y l u s w o u l d f o l l o w . 

T h e m a r r i a g e o f t h e D a n a i d s a n d A e g y p t i a d s m u s t t a k e p l a c e i f 

t h e w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r i s t o o c c u r a n d so t h e A r g i v e s m u s t be 

d e f e a t e d i f a n y f o r m o f a r m e d c o n f l i c t t o o k p l a c e . I t w o u l d 

s u r e l y b e a g r e a t d i s g r a c e f o r t h e m i f t h e i r o f f e r o f p r o t e c t i o n 

f a i l e d i n t h i s w a y a n d t h e w i s h e s o f t h e A e g y p t i a d s p r e v a i l e d . 

War m i g h t be a v e r t e d h o w e v e r i f t h e D a n a i d s a g r e e d t o m a r r y t h e i r 

c o u s i n s v o l u n t a r i l y i n o r d e r t o a v o i d t h e s h e d d i n g o f k i n d r e d 

A l t h o u g h t h i s l i n e i s c o r r u p t t h e w o r d s r\dr\ T ioXeuov . . . v e o v "now a 
new war" seem s o u n d . 

23 

See G a r v i e p l 6 8 . 

2 4 See a b o v e . 
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blood. I n that case the Argives would not lose face while 
Aeschylus remains free to exploit the suspense and excitement of a 
threatened war without any danger of the mili tary encounter 
detracting dramatic attention from the central horrendous murder. 
Admittedly i t might seem rather unusual fo r suppliants to retract 
a recent request fo r protection in this manner, but the Argives 
and Aegyptiads are related through Io and there was a great taboo 
against the k i l l ing of kindred in the Greek world, even in 

25 

battle . The Argive k ing gives a hint that some means of avoiding 
war wi th the Aegyptiads may be found: 

07M>Q 5'ouatuov atua UTI yevnoexai, 
5eX tcapxa 66eiv tea! Tteoeiv xpTiotfipia 
9eotoi TioAAoTq TioAAa, TIITUOVTIQ aKTr 

So that there may be no shedding of kindred blood, 
there must be many sacrifices and many victims must fall 
to many gods as a cure of suffering (449-50) 

As in the Septem, i rony is created when those on stage fear 
fo r the safety of their kinsmen in battle, unconscious of the fact 
that their words apply equally to their enemy. The Danaids 
declare: 

ufiitoxe X O I U O Q avSpwv 
xavSe noXiv Kevwoai 
\AX\5' eTtixwpiOLQ [ O T & O I Q ] 
Ttxwuaoiv aiuaxioai 7ie5ov ya.Q 

May pestilence never empty this city of men and may 
civil strife never stain the surface of the land with 
the blood of fallen natives (659-62) 

Naturally the audience wil l assume that the Aegyptiads 
themselves are also native to Argos through their descent from Io 
and that their kinship wi th the Argives is at least as close as 
that of the Danaids. Thus all fears expressed in the drama fo r 
the deaths of native Argives assume an ironic overtone, as the 

Compare the end of the Septem. 
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audience recalls that i t is the Aegyptiads who are fated to die, 
also the natives of Argos i n some sense. We do not know whether 
Aeschylus chose to symbolize on stage the dark complexions (70 and 
154) and exotic dress (120 -2) of the Danaids in any way. FJW 
comment "the Chorus presumably not only wear black masks but also 
have all their exposed skin darkened" and they suggest likewise 
for the Herald and Aegyptiads ( I I pl28) . We noted in the General 
Introduction that such a t r ibute to realism is unnecessary and 
that the audience may have supplied many details from their own 

2 6 

imagination . Nevertheless the nationality of the two groups of 
Egyptians may have been symbolized in some way, such as by boldly 
patterned costumes which might serve to distance the Danaids f rom 
the Argives wi th whom they claim kinship and equate them rather 

27 

with the Aegyptiads (115ff) . I f so, this would emphasize the 
fact that their action involves kindred murder and so wi l l prove a 
very grave offence worthy of the direst penalty. Thus I believe 
that the wedding-night murder replaced the war in the ensuing 
t r i logy and f i n d i t unlikely that Aeschylus included any form of 
armed conflict in this version. As in the Septem, the audience 
wil l suspect that the fears of those on stage concerning the 
fu tu r e are somewhat misdirected. 

A major and important reason why Aeschylus should wish to 
hint at f u tu r e conflict is because any mention of violent death 
and bloodshed wi l l act as an oblique allusion to the Danaids' 
wedding-night murder. This is what the audience wil l be 
anticipating rather than the male mili tary encounter envisaged by 
those on stage. At the same time they may wonder whether the 
battle wi l l indeed take place and we see how Aeschylus employs 

Compare fo r example the convention that male actors play the par t 
of females and native Egyptians converse in f luent Greek. 

27 
The males in the audience might be comforted a l i t t le i f the 

Danaids were clearly differentiated from their own Greek wives i n 
some way! 
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subtle i rony in order to retain tension and anticipation about 

f u t u r e events in the t r i logy . 

b) The Conflict between Male and Female 

A major source of dramatic i rony wi thin the Supplices may 
arise f rom the fact that while the audience suspects that the 
Danaids are destined to r i d themselves of their unwelcome suitors 
by a bold act of murder, they are presented on stage consistently 
as weak, defenceless females, pleading f o r Argive protection. 
Their suppliant state emphasizes the vulnerabi l i ty of the Danaids 
and they are depicted throughout as friendless gir ls , 
newly-arr ived in a strange land and clinging to the altars in 
desperate fear of their cousins. I t seems likely that they 
behaved with great modesty and humility, as Danaus commands: 

alSota Kal yoeSva icai £axpe i ' enri 
££vou<; aueifSeoO', oc; ercfjiuSaq npenei... 
9paauoxoueiv yap ob npenet xouc, riooovac;. 

Reply to your hosts with words respectful, mournful 
and suppliant as befits foreigners...it is not fitting 
for those who are weak to be bold of tongue. (194-5, 
203) 

The f r ightened gir ls regard their cousins as mighty warriors 
uaxTiQ x' anXTiOTOV "insatiable for battle" (742) and consider 
themselves in great danger (734ff). This contrast between these 
t e r r i f i ed maidens and the violent, brut ish nature of their 
suitors, would have assumed a terr ible i rony i f the audience 
enjoyed foreknowledge about the cruel murder of the suitors on 
their wedding night. 

The supplicatory position of the Danaids is reflected in 
their appearance and behaviour, as the words of the king suggest: 

x i q>fic; [u ' ] LKvetoSai xovS'aywvtav 8eov, 
).euKOOxe<peiQ exouoa veoSpenxouc; KXadovq; 

Why do you say you are supplicating before these 
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gods of assembly, holding fresh-plucked branches 
wreathed in white? (333-4) 

We do not know i f or how f a r the dress and accessories 

tradit ionally associated wi th suppliants were symbolized on the 
2 8 

stage but i t seems certain that the physical aspects of this 

r i tua l would be evoked in the theatre by an imaginative use of 

mime, gesture, and dance. In addition to stressing the helpless 

situation and vulnerabi l i ty of the Danaids however, the 

supplication may act as an oblique reminder of f u tu r e events, 

since this same r i tua l was also practiced by those requir ing 
29 

purif icat ion fo r murder . Thus when the Danaids f i r s t appear as 

suppliants, the audience may wonder f leet ingly whether they have 

already slain the Aegyptiads before reaching Argos, as may have 
30 

happened in earlier versions wi th which they were familiar . 

However the Danaids quickly c la r i fy their situation: 
(peuyouev 

ouxiv ' e<p' a i u a n 5r|unXaoiav, 
\|/f)<p<t> nokeoQ yvoo6eioat, 
a XV auToyevTi <pu£avopCav, 

We are fleeing, not having been sentenced to exile 
for murder by the ^popular vote but because of a 
self-generated fleeing from men. (5-8) 

Nevertheless, i t is ironic that those destined to commit 

murder in the f u t u r e follow the r i tua l practiced by those already 

gui l ty of this crime and so the supplicatory behaviour of the 

See the General Introduction. 

29 
We shall see how af ter murdering his mother Orestes supplicates 

at the altar of Apollo in the Eumenides. 

3 ° E u s t a t h i u s wi th reference to the phrase no^uS C i|/tov "Apyoc; "very 
thirsty Argos" at IliadkX71 relates a version in which the wedding 
occurs before the quarrel between Danaus and Aegyptus and both 
events are set i n Egypt. 

31 
We shall discuss the meaning of this phrase i n more detail below. 
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Danaids throughout this play may act as a constant visual reminder 
to the audience of the murder they are destined to commit at a 
later stage. Similar i rony occurs when Danaus bids his daughters 
to tel l of their "bloodless flight" from Egypt (avaiudtcrouc; <puyd<; 
196). FJW believe that this declaration is included in order to 
"avert the possible misapprehension that (the exile) has been 
imposed on Danaus and his family for homicide (Hp l55) . This is 
t rue as f a r as the Argives are concerned but by this stage of the 
drama, the audience is already aware that the murder has not yet 
occurred and so wi l l regard Danaus' words rather as a hint of 
bloody deeds that lie ahead. 

The Danaids' denial of murder is followed by a sinister hint: 

T I V ' av ouv %£>pov eu<ppova uaAAov 
xriaS' a<piK0Lue8a 
obv rotoS' tKexttv ey%etpi5ioi<; 

epubxe7iTOU5(KA,d5oiotv; 

To what more friendly land than this could we come 
with these suppliant tools of wool-wreathed branches? 
(19-22) 

eyxeipidioiq means, of course, something held in the hand, 

but as a substantive, T O ey%eipi6iov has the particular meaning of 
32 

a hand knife or dagger . FJW note that "the oxymoron conveys the 
paradox that the very symbols of the Danaids' helplessness 
constitute a sort of weapon ( I I p21) and although i t is 
immediately made clear that the phrase refers to the branches, 
this wi l l act as a bold reminder to the audience that these 

33 
defenceless suppliants are in fact potential murderesses . The 

3 2 See Herodotus 1.12 214 and Thuycidides 3 70. 

33 
At Eumenides 40-42, Orestes is described as bearing an olive 

branch and a newly-drawn sword as he sits at the suppliant seat. 
There is no f u r t h e r evidence that i t were conventional fo r a 
suppliant gui l ty of murder to bear a sword, but i f so, this would 
add f u r t h e r i rony to the Danaids' description of their olive 
branches as daggers. 
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audience wil l be alert to any hints at the fu tu r e murder and the 
phrase auv xoioS' licexciv eyxetptStoiQ "with these suppliant 
weapons/tools in our hands" wi l l surely str ike them as deeply 
ominous. 

Female participation in any sort of violent ac t iv i ty was 
34 

considered most unusual in the Greek world and the horror of the 
Danaids' murderous act, l ike that of Clytemnestra and Medea, is 
intensified by the fact that they are female. The bold action of 
the Danaids is f u r t h e r highlighted by the fact that Aeschylus 
presents them consistently as poor defenceless females i n 
desperate need of male protection. Early in the play the king 

35 
tries to iden t i fy the Danaids from their appearance : 

teal xaq avavdpovx; tcpeoflopouq [ § ' ] ' Aua£6va<; 
e l xo^oxeuxeiq naxe, tcapx' av rjtcaoa 
b\x~dr 

If you carried bows, I would have likened^you very 
much to unmated flesh-feeding Amazons (287-9) 

I t is ironic that this appropriate comparison wi th women who 
f i g h t and k i l l men is rejected on the grounds that the Danaids do 
not car ry weapons but appear weak and helpless, part icular ly i n 
the l ight of the above ambiguous reference to their 
dagger-branches. FJW comment, "Pelasgus' assimilation of the 
Danaids to these notorious ctvSpotcxovoi (Hdt. 4.110.1), who 
murdered their husbands, who had misused them according to one 
tradition (Ephor. 60(a)J), is pregnant with unconscious prophecy" 
( I I p230) and indeed the audience may indeed suspect that in fact 

The Amazons are famed because their engagement in armed conflict 
is so unusual. 

35 
As indeed the audience may have done when they f i r s t entered the 

stage - see the General Introduct ion on the Proagon. 
*3 6 

FJW ... postulate a lacuna between these two lines. 
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these apparently helpless girls wi l l themselves take up arms 

against men in the near fu tu r e . 

Danaus expresses the conventional Greek view that this 

oppression of the girls is condemnable and issues a warning to the 

Aegyptiads: 

noXXobQ 5e y' euprioouoiv ev ueoTiupptctc; 
Q&Xnei ppaxtov'eu Kaxeppivouevouc; 

They will find many here with their arms toughened 
in the heat of the midday sun. (746-7) 

He is r e fe r r ing of course to his tough warrior Argives who 

have undertaken to defend the gir ls , but the audience may recall 
37 

earlier references to the Danaids' own dark complexions even i f 

these were not portrayed realistically on stage. Thus, wi th a 

change of gender, the king's words may be applied to the Danaids 

and the audience suspects that indeed i t is they who wi l l 

constitute the true threat to their cousins. The Danaids 

themselves stress that they are completely helpless in the face of 

their domineering pursuers: 

yuvr\ uovweete' ou<5ev O U K eveox' "ApnQ 

A woman alone is nothing - there is no war-spirit 
in her (749) 

The audience suspects that these girls wi l l short ly disprove 

this statement and k i l l their aggressors by their own hand. The 

confl ict between male and female, the former brut ish in their 

insistent claims, the latter helpless in a physical f i gh t , reaches 

a climax in the f ina l scene with the herald. We may imagine that 

Note NeiA,o6epn napei&v "my cheek summered (or warmed) by the 
Nile" (see FJW I p68) and yekavQeq •nXiOKtimov yevoq "our dark 
sun-smitten race" 154-5. See Herodotus 2.22.3 on the Greek belief 
that certain races were dark-skinned as a direct result of the 
sun's rays. 
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the theatre became f i l led wi th the f r ightened cries of the women -

the herald bids them iu£e ical A.&Ka£e teal KaXei 9eot>c; "howl and 

shout and call upon the gods (as you wish)" (872) - and no doubt 

the violence of the attack would have been evoked by a l ively use 

of dance and mime on stage. As in the Septem, the presentation of 

a large group of women thrown into sheer panic by an external 

threat would have been a deeply impressive dramatic spectacle and 

no doubt the audience would be greatly affected by their mood of 

t e r r i f i ed excitement. I n both cases the women supplicate at 

altars and there may have been conventions of action and movement, 

such as prostration, connected wi th such scenes. We do not know 

how f a r his attempt to pul l the girls f rom the altars would 

involve actual physical contact between the actors however and 
38 

much of the action may have been symbolic of force . The bruta l 

manner of the herald is the f i r s t actual representation of the 

Aegyptiads' behaviour on stage and this wi l l deeply influence the 

audience, although their depiction as heartless barbarians may be 

modified as the drama proceeds. 

The Herald's cruel and violent attempt to drag the 

defenceless gir ls from the altars to which they cling would have 

been a moment of great drama and, deeply shocked by this brut ish 

behaviour, the king demands: 

ctXX'ri yuvctiKov BQ T I 6 X I V S O K S I Q uo^e iv ; . . . 
aXK' apoevaq xoi xrjcxSe yr\Q oixTixopac; eupfioex' 

Do you think you have come to a city of 
women?...indeed you shall find that it is men who live 
in this land! (913, 952-3) 

Thus he regards the settling of the dispute as ly ing s t r i c t ly 

Similarly^ Euripides'^ Andromache cries m i vuv pe p'wuou 
eexiSoq. . .ayouo' anoonaoavxet; "and now they tear me away from the 
altar of Thetis, dragging me o f f (565-7) when Menelaus has done 
her no physical violence but merely employed cruel blackmail 
(314ff). 
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within the male sphere of warfare and assumes that this question 
wi l l be settled by men, as does the herald who foresees a 
conventional military encounter, declaring eXr\ <5e viicn teal Kpaxoc; 
xoTc; apoeotv "May victory and mastery be with the males.1" (951), 
to which the Danaids reply in their f ina l words Kal K P & T O Q veuoi 
yuva i£ tv "May (Zeus) assign mastery to the women.*" (1068-9). The 
audience suspects that these weak and helpless gir ls , cowering in 
fear at the altars, wi l l indeed prevail over their male aggressors 
and that the dispute wi l l be resolved, not in battle, but by means 
of a devious murder-plot. Thus while the helpless pl ight of the 
suppliants depicted on stage wi l l invi te the audience's sympathy, 
from the very beginning, their att i tude may have been tempered by 
their foreknowledge of the murder and their suspicion that the 
Danaids wi l l r i d themselves of their unwanted suitors unaided 
before the t r i logy is over. 

c) The Murder of the Aegyptiads 

We saw earlier how the theme of war is used to evoke images 
of the death and bloodshed of young men and also how the helpless 
state of the suppliants wi l l contrast wi th the audience's 
anticipation of their f u tu r e role as murderesses. Now let us 
consider some f u r t h e r passages in which Aeschylus appears to be 
conveying hints at the wedding-night murder fo r the benefit of the 
audience. We shall see below how in the Agamemnon, Clytemnestra 
makes sinister allusions to the audience's awareness of the plot 
to k i l l her husband but i t is never openly discussed un t i l a f ter 
the deed is completed. Similarly i n the Supplices the audience's 
foreknowledge of the murder renders any clear reference to i t 
unnecessary and so i t may enter the drama solely through oblique 
hints contained in the words of those on stage. There is a major 
difference between the two situations however, fo r the Danaids' 
murder-plot has not yet been conceived and therefore all hints at 
i t are made unconsciously, f o r the appreciation of the poet and 
his audience. Had the murder of the Aegyptiads' been planned from 
the very beginning, then the whole supplication of the Danaids 
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would have been ironic and would have constituted a great abuse of 

the Argives ' o f fe r to protect them. I t is f a r more l ikely that 

the supplication is genuine and the murder plot conceived later, 

perhaps, as we have seen, as a desperate means to avert the armed 

conflict . Thus the imminent murder of the Aegyptiads at the hands 

of these girls remains a secret shared by the poet and his 

audience, and those on stage remain entirely unconscious of i t . 

The conflict between the Danaids and the Aegyptiads arises 

from the males' insistent desire fo r marriage and the g i r l s ' u t ter 

abhorrence of any k ind of sexual union with them. The Danaids 

declare: 

oXoivto 
TipCv 7ioxe A,etcTpov...deK6vT(i)v e7ii0Tivai 

May they perish before ever they enter our 
unwilling beds (36-7,39) 

Later they pray that their own deaths wi l l avert the sexual 

union - eX9exw uopoc;, Ttpo K O L T O Q yauri^tou xux»v "let death come 

before marriage ensues" (804-5). Thus sex and death are 

juxtaposed fo r ironic effect and the audience wi l l suppose that 

the wedding-night wi l l br ing to the Aegyptiads, not sexual 

fu l f i l lment , but a cruel and ignoble death. Seaford has executed 

an excellent study on the close association between marriage and 

death i n Greek thought. I n both wedding and funeral , a g i r l is 

washed, anointed and given special clothes fo r a journey into an 

unknown fu tu re f a r from family and fr iends, while a g i r l who died 

unmarried was buried in her wedding att ire and considered the 

bride of Hades (pl07-113). Thus while the Danaids themselves 

envisage a s t ra ightforward supplication, this situation represents 

a kind of ironic reversal since i t is their bridegrooms fo r whom 

the wedding wi l l have a particular association wi th death, not 

their new brides. 
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I n a passage l i t tered wi th sexual terms (104-11) , the 
Danaids hint that their cousins' sexual desires wil l prove their 
doom, and that they have "an inescapable spur" Kevxpov acpuicxov 
(110). The term tcevxpov, a "sting" or "spur", which refers 
specifically to sexual desire at Euripides' Hippolytus (39 and 
1303), may be an oblique reference to Io who was stung by the 
gadfly. Thus i t is appropriate that her descendants are also 
pursued overseas by those "stung" wi th sexual desire for them. 
Later the Danaids express grave fears fo r the young men of Argos 
in the event of war: 

vfoLq, 5'av6o<; a5penxov 
eoxw, UT|5'' A<ppo5Cxa<; 
euvdxwp p̂ >oxoXoiy6<; " A -
P T K Kepoetev aoxov 

may the flower of (Argive) youth be unplucked and 
may not Ares, bane of men, bedfellow of Aphrodite, crop 
their bloom (663-6) 

While this passage is ostensibly about death, again we f i n d 
40 

many references to sex , which the audience may f i n d appropriate 
in the case of the Aegyptiads, who are fated to meet not sexual 
gratification on their wedding-night but a cruel death at the 
hands of their new brides. 

At the beginning of the f i r s t ode the Danaids declare that 
they wil l display 7iioxd xeK^f|pta "trustworthy proofs" (55) so 
that aeXnxd nep ovxa qjavetxai "things, although unexpected, will 
become clear" (56). This may prepare the audience f o r a possible 
reference to the wedding-night murder in their following words, as 
is indeed the case, for the gir ls proceed to liken themselves to 
Procne who was transformed into a nightingale as punishment f o r 

39 

See FJW I I p97. 

4 ° S e e FJW I I I p31 and 32. 
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murdering her son : 

e l <5e Kupet xiq neXaq olwvonoXov 
eyydtOQ O I K T O V [ O ' I K T P O V ] ctiwv, 
So^doet +TLI ;+ atcou-

etv once X<XQ Tripetaq 
MfitiSoc; o'lKTpaq aXoxou, 
KipKiTXaraq cenSovoc; 

If some native happens to be nearby who knows about 
birds and hears my lament, they will imagine that they 
hear the voice of Tereus' wretched wife Metis, the 
hawk-chased nightingale (57-63) 

The Danaids imagine that they resemble Procne solely in their 
great distress and longing fo r home, although the audience wi l l 
surely detect an ironic allusion to the wedding-night murder in 
this comparison, since i n Greek folklore the nightingale's song 
was thought to be Procne mourning fo r her lost kindred, the child 

4 2 
slain by her own hand 

FJW comment, "no ordinary bystander, but a seer (58) has been 
specified as the hypothetical listener to their lament: only a 
person gifted with special powers of discernment and prophecy can 
perceive the full extent of the resemblance between their 
situation and that of the nightingale, whose past will be their 
future" ( I I p64). This reference to a seer may indeed alert the 
audience to the deeper meaning of the reference to Procne, as we 
discussed above. However while FJW dismiss this merely as an 
allusion to some imaginary Argive seer, Aeschylus may have 
intended his audience to regard this as a reference to themselves, 
fo r they too secretly witness the scene before them in the theatre 
and are able to appreciate the f u l l meaning of the Procne 

See Odyssey 19 518-23. This myth was also the subject of the 
lost Tereus of Sophocles. 

42 
We shall discuss the punishment of the Danaids later but let us 

note here that Procne suffered a divine punishment fo r her crime 
of kindred murder. 
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reference through their awareness of f u tu r e events. 

The Danaids cry: 

unaoxpov de xoi 
ur\%(xp opt£ouai yauou S6o<ppovo<; 
<puyav 

I prescribe flight up to (or under) the stars as 
the means (of escaping) from this distressful marriage 
(393-5) 

Unfortunately these lines are corrupt and the word unaoxpov 
is unique. FJW interpre t this as a declaration by the Danaids 
that they wi l l flee from their cousins "beneath the stars", in 
other words, dur ing the night, in order to avoid the consummation 
of their marriage - " their declaration here will take on for the 
audience, aware of what is actually to occur on that wedding 
night, a subtle - perhaps too subtle - irony" ( I I p310f). 
However we have no means of knowing whether an attempt at 
foreshadowing the fu tu r e murder failed at this point, part icular ly 
since our text is corrupt , and i t may be that the audience wi l l 
detect some reference here to a possible f l i g h t of the Danaids 
from the scene of the murder. However at Euripides' Phoenissae 
504-6, f l i g h t to the stars expresses a strong desire to flee an 
unpleasant situation and the lines may convey no more than this. 
Whatever the correct interpretat ion of these lines, they suggest 
that the Danaids are prepared to go to great extremes in order to 
avoid the union wi th their cousins and the audience may already 
suspect what form this extreme reject ion of marriage wil l take. 

We have seen how the theme of death, specifically that of 
young men, is introduced into the drama through references to the 
threatened battle. Similarly, the Danaids refer to their own 
demise at 804-5 and when they threaten to hang themselves from the 
altars by their girdles (455ff). When they mention these 
accessories the king comments: 

x&x' Sv yuvaitci xauxa ov[inpenr\ neKoi 
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Such things would seem to be suitable for women 
(458) 

The Danaids' suicide threat is revealed gradually during this 
passage of stichomythia and the audience may wonder at f i r s t i f 
the gir ls are about to reveal their willingness to k i l l their 
suitors. We do not know whether these articles wi l l be used to 
k i l l or overcome the Aegyptiads later in the t r i logy but i t is at 
least possible that, like the net-robe in the Oresteia, the murder 
weapon is introduced into the drama beforehand. Thus the king's 
comment may be ironic, since the audience suspects that these 
gir ls wi l l act in a most unfeminine manner in the near fu tu re and 
also -that these girdles are indeed suitable fo r a woman to use as a 
murder-weapon. Danaus too fears fo r his l i fe in this strange 
land, commenting wi th unconscious i rony - KOE! 5T\ <pt^ov XIQ etcxav' 
hyvoiaq uno "indeed a person may kill a friend/dear one through 
ignorance" (499). Later he is glad that the Argives have 
presented him with a bodyguard: 

K a i uf jx ' heKuxoQ Sopitcctvet uopcp 9avov 

so that I might not be taken off guard and be slain 
by the spear unexpectedly (987-988) 

We do not know what precise method of murder was used in 
earlier versions but the t r i ck would seem to rely greatly on the 
element of surprise. Thus the audience wil l appreciate the i rony 
of Danaus' fear of a treacherous murder attack against himself and 
also the Danaids' references to their own deaths, when i t is the 
Aegyptiads who are fated to die. 

The Argive king cries: 

ein. 5' avaxov 7ipayjia xoux' aoxo^evov, 
UTy5' e £ heXnxov KanpouTieTytQv noXei 
ve iKOQ yevTytai • 

May this matter be without harm to the aoxo^evoi 
and may there by no strife for the city arising from 
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things unexpected and unforeseen. (356-7) 

The audience wil l note how the wedding-night murder lies 
hidden from those on stage at present - unexpected and unforeseen 
- and, while the k ing refers to the Danaids as aox6£evoi 
"foreigners connected to the city by race", the audience wil l note 
that this term may be applied equally to the Aegyptiads. 

The king foresees that he cannot help the suppliants pk&Prte 
axep "without harm" (377) and has grave fears about the fu tu re : 

aveu 5e Xvnr\q ouSauou Kaxaoxpo<pf) 

The outcome can by no means be without grief (442) 

The audience wil l regard the king's forebodings as jus t i f ied 
but wi l l suspect that the source and object of the harm is other 
than he anticipates. The herald himself, the representative of 
the Aegyptiads, also conveys dark unwit t ing hints about the 
approaching murder. Unfortunately much of what he says is cor rupt 
but we may assume that his threats to k i l l the girls and 
references to the spil l ing of blood il lustrate the fac t that those 
who are destined to commit murder in the fu tu r e are here being 
threatened wi th murder themselves. He predicts that the solution 
of the conflict wi l l involve the loss of l i fe : 

ouxoi StK&Cei xai3xcc uapxupov u7to 
"Apr)!;, xo veiKOQ 5' O U K ev apyupou Xa|3ri 
eXuaev, hkXa -noixh ytyvexai ndpoc; 
Tieotpax' ctvSpwv KctTioXaKxtouol ^Cou 

Ares does not decide this matter on the evidence of 
witnesses, nor are quarrels resolved by the giving of 
silver, but first there happen the deaths of many men 
and ceasings of life (934-7) 

The audience wil l agree that the matter wi l l be resolved by 
bloodshed but not in the manner anticipated by those on stage, and 
here again references to war enable the poet to include an oblique 
hint at the murder. 
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Thus the audience's knowledge of the wedding-night murder is 
exploited to great effect throughout the Supplices and I believe 
that this event was included in the ensuing t r i logy. A fragment 
of the t h i r d play seems to refer to the waking-song which was sung 
to the newly-married couple on the morning af ter their wedding: 

Kaneixa 5' evxe A-aunpov f|Xtou q>ao<; 
eco<; eyetpfl, 7ipeuuevet<; tote; vuu<piot<; 
V O U O U Q ue9evx«v ouv Kopoiq xe tea! Kopaic; 

And then when dawn arouses the radiant light of the 
sun, let them sing songs with the^youths and girls to 
the bridegrooms with kindly intent . 

4 4 

This fragment is corrupt but any reference to the morning 
following the marriage of the Danaids and Aegyptiads cannot f a i l 
to be deeply ironic and closely linked to the discovery of the 
bridegrooms' corpses. I t is unfortunate that we do not know who 
spoke these lines but they may have been uttered in complete 
innocence by one who knew nothing of the plot, perhaps a servant, 
and Aeschylus appears to be exploiting the familiar custom of the 
wedding-song to great effect here. Seaford suggests that the 
f ina l song of the Supplices was shared by the Danaids and their 
Argive bodyguard and this too may remind the audience of the 
wedding-song and its ironic application to this particular 
marriage ( p l l 4 ) , which wil l end not in rejoicing but in a bloody 
slaughter. 

I t is also deeply ironic when the Danaids declare: 

un5e XIQ avSpoKUTig 
Xo\ybq hneXQexQ 
x&v<5e rtoXiv oat^ov 

Hermann Fragment 124 wi th Seaford's emendations p l l 5 ) 

4 4See Garvie p228. 
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May no murderous slaughter come upon this city to 
destroy it (678-80) 

The word 6tv<5po»cur|c; (678) may be an Aeschylean coinage and so 

would draw attention to the i rony of this phrase, while koiyoc; 
45 

means violent death either in battle or be deliberate murder . 
Thus the Danaids' wish is tinged wi th i rony since i t is they 
themselves who wil l execute a terr ible slaughter in Argos. The 
audience wi l l suspect therefore that the deaths of young men wi l l 
occur not in the more conventional circumstances of warfare 
envisaged by those on stage but in the context of the treacherous 
murder of the suitors on the wedding-night by the Danaids 
themselves. 

C) The Rejection of Marriage 

One of the most in t r igu ing questions about this t r i logy is 
how the presentation of the Danaids was modified as their 
determination to reject the marriage assumed the form of murder. 
I t seems certain that the wedding-night murder was to feature in 
the later drama - how else could the t r i logy progress? - and no 
doubt this k i l l ing of bridegrooms would have been considered a 
terr ible crime by the Greek audience. I t is of ten assumed without 
question that the Danaid t r i logy must follow the same basic form 
as the Oresteia when in fact this is fa r from certain. 
Nevertheless i t seems l ike ly that the Danaids, like Orestes, wi l l 
be called to account fo r their murder i n some sense before the 
t r i logy is over. As wi th Orestes' matricide, the death of the 
Aegyptiads is deserved, and when they express fears about being 
snatched from the altars, Danaus tells his daughters: 

icaXoq av TUiiv £uu<pepca TOUT ' , « xeicva, 
e l ooC re tcai 9eo"Cotv exBoupoiato 

It would be well for us, children, if they were to 

45 
See fo r example Choephori 402. 
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incite the hatred of the gods as well as yours (753-4). 

Nevertheless i t seems l ikely that they wil l be redeemed a 

l i t t le as the t r i logy progresses and the Danaids must surely face 

the consequences of their action and either be absolved of their 

deed or face a dire penalty. The terr ible and eternal punishment 

suffered by the Danaids in Hades as a result of their murderous 

act became the most famous element of the story in later versions. 

I f the audience were already familiar with this, from the ve ry 

beginning of the drama they wil l suspect that the Danaids wi l l not 

be absolved and pur i f ied of their murderous crime but found gui l ty 

and condemned fo r i t . Thus while the Aegyptiads are presented as 

rough and brut ish in the Supplices, cruelly persecuting the poor 

suppliant women, this division of sympathy may become modified as 

the drama progresses, and the audience may expect the Danaids to 

be condemned and punished fo r their cruel act of murder. 

Throughout the Supplices there are hints at the dangerous 

consequences of inci t ing divine wrath and the audience may suppose 

that the Danaids themselves should fear this above all . The 

Argive king comments: 

Tiwc; ouxl xotvaXoua yCyvexat TUtcpov, 
avSpcu; yuvattcov ouvex' a tud^ai 7te<5ov; 

How can it not be a bitter expense for the blood of 
men to stain the ground because of women? (476-7) 

Naturally he is r e fe r r ing to an armed conflict between the 

Argives and Aegyptiads, although the audience may be th inking of 

men dying in another context and suspect that i t is the Danaids 

themselves who wil l pay a bi t ter price fo r this. The g i r l s ' 

assumption that Zeus wil l protect them and support their 

supplication wi l l be tinged wi th i rony, especially i f the 
46 

punishment is to be decreed by divine command . 

See below on the possibility of a divine t r i a l . 
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A dramatic supplication is found in several of our later 
tragedies, including the Eumenides, Sophocles' Oedipus Coloneus 
and Euripides' Heracleidae and Supplices. Taplin notes how all of 
these portray "the reception of fugitive suppliants by a virtuous 
city or ruler and the repulse of aggressive pursuers" (pl92). I n 
each of these later tragedies, the audience's sympathies are 
directed wholly towards the suppliants and their plea appears to 
be just . However, i f the Danaids and Aegyptiads are to marry i n 
the ensuing drama, the apparent fai lure of this supplication may 
indicate that i t d i f f e r s somewhat from these other instances. 
Indeed the audience may suspect that while the Argives ' o f fe r of 
protection is noble and praiseworthy, the fu tu r e actions of the 

47 
Danaids may cause them to regret their behaviour . 

Thus i t is d i f f i c u l t to see how the t r i logy could develop 
unless the Argives ' o f fe r of protection wil l prove problematic, 
the Aegyptiads' wi l l claim the girls by some means and the justice 
of the wedding-night murder wi l l be questioned. Since the very 
basis fo r the Danaids' objection to the marriage may have come 
under closer scrut iny in the ensuing drama, let us consider how 
this is presented in the Supplices. 

a) The Supplication 

Let us begin wi th a consideration of what the Danaids 
themselves say about their rejection of the Aegyptiads' suit. 
Ireland comments that the d i f f i c u l t y in establishing the Danaids' 
motivation "stems from the unique position held by the chorus" as 
a main actor i n the drama, thus making "a unified approach" to 
what they say impossible (p28). We do not know that this use of 
the chorus was "unique" in tragedy, although i t may be that the 
Danaids' comments in ly r i c passages are more distanced from their 

Compare Medea's supplication of Creon noted above. 
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immediate situation and that they come closest to discussing their 
own position dur ing the spoken dialogue. They express a wish to 
avoid the beds of men "unwed and unsubdued" ayotuov aSauaxov (143), 
and when the Argive k ing questions them more closely about the 
reason fo r their supplication, they reply wi th the brevi ty allowed 
by stichomythia: 

yix] yevouat Alyunxou yevei 

So that I way not become a slave to the sons of 
Aegyptus (335) 

There is no other example of SUWQ meaning "wife" in surv iv ing 
tragedy, although Medea refers to a husband as SecTiornv xe ownaxot; 
"master of one's body" {Medea 233). However she, like the 
Danaids, is using hyperbolic language in order to exaggerate the 
undesirabili ty of marriage and the equation of marriage wi th 
slavery was probably not a normal Greek sentiment. The Argive 
king certainly does not regard an objection to the constraints 
placed on women by marriage alone as suff ic ient grounds fo r their 
refusal of the Aegyptiads and he questions the girls f u r t h e r about 
the reason fo r their objection: 

nbxepo. tcax' exSpav, r| xb UT} 0eui<; XeyeiQ; 

Is it out of enmity or do you refer to that which 
is illegal? 

Thus the girls are presented wi th the opportuni ty to explain 
their case in f u l l and i t would have been a simple matter fo r 
Aeschylus to introduce some specific reason fo r their objection to 
their cousins at this point, such as a family quarrel. A dispute 
between Danaus and his brother Aegyptus features widely in later 

4 8 

versions where the wedding and the murder are elements in their 
struggle, but this is not mentioned here. I t is most unfortunate 
that the text of the following line is unreliable. One possible 

See fo r example Pseudo-Apollodorus and Hyginus. 
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reading of this line is x i q 5' av quXouq wvotxo xouq Keicxipevouq; 
"who would care to buy relations for their lords and masters?". 
I t is t rue that the girls would have no independent protectors i f 
they married their kindred but this practice was not uncommon in 
the Greek world and many in the audience would have considered 
that the advantages of such an arrangement would vastly outweigh 
the personal preferences of the gir ls . Few in the audience would 
be l ikely to expect, or support, an objection to this expedient 
practice on the part of females. We do not know why the 
Aegyptiads are so insistent about marrying their cousins, but 
considerations of wealth would be regarded as natural and wholly 
jus t i f ied by those in the audience. 

FJW translate the line X I Q 5* av qnXouo' ovotxo XOUQ 

KeKTnueuouc; "what woman would reject a master whom she loved?", 
suggesting that their objection is indeed based on enmity, Kax' 
exQpctv. However this reading requires one to assume a lacuna of 
two lines af ter 337, perhaps in the form of another interchange 
about the desirabili ty of marriage. A better reading, again 
implying that their objection is on the grounds of enmity, may be: 

TLQ 5' av <piXovo' ovaixo xouq KeicrnuevooQ; 

Who would benefit from loving one's master? (337) 

and indeed this would complement their earlier references to 
slavery. I f they are to be forced to marry, the Danaids declare, 
then their own feelings can make l i t t le difference to the 
situation. The king's reply may then follow, as a general comment 
that relationships are improved where there is affection, while 
omitting any reference to loss of l iber ty: 

oOevoc; uev OVTQQ uet£ov au£exai ^poxolq 

Thereby strength is increased for mortals. (338) 

Although we cannot establish the text at this point with any 
certainty, i t does seem clear that in reply to the king's question 
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whether they object to the union because of hatred ( K a r ' e%9pav) 
or because of some legal impediment (TO ur| 0euiq), the gir ls reply 
strongly that their objection is based upon the former, not on law 
or custom, without o f fe r ing any valid reason fo r their enmity at 
this stage. 

The Danaids' reply to the king's suggestion that they should 
accept the position of wives (338, quoted above) is also 
regret tably obscure: 

tea! SUOTUXOUVTOV y' eujiapTK anaAAayf) 

I f the text is sound, this comment direct ly precedes the 
king's of fer of help but again we have d i f f i c u l t y in determining 
the exact meaning of the Danaids' words here. The term ctnaAAayn 
usually means "deliverance, release, relief f rom something . 
Thus this line could constitute a rebuke of the king f o r his 
attempt to reconcile them to the detested union and also a means 
of re tu rn ing the attention of the audience back to the 
supplication: 

And when people are in trouble, it is easy to 
desert them. (339) 

50 

The idea of release may also be a dark hint at suicide , and 
the idea of escape from a detested union may even convey an 
oblique hint to the audience about the solution the girls actually 
do employ, the murder of their bridegrooms. Garvie and Wolff 
prefer the above reading and a rebuke of the king's reluctance to 
of fe r help might indeed shame him into accepting the supplication 
in the following line. However, the line may also be interpreted 
as: 

See Agamemnon 1 and 20. 

i As occurs at 447ff. 
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And when things go wrong, divorce is easy. (339) 

I n the Medea the term a7iaAAayf| is used twice to mean 
"divorce" (236, 1375) and Harrison notes that divorce was 
relatively easy for an Athenian woman, part icular ly i f she was 
supported by her father (p21). A comment on the ease wi th which 
they may r i d themselves of the Aegyptiads seems odd at this point 
however and the Danaids may be implying that in fact the very 
opposite is the case. Denniston notes how even when not followed 
by an interrogative, K d t may be used to introduce surprised, 

52 

indignant or sarcastic questions , g iving the sense of an abrupt 
re tor t - "and I suppose that divorce is easy when things go 
wrong!". Thus i t may be that the r ights of women to divorce were 
established later in the drama, perhaps dur ing a t r i a l scene, in 
which case this comment may be an ironic allusion to the g i r l s ' 
present unenviable situation. Sommerstein (p81) prefers to 
t ransfer the line to the king in which case i t would be a f u r t h e r 
recommendation to marriage, but this would upset the balance of 
the stichomythia. I n addition i t makes better sense fo r this line 
to be spoken by the Danaids since i t directly inspires the king to 
make an of fer of help. Thus this may indeed be a wry comment on 
the ease with which the Danaids could be forced into marriage and 

53 
then abandoned by the Aegyptiads at wi l l . 

I f , as seems l ikely, the audience's sympathies towards the 
Danaids were destined to change as the t r i logy progresses, i t 
would seem natural f o r Aeschylus to hint that the Aegyptiads have 
some r i gh t to claim the gir ls as their brides. Indeed the Argive 

Headlam interpreted i t thus. 

52 
See Greek Particles p311. 

5 3 See FJW I I p271ff f o r a f u r t h e r discussion of the textual 
d i f f icul t ies here. 

178 



king wonders about the legal position of the Danaids' case: 

e i TOI tcpaxouoi naXdet; Aiyunxou oeSev 
von<4> n6kea>Q, q>aoKovxe<; eyyuxaxa yevouc; 
e t v a i , T{Q [5'] av xoioS' avxto)6r)vat 8eA,ca; 

If the sons of Aegyptus have power over you by the 
law of your city, stating that you are their 
next-of-kin, who would be willing to oppose them? 
(387-9) 

Obviously this is not a direct statement that Egyptian law 
supports the Aegyptiads and i t is l ikely that the audience shared 
the king's ignorance of these matters. Although he himself 
appears to reject this notion, i t may be that the king is raising 
an important question here, which may be discussed in greater 
detail at some point later in the t r i logy . We should note that 
the Danaids leave aside all discussion of the legal side of the 
situation and stress only the moral aspect of the dispute. At the 
end of the play, the king informs the herald: 

xauxaq 8' eKoCaaQ uev K<XX' euvotav <ppevov 
ayoiQ av, eXnsp evoefir\q 7u9ca Xoyoq 

You may take these girls if they are willing and 
kindly disposed (towards you) and if you are able to 
persuade them with righteous words. (94 0-1) 

The Aegyptiads make no attempt to j u s t i f y their claim in the 
Supplices, p re fe r r ing to gain their wishes by violence, but this 
does not mean that their case was completely without 
just i f icat ion. I t may be revealed in the later drama that they 
had some legal r i gh t to the Danaids as brides which wi l l 
immediately modify the justice of the Danaids' claim to Argive 
protection. As i t is, the king offers to help the suppliants 
without having heard a clear and valid reason fo r their objection 
to the marriage and the audience wi l l fear that any association 
with these gir ls may br ing trouble to the Argives. Let us 
consider now the various theories which have been devised to 
explain the Danaids' hatred of their cousins. 
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b) The Reason fo r the Danaids' Rejection of the Marriage 

I t is natural f o r the modern reader to assume that the 
personal wishes of the Danaids should be paramount in the matter 
of their marriage and that the moral question should predominate 
over any legal considerations. The f i f t h - c e n t u r y audience would 
perhaps take a less romantic view however and Athenian girls were 
often married off to their closest male relatives in order to keep 
the family wealth intact. Thus political and economic 
considerations would be expected to predominate over personal 
preference in the question of marriage. Romantic love would be 
held of l i t t le account and i t rarely features in tragedy as a 
motivating force. I n fact in the Frogs (1044) Aeschylus boasts 
that he never exploited this theme in his dramas and Euripides 

54 

agrees . Thus the f i f t h - c e n t u r y audience would expect the Danaids 
to agree to a marriage wi th their cousins i f the match were 
advantageous and there were no valid and specific reason f o r their 
antipathy, such as a family quarrel. I t would be unusual i n 
tragedy fo r the Danaids' aversion to their cousins to be based 
merely on a vague personal dislike and, even i f this were the 
case, this objection would hold l i t t le weight with the 
f i f t h - c e n t u r y audience who might expect the gir ls to accept an 
advantageous match without regard to their personal feelings. 

Ireland maintains that the Danaids object to their cousins 
because of their violent, b ru t i sh natures. They charge them with 

55 56 

hubris on several occasions and anticipate their outrageous 
attempt to drag them from the altars (428-30). However the 

5 4 oo3' oi5' ouSeic; r ivTiv ' epwoav TTOJIOT' enotiToa y u v a i K a "and none 
can say that I ever portrayed a woman in love". 

"having energy or power and misusing it self-indulgently" 
(MacDowell). 

5 6 A t 81, 104, 426, 487, 528, 817, 845, 881. 
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Aegyptiads have been provoked to this violent behaviour by the 
gi r l s ' rejection of them and nowhere do the Danaids inform the 
king of some specific bruta l crime committed by the Aegyptiads in 
the past, even though this would easily win immediate sympathy fo r 
their supplication. 

I n the prologue the Danaids declare that they have f led their 
homeland because of an auxoyevri <pu£avoptav ( 8 ) 5 ? . Wilamowitz 
translated this as "aus angeborener Mannerfeindschaft" "an inborn 

5 8 

hatred of men" and constructed a theory that the Danaids reject 
the Aegyptiads because they hate all men and are opposed to 
marriage per se. However this interpretation is undermined by the 
fact that nowhere in the Supplices do the Danaids go beyond 
reject ing this particular union and i t seems unlikely that 
Aeschylus wished his audience to regard the Danaids as 

59 
unfeminine . Hence a better translation of this phrase may be "a 

6 0 

fleeing from men who are of the same family" . The precise 
meaning of the phrase auToyevr^ <pu^avoptav may have been equally 
obscure to the original audience, combining as i t does two 
compounds which are unique in classical Greek, and whatever its 
meaning, i t can o f fe r l i t t le explanation of the reason fo r the 
Danaids' h a t r e d 6 1 . Garvie comments of this phrase "since it would 

See FJW I I p l 2 f f on the various readings of this line. 

5 8 
See Interp 15. 

59 
Melanippides, quoted by Athenaeus 14.651f describes how the 

Danaids hunted in chariots like men, but this is not used here and 
may be a later idea. 

6 ° T h i s would merely iden t i fy the suitors as their own cousins 
rather than suggest that the kinship is a problem - see below. 

6 1 See Earp The Style of Aeschylus p6ff on compound adjectival 
phrases in Aeschylus. He notes that compounds which are hapax 
legomena or peculiar to classical Greek occur once every 18.8 
lines i n the Supplices. 
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have been ^ easy for (Aeschylus) to avoid it if he ^wished, this 

vagueness seems to be intentional and here the ambiguity is 

introduced at the very beginning of the play" (p62-). 

A certain degree of unwillingness to marry was considered 
6 2 

normal among Greek girls . The Danaids declare: 

Sekoiui d' 'dv +uopoCuou 
ppoxou x u % e i v +ev oapydvaig, 
7ip!v avSp' dneuKTOv x$5e xPt-W^vai %poi 

I would prefer to meet+ my fate in the bands of+ a 
noose before a hated man touches my body (787-90) 

However this does not imply that the Danaids are against 

marriage per se, but only to men whom they hate, and their 

antipathy seems to be directed solely against the proposed union 

wi th their cousins. Wilamowitz laid great stress on the king's 

comparison of the Danaids with Amazons (287-9) to support his 

theory that Aeschylus wished to present them as unfeminine and 

f u l l of hatred fo r men. However although the legendary Amazons 

participated in the male sphere of warfare, they also indulged i n 

normal sexual relationships with men and do not appear to have had 

any special aversion to the opposite sex. Nor are the Danaids 

presented as devotees of chastity as Wilamowitz suggested, 

especially since Danaus feels compelled to advise them to avoid 

shameful contact wi th men dur ing their stay i n Argos (992ff). The 

Argive king is probably re fe r r ing to the Danaids' exotic 
6 3 

appearance when he compares them wi th Amazons but the main 

purpose of his words may be to convey an oblique reference to the 

wedding-night murder, on which occasion the Danaids wi l l indeed 

take up weapons against men. Thus the term dvdv5pouQ "manless" 

6 2 
See Seaford, and Sourvinou-Inwood who discusses "the notion of 

the girl as a wild thing to be captured and tamed through marriage 
(pl38). 

6 3 
They are to be imagined as Egyptians af ter al l . 
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which the king applies to the Amazons may assume the more sinister 
sense of " husbandless", as indeed they wil l be af ter the 
wedding-night murder, f o r the more alert members of the audience. 

While i t has sometimes been assumed that the Danaids' resist 
all forms of marriage because of phrases such as: 

uf| x i TIOT' ouv yevot|iav unoxetptoi; 
KpaxeoC y' dpoevwv 

May I never be subject in any way to the power of 
men. (392-3) 

In fact their words usually relate specifically to the 
Aegyptiads, here the topic of the previous passage. Later in the 
play the Danaids ask: 

ctupuyaq x i v ' ex i Tiopov 
xepivo) yauou [teal] \uxripa; 

What path of escape may I still follow in order to 
release me from (this) wedlock? (806-7) 

This again is an objection to the imminent forced union wi th 
the Aegyptiads rather than a rejection of marriage in general, and 
in fact they urge the gods to preserve the sanctity of legitimate 
unions: 

u0piv 5' exuuwq oxuyovxei;, 
nekoix' <xv SVSLKOQ y&uoq 

If you truly hate hubris there would be righteous 
marriage (81-2) 

This comment may have a sinister overtone when the audience 
remembers that the Danaids themselves wi l l commit an outrage 
towards this sacred inst i tut ion on their wedding-night. Thus 
while i t is possible that the motive fo r the wedding-night murder 
in earlier versions of the myth may have been inspired by a 
general aversion to men and marriage, the objection i n this play 
seems to be confined to the specific union wi th the Aegyptiads. 
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Many have supposed that the Danaids wish to avoid this 
marriage to their cousins because they regard i t as incestuous. 
Paley took this view, ci t ing the Danaids' own words as evidence: 

ofcotvxo, 
7ipiv Ttoxe A,eKxp»v «v Sejiiq etpyei, 

a<j>exepi£auevoi 7taxpa5eX,<peiav 
xfiv<5', aeKc^rwv e%i$r\vai. 

May they perish, before ever, making us their 
cousins their own, they enter unwilling beds from which 
themis bars them (36-9) 

At f i r s t glance this would seem to imply that blood kinship 
is indeed the obstacle to the marriage but, i n fact there does not 
seem to have been any taboo about cousin marriage i n f i f t h - c e n t u r y 
Greece. I n fact Harrison notes that marriage between brothers and 
sisters of the same father but a d i f fe rent mother was practiced i n 
Athens (p22) and that af ter a man's death, the r i g h t to marry his 
daughter passed to the nearest male relative, usually her uncle or 
male cousins, even i f this necessitated a divorce from another 

64 

man . These intermarriages often took place wi th the primary 
consideration of keeping the family wealth intact, as related by 
Isaeus where Eupolis is censured fo r fa i l ing to marry o f f either 
of his daughters to their cousin Apollodorus f o r this very 

65 
reason 

Thus i t seems l ikely that the marriage of close kindred would 
not have been regarded as a problem by the Greek audience, and 
this was known to be common practice in Egypt also, the home of 
the Danaids and Aegyptiads. When the Argive king learns that the 
Danaids are fleeing from marriage to their cousins (335), he does 

6 4 See Harrison plO. 

65 
See Speech 7 chapters 11-12, and also Demosthenes Speech 41 

chapters 3-4 on the practice of uncle/niece marriage. 
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not immediately regard their close kinship as a problem but 
proceeds to ask why they object to such a marriage. The herald 
also boldly describes the Danaids as yuvaitcwv auxaveyiov axoXov 
"this band of women their cousins" (933), showing no attempt to 
conceal the close relationship between the two groups. Thus, f a r 
from regarding marriage between cousins as unusual, the audience 
may regard i t is as natural, and possibly of financial benefit to 
the family . I n addition, the audience may already anticipate 
that the union of Hypermestra and Lynceus wil l provide the 

6 7 

foundation of the Argive line and there is no evidence that this 
marriage was regarded as incestuous by the Greeks. Thus i t is 
clear that the audience were not conditioned by their society or 
influenced by the text of this play to consider cousin-marriage 
s in fu l and we may conclude that the reason f o r the Danaids' f l i g h t 
was not fear of incest. 

Clearly Danaus shares his daughters' antipathy towards the 

match, declaring: 

5' av yauwv atcouoav CXKOVXOQ napa 
byvbq yevoix' av; 

How may one be pure who seeks to marry an unwilling 
girl against her father's will? (227-8) 

I n f i f t h - c e n t u r y Athens, the wishes of a father were supreme 
in the question of his daughter's marriage but this is clearly not 
the case in the Supplices. FJW note that "Danaus is not 
represented as being legally next of kin and kurios of his 
daughters... the virtual avoidance of the question of Danaus' 
paternal rights in Supplices is most remarkable" ( I p35). 
Nowhere do the Danaids br ing forward their father 's support in 

The question of the Danaids' dowries is not prominent in the 
Supplices but again this question may have been discussed in great 
detail later in the t r i logy . 

6 7 
See Hesiod fragment 135 MW. 
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defence of their stand and obviously i t does nothing to deter the 
Aegyptiads from pressing their claim. Perhaps most important of 
all , the Argive k ing , while f u l l y aware that Danaus is opposed to 
the proposed marriages, does not thereby regard the matter as 
settled beyond dispute but continues to question the girls and 
even suggests, perhaps correctly, that the legal advantage is on 
the side of their cousins . Thus the opposition of the g i r l s ' 
father holds l i t t le weight wi th anyone on stage and the audience 
may assume therefore that the play is set at a time before the 
supremacy of paternal r ights in marriage was established, jus t as 
the action of the Oresteia takes place before the procedure f o r 
murder tr ials has been laid down. This situation may be ra t i f ied 
later in the t r i logy , possibly during a t r i a l scene, so that 
bloody acts like those of the Danaids may be avoided in the 
fu tu re . 

We noted above the possibility that i t may have been the 
father who instigated an unwelcome marriage in the very earliest 
forms of the myth and so here in the Supplices we see how Danaus' 
support adds respectability to the position of his daughters 
without in te r fer ing wi th the broad outline of events. However 
even i f Danaus' opposition to the marriage were central to the 
drama and the gir ls portrayed as merely acting in obedience to 
him, this s t i l l does not solve the problem of what specific action 
or characteristic of the Aegyptiads has inspired such an intense 
opposition to the marriage, a reference to which might easily have 
been included to support their supplication, and this question 
remains unanswered. 

Thus none of these reasons - personal dislike, the particular 
bruta l i ty of these men, hatred of all men or the fear of incest -
of fers any valid explanation of why the Danaids should refuse to 

Although he appears to be satisfied that there is no legal case -
see above. 
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marry their cousins. Several scholars have dismissed the question 
of the Danaids' motivation, maintaining that i t has no particular 
significance to the drama. Lattimore, fo r example, f e l t that the 
reason fo r the Danaids' f l i g h t from Egypt is irrelevant and that 
all dramatic attention should be focused upon the Aegyptiads' 
crime of attempting to force a union. I t is t rue that in this 
f i r s t play the Argive king is encouraged to concentrate on the 
helplessness of the Danaids and the bru ta l i ty of their hopeful 
suitors, without considering the jus t i f icat ion of the supplication 
too closely. However the reason fo r the g i r l s ' rejection of 
marriage wil l surely come under close scrut iny later in the 
t r i logy and we should note the important conclusion that 
throughout the Supplices, the Danaids choose to make no clear 
statement concerning the reason fo r reject ing their suitors. 

D) The Danaid Trilogy 

a) The Punishment of the Danaids 

We know very l i t t le about how the Danaid t r i logy developed in 
the plays following the Supplices. Both FJW ( I p48ff) and Garvie 
(pl63-7) o f fe r a good summary of post-Aeschylean treatments of the 
story but i t is unlikely that any later l i te rary version wi l l 
f a i t h f u l l y reproduce the Danaid t r i logy , nor can we ever hope to 
establish this from the wri t ings of the mythographers and 
scholiasts with any confidence. We may suppose however that the 
Danaids wi l l murder their cousins in the ensuing drama and be 
compelled to answer fo r this in some way. We shall see later how 
even though Orestes' matricide is ordained by the gods and 
essentially jus t i f i ed , nevertheless he is called to account fo r i t 
and forced to undergo a d i f f i c u l t process of purif icat ion. 
However, whereas Orestes is f inal ly vindicated fo r his action, the 
dominant at t r ibute of the Danaids in later myth is the fact that 
they were condemned to spend eterni ty attempting to car ry water 
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f r o m the r i v e r S tyx i n l eak ing vessels . This suggests tha t , i n 

l a t e r Greek t h o u g h t a t least, the w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r was 

r e g a r d e d as a cr ime w o r t h y of the severest d iv ine punishment . I f 

t h e n the w a t e r - c a r r y i n g were a l ready a f ami l i a r element of the 

s t o r y b y the time of Aeschylus , the audience w i l l suspect t h a t the 

Danaids w i l l no t receive p u r i f i c a t i o n and abso lu t ion f r o m the 

gods, b u t are des t ined to s u f f e r e t e rna l punishment i n the 

u n d e r w o r l d f o r t h e i r c r ime, and t h i s fo reknowledge wou ld s u r e l y 

i n f l uence t h e i r a t t i t u d e towards the drama f r o m the v e r y 

b e g i n n i n g . 

Even i f the wa te r -pun i shmen t were not ye t p a r t of the m y t h , 

the audience w i l l s u r e l y expect the ju s t i ce of the w e d d i n g - n i g h t 

m u r d e r to come u n d e r close s c r u t i n y at some po in t i n the ensu ing 

drama. I t may be t h a t t h i s d iscuss ion o c c u r r e d w i t h i n the 

f r a m e w o r k of a t r i a l , as i n the case of Orestes, and indeed a 

legal i n v e s t i g a t i o n f ea tu re s i n several pos t -Aeschylean ve r s ions 
70 

of t he Danaid m y t h . The f o l l o w i n g f r a g m e n t , bel ieved to come 

f r o m the t h i r d p lay of the t r i l o g y , i s quoted b y Athenaeus: 

K a l 6 oeuvoxaxoc; 5' \IO%VXOQ ev xaXq Aavaiatv auTTjv 
Tiapdyet xryv 'Aq>po5CxTiv keyouoav 

"epa nev ayvo<; oupavdc; xpooai x^ova, 
epQQ de ya iav Xaupdvei ya\iov xuxeTv 
ouBpoq S'dn'euvdovxoQ oupavou neowv 
etcuoe ya i 'av fi <5e xiKxexat BpoxoiQ 
nf|A.GV xe Booicaq K a l pCov Airuf|xpiov, 
devdpaxiQ wpa 5'eK voxi^ovxoq y&uou 
TeXeiOQ e o x i . xoiv S'eyb napatxioq" 

And the most august Aeschylus in his Danaids 
introduced Aphrodite herself saying "the chaste heaven 
loves to violate the earth and love lays hold on earth 

See f o r example Horace Odes 3.2.20ff, Ovid Metamorphoses 4.462-3, 
10.43-4, L u c r e t i u s 3.1008-10. 

Hypermes t ra is t r i e d and acqu i t t ed b y the A r g i v e s (Pausanias 
2.19.6, 2.20.7, 2.21.1) whi le Danaus is p u t on t r i a l ( E u r i p i d e s ' 
Orestes 872-3, Theodectes 3a) w i t h Lynceus ac t i ng as mediator (22 
Orestes 871 and 872). 
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to join in wedlock. The rain from the streaming heaven 
falls down and impregnates the earth; and she brings 
forth for mortals the pasturage of sheep and Demeter's 
sustenance; and the ripe season for the trees is 
perfected by the watery union. Of all this I am the 
cause" 

Many assume t h a t A p h r o d i t e ' s pra ise of the power and 

f u n c t i o n of Eros should occur d u r i n g a t r i a l o f Hypermes t ra a t the 

end o f the t r i l o g y . However Hypermest ra ' s s p a r i n g of Lynceus , i f 

i nc luded , may have been cons idered j u s t and p r a i s e w o r t h y , as i n 

a l l l a t e r t rea tments of the m y t h , and i t is more l i k e l y t h a t he r 

s i s te rs w i l l be t r i e d f o r the m u r d e r o f t h e i r new husbands , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i f the audience a l ready ant ic ipa tes t h e i r punishment . 

Cons ider ing the s u p e r n a t u r a l na tu re of the Danaids ' 

punishment , some so r t of d i v i n e t r i a l seems an a t t r a c t i v e 

p o s s i b i l i t y , and we sha l l see la te r how Athene p lays a p rominen t 

role a t the t r i a l of Orestes. The w e d d i n g - n i g h t m u r d e r may be 

considered a v i o l a t i o n of the laws of bo th marr iage and the laws 

of hosp i t a l i t y , the special p r e se rve of Hera and Zeus 

r e spec t ive ly . The Danaids p r a y to these two deit ies e a r l y i n the 

p lay , toge the r w i t h Ar temis and Pei tho, b u t we cannot 

t e l l w h i c h of these d i v i n i t i e s , i f any , f e a t u r e d i n the drama 

along w i t h A p h r o d i t e and were i n s t r u m e n t a l i n d i c t a t i n g the terms 

of the Danaids ' pun i shmen t o r abso lv ing t h e i r b l o o d - g u i l t . The 
72 

l a t t e r is possible b u t perhaps less l i k e l y when we consider the 

grea t emphasis l a id on the Danaids' pun i shment i n la te r m y t h . 

Seaford suggests t h a t the end of the t r i l o g y may have 

Athenaeus 13.600a-b fragment 125 M (44N2). The o n l y o the r 
s u r v i v i n g f r a g m e n t of the t r i l o g y is the s ingle w o r d "Zagreus" 
w h i c h is bel ieved to come f r o m the second p lay . 

72 
I n pseudo-Apol lodorus 2.1.5.11, Hypermest ra ' s s i s te rs are 

p u r i f i e d of t h e i r m u r d e r b y Athena and Hermes at the command of 
Zeus. 
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presen ted the f o u n d a t i o n o f the Thesmophoria , a f e s t i v a l conduc ted 

b y mar r i ed women i n the in t e res t s of f e r t i l i t y ( p l l 5 ) . This is 

possible and we noted ea r l i e r t h a t the f a t h e r ' s supreme r i g h t i n 

the ques t ion of h is d a u g h t e r s ' marr iage , as we l l as d ivo rce 

r i g h t s , may also have been es tabl ished. Thus i t is may be t h a t 

the A e g y p t i a d s ' o r i g i n a l desire to m a r r y t h e i r cousins was 

j u s t i f i e d and i t is o n l y a t the end of the t r i l o g y t h a t the claims 

to m a r r y a g i r l b y her next of k i n become appl icable a f t e r he r 

f a t h e r ' s death. Whatever guidel ines are l a id down at the end o f 

the t r i l o g y however , these wou ld be u n l i k e l y to absolve the 

Danaids of the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r the murde rous cr ime and t h e y 

would s t i l l me r i t t he severes t punishment . 

On the o the r hand , the re is no f i r m evidence t h a t a t r i a l 

occurs a t t he end o f the t r i l o g y and the Danaids ' punishment m i g h t 

be suggested solely b y means of d a r k , unconscious h i n t s . Most 

commentators have assumed t h a t A p h r o d i t e is speaking w i t h i n the 

context of a t r i a l , b u t i n f a c t he r pra ise of love may r e f e r t o a 

second marr iage of the Danaids, especial ly since t h i s goddess was 

bel ieved to pres ide ove r a l l Greek marr iages (see Seaford p l l 7 ) . 

P indar re la tes how Danaus o rgan ized a foot race to select 

br idegrooms f o r h is f o r t y - e i g h t daugh te r s , xeooap&KOVxa K a l OKXW 
73 

(Pythian 9.U3-). This r e f e r s to the p e r i o d a f t e r the w e d d i n g - n i g h t 

murde r , as the schol iast explains: 

Oixeixat 5e, 5 tax i xeooapaicovxaoicxo) elite 7tevTf|K0VTa 
ouoov; tcai piyteov, oxi 'Auuuwvn uev Tipo5ia<p6ape'toa r|v 
IlooetSwvi, ' Ynepufjoxpa <5e epao6eioa AuyKewq, at 5e a M a i 
ouvSpauouoai xo uaxp6$ 0ouXTiuaxi avetXov X O U Q Aiyunxou 
7ia'i5a<;. 

It is asked by he said forty-eight instead of 
f i f t y . One must conclude that Amymone was seduced 
beforehand by Poseidon, Hypermestra was loved by 
Lynceus, while the others, complying with their father's 
wishes, killed the sons of Aegyptus . 

Dated 474BC - see above. 

The foo t race is also subsequent to the w e d d i n g - n i g h t murde r i n 
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I t may be t h a t the s t o r y of the foo t race belonged to the v e r y 

ear l ies t ve r s ions of the m y t h and t h a t o r i g i n a l l y a g i r l had 

murde red a husband who had been chosen f o r he r b y her f a t h e r i n 

t h i s a r b i t r a r y manner. As the m y t h developed, t h i s even t was 

t r a n s f e r r e d to the p e r i o d f o l l o w i n g the murde r . Wilamowitz 

suggests t h a t "the second marriage is a punishment or a 
75 

humiliation for the girls" (Interp 23) and W i n n i n g t o n - I n g r a m 

notes ( p l 3 0 ) t h a t the Danaids' f i n a l acceptance of husbands w o u l d 

seem a p p r o p r i a t e to the Greek audience and r e f l e c t the p romot ion 
76 

of marr iage f o u n d at t he end of the Oresteia . A second marr iage 

is c e r t a i n l y a p o s s i b i l i t y , whe the r o r not i t occurs as a r e s u l t 

of a t r i a l , and Danaus himself suggests t h a t h is daughte r s w i l l 

f i n d admirers i n Argos ( 9 8 9 f f ) , b u t we have no means o f k n o w i n g 

whe the r Aeschylus chose to inc lude t h i s , o r a foo t race , i n the 

ensu ing drama. 

I n Plato's Gorgias the task of f i l l i n g l eak ing vessels i n 

Hades i s imposed upon impious souls, as a t Republic 2 363D-E, and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y on those who were u n i n i t i a t e d i n the myster ies (493 

a-c). This p a r t i c u l a r f o r m of punishment is not connected to the 

Danaids however before the pSeu do-Platonic Axiochus of the f i r s t 
77 

c e n t u r y BC and the re is no u n d i s p u t e d a r t i s t i c r ep resen ta t ion o f 

i t be fo re the end of the Roman Republic (see Garvie p l 7 7 ) . 

the v e r s i o n b y Pausanias (3.12.2) where no one wishes to m a r r y 
these po l lu t ed g i r l s and so Danaus o f f e r s them w i t h o u t d o w r y to 
the f a s t e s t r u n n e r s . 

This o f course accords w i t h his v iew of the g i r l s as ant i -male 
w h i c h we noted above. 

7 6 
See Eumenides 959-60. 

7 7 3 7 1 e , quoted b y Bonner - AavatSov u5pe ta t azeXeiQ "the eternal 
water-carrying of the Danaids". 
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Nonetheless i t is a t least possible t h a t the wa t e r -pun i shmen t was 

a l r eady p a r t of the m y t h b y the time of Aeschylus - Bonner 

comments "it is hard to believe that the punishment of the 

Danaids, which in the post-classical period of Greek literature 

was a hackneyed proverb, did not belong to the earlier form of the 

myth also" (DM p35). 

I t seems t h a t the Danaids ' connect ion w i t h wa te r belongs to 

the v e r y ear l ies t fo rms of the m y t h , f o r Eus ta th ius comments 

noXuSiviov 5h T 6 "Apyoq KctA,et. . . r | tea! hnb xwv AavaCSwv, 
at napayevouevai e £ A l y u 7 t T 0 u q>pe«pu%iav e5t<5a£av, WQ 
' Hotodoc; • 
"Apyoq avuSpov eov Aavaog notnaev euu5pov. 

He calls Argos very thirsty...or from the Danaids, 
who having arrived from Egypt, taught them to dig tank^ 
as Hesiod says "Danaus made waterless Argos watered" 

Megas suggests t h a t the i r r i g a t i o n s t o r y may have become 

l i n k e d a t some stage w i t h the ancient m y t h o f how water nymphs 

murde red t h e i r unwelcome br idegrooms and water s p r a n g f r o m the 

places on the A r g i v e p l a i n where t h e i r heads were b u r i e d 

(p415-28). I t seems l i k e l y a t least t h a t when the Danaids became 

connected w i t h the husband murde r , t h e i r pun ishment took the f o r m 

of c a r r y i n g l eak ing p i t c h e r s i n o r d e r to complement t h e i r 

es tabl ished connect ion w i t h water . Assuming t h a t the audience was 

aware t h a t the Danaids ' murderous ac t ion w i l l be j u d g e d a cr ime, 

le t us consider those passages i n the Supplices where Aeschylus 

seems to convey h i n t s to h is audience about t h e i r f u t u r e 

punishment . 

Ea r ly i n the p lay , the supp l i an t s w a r n the A r g i v e k i n g 

aga ins t the danger o f a n g e r i n g the gods: 

On Homer Iliad 4.171. S t rabo 8.6.8 has Aavctai ins tead of Aavaoc; -
see Hesiodic f r a g m e n t 128. 
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ou5e UTI 'v "AtSou 6avwv 
<puyTi uaxaCwv atxtat; 7ipa£aq xaoe-
Katcet <5iica£ei xau7iXa»cr|jia0' o<; Xoyoq, 
Zeix; aXXoq ev icauouoiv uaxaxaq SIKCIQ... 

uevei xot Zrivbg 'Iicxaiou K O T O Q 

dDOTKXpaQeXKTOQ 7ia06vxoq OIKXOtg. 

One who does so will not escape the charge of 
wickedness even in the house of Hades after death, for 
there too it is said another Zeus judges our sins 
amongst the dead with a final judgment...the wrath of 
Zeus Petitionary remains, unsoftened by the pleadings of 
one who s u f f e r s (228-31, 385-6) 

This r e fe rence to the t e r r i b l e pun ishments w h i c h await 

s inners i n Hades is i ssued b y the Danaids w i t h unconscious i r o n y 

and t h r o u g h o u t the drama t h e y s t ress the g rea t power of Zeus, as 

a t 598-9 f o r example: 

n&peoxi 5' epyov 1»Q enoq 
onevocxi x i xov ^OVXIOQ <pepei <ppf)v. 

His deed is as swift as his word to urge to 
completion anything which his counselling mind suggests. 

I f a d iv ine t r i a l were a l ready p a r t of the m y t h , these h i n t s 

at the great power of Zeus may p repa re the audience to an t ic ipa te 

his appearance, or t h a t o f o the r gods, l a te r i n the drama. The 

g i r l s are completely unaware t h a t t h e y themselves are des t ined to 

inc i t e the anger of the gods and s u f f e r g r a v e l y f o r i t . Danaus 

reminds his daugh te r s w i t h unconscious i r o n y : 

Xpovc^ xot tcuptcp x'ev f|uepot 
Seouc; otxi£&)v X I Q 3poxiiv dooei 5IKT\V 

In time and on the day appointed a mortal who 
dishonours the gods will pay the penalty (732-3) 

There are s imilar w a r n i n g s i n the Oresteia conce rn ing the 

consequences of w r o n g - d o i n g b u t we have noted tha t , u n l i k e 

Orestes, the Danaids may not be f i n a l l y v i n d i c a t e d f o r t h e i r 

murderous act b u t condemned to a c r u e l , e t e rna l pun i shment i n 
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Hades. Thus t h e i r des i re to f l y unaoxpov "up to the stars" ( 3 9 3 ) ? 9 

w i l l s t r i k e the audience as i r on i c i f t h e y suspect t h a t t h e 

Danaids ' t r u e f a t e l ies below the g r o u n d i n Hades. The g i r l s c r y 

i n t h e i r panic: 

H O I <puy«uev ' A n i a g 
%BOVOQ, KeA,atvov e t x t tceu66<; eoxt nou; 

To what part of the Apian land can we flee, if 
there is some dark hiding-place somewhere (777-8) 

FJW ( I I I p l 2 5 ) note t h a t t h i s desire f o r a h id ing -p l ace cou ld 
80 

also convey an ob l ique re fe rence to Hades and no doub t t h i s 

secondary meaning would be apprec ia ted b y the audience. Rather 

t h a n m a r r y t h e i r cousins , t h e y declare: 

7tpo7iap eavouoac; [ 5 ' ] ' At5a<; avdoooi 

I would sooner die and let Hades by my lord (791) 

Gir l s who d ied be fo re marr iage were cons idered the b r ides o f 

Hades b y the Greeks (see Seaford p l 0 6 ) and so the Danaids are 

t h i n k i n g of t h e i r own possible imminent death here. However t h i s 

r e fe rence to the Danaids i n Hades may convey an obl ique h i n t at 

t h e i r dest ined pun i shment t he re f o r the b e n e f i t of the audience. 

I t is i r on i c t h a t t h e A r g i v e k i n g f ea r s punishment i n Hades 

f o r not accept ing the g i r l s , a t 413ff f o r example, when i n f a c t i t 

is t hey who are famed i n m y t h f o r s u f f e r i n g e te rna l agony i n t h a t 

place. He fea r s t h a t i f t he g i r l s are d ragged f r o m the a l t a r s b y 

f o r c e , an aveng ing power w i l l b r i n g heavy d e s t r u c t i o n upon h i s 

people: 

' AXctoxopa, 

'See above f o r a l t e r n a t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of t h i s phrase. 

8 0 S e e Odyssey 24.204 and Iliad 22.482 'Aiooco So^ouq; vnb KeuOeoi 
yairiQ "the home of Hades beneath the depths of the earth". 
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OQ ou5' ev "At5ou xov +6av6vx'+ eA,eu8epot 

An Alastor, who does not set free +the dead+ even 
in Hades (415-6) 

This is i n f a c t the des t ined f a t e of the Danaids who also, 

w i t h unconscious i r o n y , r e g a r d death as a means f o r mortals to 

escape t h e i r p resen t d is t ress : 

6 yap 9av<bv ekeu6epou-
xai <piA,ai&KXtov KOKWV 

For the one who dies is freed from troubles that 
cause lamentation (802-3) 

However the audience suspects t h a t death w i l l b r i n g to the 

Danaids e t e rna l s u f f e r i n g , no t a release f r o m sor row. The g i r l s 

express a w i s h t h a t the Aegyp t i ads w i l l never w i n them as b r ides 

but : 

Sxuytov neXoi xoS' a9Xov 

May theirs be a Stygian prize! (1033) 

The audience w i l l suspect t h a t the Aegyp t i ads ' p r i ze , the 

r e w a r d f o r t h e i r e f f o r t s , w i l l indeed be death, a l t hough the 

pun i shment a t the S tyx w i l l be r e se rved f o r the Danaids 

themselves. Thus t h i s re fe rence to the r i v e r of Hades f r o m w h i c h 

t h e y are sentenced to f i l l l eak ing p i t c h e r s i n la te r vers ions w i l l 

be a deeply i ron i c comment on t h e i r des t ined fa te . 

So we have seen t ha t the re are many occasions when Aeschylus 

appears to r e f e r ob l i que ly to the f u t u r e pun ishment of the Danaids 

i n Hades t h r o u g h words spoken b y charac te r s unconscious of t h e i r 

meaning. FJW believe t h a t the wa t e r -pun i shmen t is a 

pos t -Aeschylean add i t i on to the s t o r y and "would be incompatible 

with the indications of reconciliation contained in the Suppl ices" 

( I p50), a l t h o u g h t h e y f a i l to de f ine these. Macurdy also doubts 

t h a t the Danaids w i l l be pun i shed - "they have the sympathy of 

everyone in the drama (except the Egyptian herald) and they must 

195 



have had the sympathy of the audiences before whom the play was 
61 

performed" (p99) . However much of the power of t h i s t r i l o g y must 

have a r i sen f r o m the i r o n i c con t r a s t between the helpless 

supp l i an t s and t h e c r u e l and t reacherous m u r d e r an t i c ipa t ed b y the 

audience. S u r e l y the Danaids w i l l be pun i shed i n some way f o r 

t h i s , even i f t h i s had not ye t assumed the spec i f ic f o r m of 

co l l ec t ing wa te r i n l eak ing vessels w h i c h f ea tu r e s so w ide ly i n 

la ter ve rs ions . I f so, t h i s w i l l p r o v i d e a possible add i t i ona l 

source of i r o n y i n the t r i l o g y . 

As the Danaids wonder what t h e i r f u t u r e is to be - x t 

TteiooueoGa "what shall we suffer?" (777) - t he audience suspects 

t h a t t h e y are des t ined to s u f f e r i n the f u l l e s t sense. Gantz 

comments, "despite its lack of physical action, Aeschylus' 

Suppl ian t s contains a wealth of dramatic movement in its language 

and imagery, especially at those points where the playwright 

expands the statements of his characters to include implications 

beyond what the characters themselves perceive" (p279). Thus 

Aeschylus may share a l lus ions to f u t u r e events w i t h his audience 

t h r o u g h the w o r d s o f those on stage and the po in t s we have noted 

sugges t t h a t Aeschylus is e x p l o i t i n g his audience's an t i c ipa t ion 

of the Danaids ' pun ishment i n Hades f o r the murde r of t h e i r 

husbands to grea t e f f e c t t h r o u g h the u n w i t t i n g comments of those 

on stage. 

lo) Characters of the La t e r Plays 

The Danaid t r i l o g y consis ted of the Supplices, the Aegyptii 

and the Danaids and was p e r f o r m e d toge the r w i t h the s a t y r p lay 

Amymone (see FJW I p24). Many, l i k e W i n n i n g t o n - I n g r a m , believe 

We of course are concerned o n l y w i t h the audience of the f i r s t 
per formance . 

8 2 
Or i f t h i s element were i n t r o d u c e d b y Aeschylus himself , t h e n the 

above ambiguous h i n t s w i l l ac t as p r e p a r a t i o n r a t h e r t h a n dramatic 
i r o n y . 
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t h a t the Danaids remained the cho rus f o r a l l t h ree p lays ( p l 4 6 

n31). I t seems to have been conven t iona l f o r the chorus to v a r y 

g r e a t l y i n age and gender t h r o u g h o u t the va r ious p lays of a 
83 

t r i l o g y b u t since here the Danaids en te r the drama as charac te rs 

i n t h e i r own r i g h t to a f a r g rea te r ex ten t t han usual , i t is 

possible t h a t t h i s same g r o u p remained on stage t h r o u g h o u t . Thus 

Aeschylus wou ld be able to p re sen t a d iscuss ion between the chorus 

and Danaus about the m u r d e r - p l o t , j u s t as i n the Supplices the 

g i r l s are o f t e n alone on stage w i t h t h e i r f a t h e r . Others assume, 

f r o m i t s t i t l e , t h a t the Aegyp t i ads f o r m e d the chorus of the 

second p l a y b u t t h i s raises the ques t ion of how the m u r d e r p l o t 

cou ld have been concocted w i t h i n the presence of the v i c t ims 

themselves. However, j u s t as Agamemnon's imminent death is evoked 

solely t h r o u g h ambiguous h i n t s i n the Oresteia, so t he re is no 

rea l necess i ty f o r the Danaids* m u r d e r to be o u t l i n e d be fo rehand 

i f i t were a l ready an t i c ipa ted b y the audience. I n bo th cases the 

audience 's fo reknowledge may be c o n f i r m e d b y means o f i r on i c h i n t s 

w i t h i n the t ex t w h i c h f a i l to a l e r t the chorus to the t r u e 

s i t u a t i o n 8 4 . We may receive a fo re tas t e of these h i n t s , f o r 

example, when the Danaids descr ibe t h e i r cousins as ouA,6<ppove<; 5e 

icai 5oXiO[ir\ti5eQ "murderous hearted and crafty of counsef (750) 

f o r the audience may suspect t h a t i t is the supp l i an t s themselves 

who w i l l s h o r t l y engage i n e v i l p l o t t i n g and murder . Thus the 

Aegyp t i ads may indeed have fo rmed the chorus of the second p lay , 

w i t h Danaus a c t i n g as spokesman f o r h is daugh te r s , whi le the 

Danaids may have reappeared i n the f i n a l p lay to answer f o r t h e i r 

crime i n some way. 

D u r i n g the Supplices Danaus is of minor dramatic impor tance 

and we noted above how his op in ion is he ld of l i t t l e account b y 

See Tap l in p l 9 6 . 

0 4 C o m p a r e the obtuseness o f the chorus conce rn ing the deaths of 
Cassandra and Eteocles i n the Agamemnon and the Septem 
r e spec t ive ly . 
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those on stage. I r e l a n d dismisses him as "a shadowy 

father-figure, almost eclipsed dramatically by his daughters" L 

whi le Garvie suggests t h a t Aeschylus f e l t compelled to inc lude him 

merely because he f e a t u r e d i n the i n h e r i t e d m y t h ( p l 3 6 ) . However 

i n l a t e r ve r s ions of the Danaid m y t h Danaus, the eponymous 

ancestor of the Danaans, gains the t h r o n e of Argos and t h i s same 
85 

even t may occur here also . He acqui res a b o d y g u a r d b y vote o f 

the A r g i v e assembly and FJW ( I I I p277) sugges t t h a t t h i s 

acqu i s i t i on of "the r o y a l p r e r o g a t i v e " w i l l act as a cons tan t 

v i s u a l reminder to the audience t h a t he is des t ined to become 

k i n g . 

Thus Danaus may p l ay an i m p o r t a n t ro le i n the ensu ing drama, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i f he is to devise the m u r d e r p lo t , and his r a t h e r 

neg l ig ib l e role i n the f i r s t p l ay may be designed to i l l u s t r a t e 

t h a t the Danaids are a c t i ng of t h e i r own v o l i t i o n and are b y no 

means merely the puppe t s of t h e i r f a t h e r . We have seen how the 

Danaids may not f o r m the chorus of the f o l l o w i n g p lay and i t is 

even possible t h a t t h e y do no t reappear on stage as a g r o u p 

again . Thus i t is i m p o r t a n t t h a t t h e i r a t t i t u d e towards the 

marr iage is c l ea r ly es tabl ished d u r i n g the Supplices, so t h a t even 

i f t he w e d d i n g - n i g h t murde r is u n d e r t a k e n on the advice of t h e i r 

f a t h e r , the audience w i l l know t h a t t h i s coincides w i t h t h e i r own 
86 

wishes and t h a t t h e y are f u l l y respons ib le f o r t h e i r act ions . 

87 
Danaus devises the m u r d e r - p l o t i n most l a t e r ve r s ions and we 

The A r g i v e k i n g may die, abdicate o r merely promise him the 
t h r o n e - see Garvie p l 9 8 f f . I f t he A r g i v e k i n g is to disappear a t 
some p o i n t i n the ensu ing drama, t h i s migh t expla in the emphasis 
upon his i nc lus ion of the A r g i v e people i n the decis ion to p r o t e c t 
the supp l i an t s . 

86 
We do not know whe the r Danaus w i l l be blamed f o r his p a r t i n the 

m u r d e r la te r i n the drama, a l t h o u g h we f i n d t ha t he is p u t on 
t r i a l i n ce r t a in la ter ve r s ions - Theodectes 3a, E u r i p i d e s ' 
Orestes 872-3. 

87 See f o r example Ovid Heroides 14. 
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f i n d t h a t he is p resen ted i n the Supplices cons i s t en t ly as the 

Danaids ' mentor and adv i so r . They i n t r o d u c e him as "Aavaog 5e 

TiaTTiP K<xl PoutapxoQ Ka l oxaoiapxog Danaus our father, deviser of 

our plans and leader of our group" (11-12) and his open ing words 

r e i n f o r c e t h i s idea: 

Ka l %hvX %epoov vuv 7tpouTi6tav XafSbv 
alvw <puA,af;ai xan' enri SeA-Tou^evag 

Now taking thought for your land faring, I bid you 
to keep safe my words, noted down in your hearts (178-9) 

Jus t as Danaus p lanned the voyage to Argos (11-15) so now he 

is cons ide r ing what f u r t h e r steps may be t a k e n to avoid the 

marr iage of his daugh te r s . A l r eady suspec t ing the means b y w h i c h 

the Danaids w i l l indeed r i d themselves of the Aegyp t i ads , t he 

audience may wonder b r i e f l y whe the r Danaus i s about to revea l the 

p lo t to k i l l them on the w e d d i n g - n i g h t a t t h i s po in t . Ins tead he 

advises h is daugh te r s t o behave w i t h g rea t modesty and 

subserv ience as b e f i t t i n g t h e i r pos i t ion as supp l i an t s (176f f ) and 

he repeats similar advice a t the end of the p l a y when t h e y are 

about to take u p residence i n Argos : 

Ka l xauxa nev ypavao6e npog yeypauyevon; 
7ioAAoT<nv a M o i q ooixppovCouaoiv naxpoQ, 
ayvfie' outAov eXeyxexai xp6v<p... 
upiac; 5' e7iaiv© UT\ Kaxaioxuveiv eue , 
Spav exouoac; xf |v5' eTtCoxpe7ixov Bpoxotg 

And add this to the many other wise words of your 
father which are written in your hearts, that an unknown 
band is proved in time...I bid you not to bring shame to 
me, you who have a bloom so admired by mortals (991-2, 
996-7) 

Danaus' opening words may sugges t t o the audience t h a t he is 

on the p o i n t of o u t l i n i n g the m u r d e r p lo t b u t again h is advice 

p roves o f a more mundane na tu re , a l t h o u g h these w a r n i n g s to the 

Danaids to behave modest ly may r emind the audience t h a t t h e y are 

des t ined to ac t w i t h g rea t boldness i n the near f u t u r e . The 

Danaids express complete obedience to t h e i r f a t h e r (205-6) and 
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l a te r when the A r g i v e k i n g asks how t h e y w i l l l i v e i n Argos -

e i the r communally nokXov uex' akkov (960) o r alone uovoppueuouq 

(961) - t h e y beg him to r e f e r the mat ter to t h e i r f a t h e r : 

TlpOVOOV 
Kal BouA,ap%ov xou yap npoxepa 
uT^Ttq, OTIOU %QT\ 86uaxa v a t e i v 

the one who takes forethought for us and the 
deviser of our plans, for primary consideration of where 
we should live belongs to him (969-71) 

The ques t ion of the Danaids ' abode is f u r t h e r discussed 

(970-4, 1009-11) and t h i s may be of impor tance l a t e r i n the 

t r i l o g y f o r i t w i l l be the s e t t i n g f o r the w e d d i n g - n i g h t murder . 

Thus Danaus is f i r m l y es tabl ished as the g i r l s ' sole adv i se r and 

mentor i n t h i s f i r s t p l ay of the t r i l o g y w h i c h may c o n f i r m the 

audience 's suspicions t h a t he w i l l be responsib le f o r p l o t t i n g the 

m u r d e r 8 8 . 

I t may be t h a t Danaus' b r o t h e r A e g y p t u s i s to appear i n the 

ensu ing drama. The schol ion to Eur ip ides Orestes 872 comments: 

T) no\\r\ 56£a Kax&xei ufj a<ptx6<xt xov Atyunxov etc, 
"Apyoc. Ka6a Ttep aAAoi xe <paot Kal JEKaxatog ypd<p©v 
ouxwq ]• 6 5e AtyuTixoQ aux^g £iev O U K T̂ XOev etc; "Apyoq, 
TOU Sac; 5e. WQ uev ' HoloSoc; , enotipe TievxfjK^vxa, OQ eyb 
5e, ou5e eiKoot- Kal Aiovuotoc, 6 KUKA,oypaq>o<; ev+xouxw 

Ryzman speaks of the "penetrating psychological realism of the 
playwright" (p5) , sugges t i ng t h a t the Danaids have f a i l ed to 
mature and detach themselves f r o m t h e i r f a t h e r and t h a t t h e y 
r e j e c t marr iage as a r e s u l t of his emphasis on c h a s t i t y . I t is 
s u r e l y misguided to r e g a r d the p lay i n t h i s manner however and the 
audience wou ld have r e g a r d e d f i l i a l obedience and modesty as 
p r a i s e w o r t h y qual i t ies . 

89 

See FGH 4. 

90Fragment 50. Hvi -frag \X7 

9 1 See FGH 4. 
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xb. 7iapa7iXf|Oia qpTjoi. <&p6vi%og <5e o Tpayiicoc; <pTyji auv 
AlyunTioiQ T O V Atyuntov T)Ketv elq "Apyog 

In the opinion of the majority Aegyptus did not 
come to Argos, among whom Hecateus writes thus, 
"Aegyptus himself did not come to Argos but his sons 
(did)...fifty in number according to Hesiod but in my 
version not even twenty". And Dionysius the cyclograph 
says roughly the same. Phrynichus the tragedian says 
that Aegyptus came to Argos with the Aegyptians 

Thus a l t hough A e g y p t u s ' a r r i v a l i n Argos is not mentioned i n 

the Supplices, he wou ld be a convenien t i n t e r l o c u t o r f o r Danaus 

and spokesman f o r the Aegyp t i ads . I n add i t i on , since he is 

des t ined to s u r v i v e the massacre of h is sons, he may be 

i n s t r u m e n t a l i n ca l l ing the Danaids to account f o r t h e i r murderous 

act. Thus the audience may wonder i f A e g y p t u s w i l l appear and 
92 

what role he w i l l p lay . 

The marr iage of Hypermes t ra and Lynceus is suggested as e a r l y 
93 

as Hesiod and t h e y became i m p o r t a n t charac te r s i n l a te r ve rs ions . 
94 95 

Lynceus k i l l s Danaus , o r Hypermest ra ' s s i s te rs o r bo th f a t h e r 

and daugh te r s , and Hypermes t ra herse l f is p u t on t r i a l i n the 
9 6 

v e r s i o n b y Pausanias . I n most l a te r ve r s ions the couple m a r r y 
97 

and Lynceus succeeds Danaus as k i n g of Argos . Thus the audience 

may have been w o n d e r i n g whe the r Hypermes t ra and Lynceus w i l l 

92 
I n l a t e r m y t h , f o r example E u r i p i d e s ' Orestes 872-3, A e g y p t u s 

comes to Argos to prosecute Danaus, b u t we do not know i f t h a t 
f e a t u r e d here. 

93 
Thei r son Abas is mentioned at fragment 135. 

94 

Pseudo-Archi locus ap. Malal. 68.1 D20, Serv . Dan. A. 10.497. 

9 5 E u r i p i d e s ' Hecuba 886. (SCVNOW) 

9 6 2 . 1 9 . 6 , 2.20.7, 2.21.7. 
97 

Pseudo-Apol lodorus 2.2.1.1, Pausanias. 2.16.1, 22 Hecuba 886, 
Orestes 872. 
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f e a t u r e as i n d i v i d u a l s i n the l a te r p a r t of the Danaid t r i l o g y . 

FJW note tha t "it is without parallel in extant Greek tragedy for 

one member of a collective group to appear as a named and 

individually acting character in a play where that group forms the 

chorus" ( I p52). However too much t r a g e d y has been los t to allow 

any genera l iza t ion i n t h i s mat ter , and , even i f the appearance o f 

Hypermes t ra or Lynceus wou ld have been cons idered unusua l w i t h i n 

the convent ions of t r a g e d y , t he re was n o t h i n g to p r e v e n t Aeschylus 

choosing to p o r t r a y them. On the o the r hand , the r e f u s a l of one 

daugh t e r to m u r d e r he r husband may have been r e p o r t e d i n a 

messenger speech w i t h the main dramatic f o c u s remain ing on he r 

s i s te rs . Thus we do no t know whe the r o r not the tale of 

Hypermes t ra and Lynceus was i n c l u d e d i n the drama, and i f so, how 

i t was p resen ted . Aga in the t raged ies of P h r y n i c h u s may have been 

deeply i n f l u e n t i a l i n t h i s respec t and we can o n l y speculate abou t 

w h i c h charac te r s appeared i n the l a te r p lays . 

E) Conclusion 

So we see t h a t i t is impossible to r e c o n s t r u c t the t r i l o g y 

w i t h any degree of c e r t a i n t y and one l eve l o f speculat ion must 

r e s t upon another . Our d iscuss ion of the Danaids' punishment i n 

Hades, f o r example, assumes t h a t the w e d d i n g - n i g h t murde r takes 

place, f o r w h i c h the re i s no f i r m evidence. Garvie issues the 

p e r t i n e n t w a r n i n g (p l83 ) t h a t had we o n l y the f i r s t p lay of the 

Oresteia, we m i g h t assume tha t Menelaus w o u l d r e t u r n (675), t h a t 

Cly temnes t ra w o u l d be banished (1410) and t h a t t h e e n t i r e f a m i l y 

o f Agamemnon w o u l d be wiped ou t (1603)! Thus even when we f ee l 

c e r t a in t h a t t h e r e is an i n t en t i ona l a l lus ion i n the t ex t to , say, 

the w e d d i n g - n i g h t murde r , we cannot be c e r t a i n t h a t Aeschylus i s 

no t merely teas ing the expectat ions of h is audience and had no 

i n t e n t i o n of i n c l u d i n g these events i n the l a te r drama. Thus b y 

the end of t h e Supplices, we, l i k e the o r i g i n a l audience, have 

many doubts about how exact ly the drama is to proceed and i t i s 

most u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we are unable to share t h e i r experience a n y 

f u r t h e r . I t does seem c e r t a i n however t h a t whi le the i n i t i a l 
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desire of the Danaids to avo id the marr iage is cons idered 

j u s t i f i e d , t h e i r r eac t ion , the m u r d e r of b r idegrooms, w i l l be 

cons idered a cr ime w o r t h y of the d i r e s t pena l ty , and t h a t the 

succeeding p lays o f the t r i l o g y presen ted these events to grea t 

e f f e c t . 
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Chapter Four 

The Homecoming of Agamemnon 

Our study of the Oresteia falls naturally into various 

separate sections but we should remember at all times that the 

audience witnessed these three dramas as one, closely-l inked, 

continuous performance. This is the only complete trilogy which 

has surv ived to modern times and it offers us a unique opportunity 

to trace the exploitation of audience anticipation through to its 

conclusion. Thus in this latter part of the thesis we shall be 

concentrating more ful ly on the effect of the performance upon the 

audience as the drama unfolds before them. Our study is fur ther 

aided by the fact that there are frequent references to the 

Oresteia myth in our earlier sources which allows us to 

reconstruct the audience's perception of the story with a greater 

degree of confidence than elsewhere. On the other hand, we should 

not forget that there must have been many other relevant sources 

which are now lost to us and so our conception of the audience's 

perception of the myth must remain incomplete. Let us begin by 

considering the important role played by the audience's mythical 

knowledge during the v e r y f i r s t scenes of the trilogy. 

a) Introduction 

The fact that Agamemnon is murdered on his re turn from the 

Trojan War in earlier versions of the myth was well-known in the 

f i f th-century and would have proved a great influence on the 

audience's perception of the early part of the Oresteia. The 

murder of the king features widely in our pre-Aeschylean sources, 

being mentioned in Homer, Hesiod, the epic poem the Nostoi, and 

Pindar, and it almost certainly occurred in the versions by 

Xanthus, Stesichorus and Simonides. In addition, the killing of 

Agamemnon is depicted on several vases, such as the Attic 
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Red-figure kalyx krater by the Dokimasia Painter , while Orestes' 

revenge, a story famous in art and l iterature, is itself inspired 

by his desire to avenge his father's murder. Thus when the 

Oresteia begins, no doubt the audience will be anticipating the 

murder of Agamemnon and wondering how it will be presented on 

stage. 

I n the opening lines of the Agamemnon, the Watchman reveals 

both the location of the drama and the moment in the story where 

the action of the play will begin. He invites the audience to 

imagine themselves witnessing the scene outside the house of 

Agamemnon and Menelaus (3) jus t as news a r r i v e s that the Trojan 

War is at an end (22). This suggests that Agamemnon is about to 

re turn to his homeland and all dramatic attention is focused upon 

his homecoming during these opening scenes of the trilogy. No 

doubt the audience will be wondering whether there will be any 

open reference to the murder-plot beforehand, or whether it will 

be suppressed entirely until after the deed is completed. 

Likewise they will wonder whether the adulterous relationship 

enjoyed by Clytemnestra and Aegisthus in earlier versions is to 

feature in the Oresteia and, if so, when and how this will be 

revealed. I n fact Aeschylus chooses to avoid any direct mention 

of either the murder-plot or the adultery until after Aeschylus is 

dead. Thus the audience's mythical knowledge plays a vital role 

in creating suspense in the drama and Aeschylus includes oblique 

allusions to events which they would have been anticipating. At 

the same time, however, these hints are presented in highly 
tews 

ambiguous^and will leave the audience uncertain about whether they 
2 

will be included in the trilogy or not . 

1c470-465, see Prag plate 3. 

2 
We shall see below how Aegisthus' anticipated role in the murder 

and as Clytemnestra's partner remains ambiguous throughout most of 
the Agamemnon. 
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I n the earlier myth Agamemnon and Menelaus l ived apart but 

they shared a house in Sparta in the versions by Stesichorus and 
4 

Simonides , possibly reflecting some contemporary political 

alliance (see Baldry) . Aeschylus adopts this development and sets 

his drama at the house shared by the sons of Atreus , oxeyotu; 

'Axpeio'wv (3). This early reference to Atreus may remind the 

audience of the ancestral curse and Cassandra will reveal how the 

crimes of the previous generation still cling to the house. I n 

addition, Paris ' abduction of Helen is a great offence against the 

laws of hospitality and Agamemnon is all the more deeply involved 

if this crime occurred at his own house. Thus Zeus Xenios, god of 

hospitality, might be expected to support Agamemnon's leadership 

of the expedition against Troy - provided that it is executed with 

due moderation and respect for the gods. 

A further important consequence of locating the drama at the 

house of Agamemnon is that the audience cannot be absolutely 

certain that the king will in fact re turn to this spot. I n the 

Odyssey, the only extant sources which makes any specific 

reference to the location of the murder, Agamemnon does not reach 

home in his ship but is blown off course and lands: 

08t S6u<xxa vate ©ueoTiK 
T O Tiptv, axap T O T ' evaie ©ueoxt&oTy; AiyvotiOQ. 

Where Thyestes had lived previously and which was 
now the home of his son Aegisthus. (Odysseyk$17-8) 

Aegisthus then kills him oiKOvSe KaA,eooa<; "having invited him 

to his house" (Odyssey 11.410), and again at Odyssey 4,530$and 

24.22 the murder is located O I K ^ ev AlyioOoio "in the house of 

Aegisthus". We should note that at Odyssey 3.234 Athene tells 

Telemachus how Agamemnon was killed e<peoxio<; "at the hearth" which 

3 See Iliad 2 569-90, Odyssey 4.1 ff , 11.460 and the Cypria. 

4 
According to the scholion to Euripides ' Orestes 46. 
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may be an indication that there were versions which set the murder 

at Agamemnon's own palace as early as Homer. On the other hand, 

the seat by the hearth had been offered to guests and suppliants 

by tradition since Homeric times and so was the place where one 

should least anticipate an attack. Thus Athene may merely be 

s tress ing the domestic setting of Agamemnon's murder and the great 

pathos of his death rather than suggesting that he died in his own 

home. Certainly the predominant idea presented in the Odyssey is 

that Agamemnon dies at the palace of Aegisthus before reaching his 

own palace, and this may be the audience's predominant 

expectation, part icularly at the v e r y beginning of the drama. 

We cannot tell where the murder occurs in our more 

fragmentary sources but it may be that the shift ing of attention 

from Aegisthus towards Clytemnestra, which is occurring at least 

by the time of Stesichorus, was reflected by the change of 

location of the murder from the palace of Aegisthus to Agamemnon's 

own home. Nevertheless, even if the murder had occurred at 

Agamemnon's palace in earlier versions, the audience cannot be 

absolutely certain that Aeschylus will adopt this change and the 

possibility remains that Agamemnon will not fulf i l l his homeward 

journey and appear before them on stage but die before this at the 

home of his enemy as in the Homeric version. As the drama 

develops and the re turn of the king grows increasingly l ikely, 

this may lead to a good deal of speculation among the audience 

about how this newer element will be presented. Let us begin by 

considering the manner in which Agamemnon's homecoming is 

anticipated by those on stage and then proceed to a discussion of 

the presentation of the relatively brief appearance of the 

long-awaited king. 

b) The News of the Return 

As soon as the audience learns that the f igure on stage is a 

Watchman, they may recal l the role played by this character in 

previous versions. The Odyssey describes the news of Agamemnon's 
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re turn thus: 

xdv 5' ap' anb O K O H I T K eXde O K O T I O Q , O V pa Ka9etoev 
AiyioOoc; So^ouTyuq aywv, U T I O 5' eo%exo uio96v 
Xpuoou <5caa xaXavxa- <puXaooe 5' o y' etc; evtauxov, 
ufi e A,d6ot Tiaptov, uvfjoaixo 5e OoupiSot; aXiCTv;. 
fir\ 5' tuev ayyeXewv 7ip6g d*6naxa noiuevt Xawv. 
a u T L K a 5' Aiytoeoc; 5 O A , C T I V etppdooaxo Texvnv 

But a Watchman saw (Agamemnon) from his lookout, a 
man whom Aegisthus had taken and stationed there with 
treachery, and had promised two talents of gold as 
payment. For a year he had been watching so that 
Agamemnon would not pass by unnoticed, remembering his 
furious valour. The man ran to the house of the 
shepherd of the people with his news, and at once 
Aegisthus devised a treacherous stratagem. (Odyssey 
4.524-29) 

Thus Aeschylus inherited the idea that a Watchman is set to 

alert the adulterous pair of the king's re turn and the inclusion 

of this familiar f igure will indicate to the audience the point in 

the story at which the action will begin. I t is most unfortunate 

that we do not know whether earl ier presentations of the myth had 

taken the news of Agamemnon's re turn as their starting point also, 

nor what role, if any, had been played by the Watchman. Here he 

is weary of his year-long watch, cppoupac; exetaq (2), and the 

chorus in their opening words intimate that the army have been 

away fighting for ten years , Seicaxov uev exoc; (40). Since in 

earlier myth Troy falls in the tenth year of fighting after a 
5 

watch was kept at home for a year also , this will confirm the 

audience's suspicion that the long-awaited news is about to arr ive 

and it is unlikely that they will share the doubts of its veraci ty 

expressed here by the Watchman 6 and later by the chorus (268ff, 

475ff). With their wider knowledge, the audience will have little 

doubt that the war is t ru ly over and that Agamemnon will soon 

begin his homeward journey. 

See Odyssey 4.526, quoted above. 

6 etnep 'IA-Cou noXiq e&Xoatcev "if indeed Troy has fallen" 29-30. 
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I n Homer, and perhaps elsewhere, this watch is stationed for 

deeply sinister reasons and no doubt the audience of the Oresteia 

will suspect that here too the adulterous pair desire an early 

warning of Agamemnon's re turn purely in order to facilitate his 

murder. The Watchman stresses the length of his weary watch, 

giving the impression that Agamemnon has been long-awaited by 

those at home and the audience will suspect that Aegisthus and 

Clytemnestra's anticipation of this event is of a rather different 

nature. However this man displays a deep and genuine loyalty 

towards Agamemnon, cry ing out in joy at the news of his master's 

re turn - loi) lou (25) - and fondly imagining meeting him again 

face to face (34-5). He predicts great rejoicing throughout the 

land (23) and breaks into a dance (31), cry ing: 

xa SeoTioxwv yap eu Tieoovxa 6f|oouai 

Matters have turned out well for my master. (32) 

However the audience will regard Agamemnon's apparent good 

fortune as deceptive and it is ironic that death in battle at Troy 

would have been a far nobler end than his actual fate, which is to 
7 

die by the treachery of close kindred in his own home . The 

audience will suspect strongly that Clytemnestra will not share 

the Watchman's delight concerning Agamemnon's re turn and it is 

with deep irony that he bids the queen to rejoice oXokoyudv 

eu<piinouvTa "give a loud cry" (28). No doubt the audience would 

appreciate the ambiguity of the term o\oX,uyu6<; which may refer to 

a loud c r y of either joy or lamentation ( L S J ) , knowing that the 

queen will anticipate this event with eagerness, not as a true and 

faithful wife should, but so that her husband's death may come the 

sooner. Thus the Watchman plays an important role here and his 

innocent joy and unwavering loyalty towards Agamemnon will 

contrast with the audience's forebodings about the actual welcome 

Orestes states this contrast explicitly at Choephori 345ff. 
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prepared for the king. F a r from being an occasion for rejoicing, 

this event will herald the beginning of f r e s h sorrows for the 

house of Atreus and the Watchman's simple attitude highlights the 

underlying pathos of the situation. 

Since the audience will be almost certain that the news from 

Troy is true and that Agamemnon will shortly re turn to his 

homeland, the Herald Scene has a dramatic rather than an 

informative function. I t prolongs the suspense about the entrance 

of the king and the contrast between the respective homecomings of 

these two warriors serves to emphasize the cruel ty of Agamemnon's 

fate. The king's a r r i v a l in his homeland in the Odyssey is a 

moment of great joy: 

i\ T O I 6 \xev xalpcrv e7^f joeTO naxptSoq a t T j ; 
x a l Kuvet anxofievoc; t\v naxpCSa- noXXh 5* an' autou 
Sdxpua 6epua %eovx', kne\ aonaotoq i5e ya iav . 

Agamemnon stepped onto his fatherland with 
rejoicing and kissed it as he touched it. Many warm 
tears fell from his eyes when he saw the land so welcome 
to him. (Odyssey 4.521-3) 

Thus the ironic contrast between the joyful re turn of the 

victorious warrior and the cruel fate which awaits him at home had 

been established since Homeric times. I n the Agamemnon, the 

Herald expresses similar jubilation on beholding his dear homeland 

once again: 

ou yap T I O T ' T I U X O U V TflS' ev 'ApyeCg %6ovi 
eavov u e 6 e £ e i v (ptArdxou xdipou u&pot;. 

I never thought that I should die in this Argive 
land and gain my share in a tomb most dear to me. 
(506-7) 

The audience will sure ly note here an oblique allusion to 

Agamemnon's imminent fate and the term "(ptXtdTOU xd<pou" could also 

imply burial by those who are (or should be) most dear, one's 

closest relatives. Joy and sorrow are juxtaposed many times 

during this Herald Scene, as when the chorus bids the herald to 
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rejoice (%aXpe 538) and he replies: 

Xatpw +xe6vavai 6' O U K S T ' avxepo 0eotQ+. 

J rejoice and would no longer object to being dead. 
(539) 

He speaks of weeping for joy, wot' ev<5aicpueiv y' oupiootv 

Xapac; U T I O (541) which the chorus calls xepnvTK v6oou "a pleasant 

disease" (542). I n the wider context his references to the joyful 

homecoming of the army are juxtaposed with the hardships they 

suffered and the sad tale of the shipwreck: 

eu<pT|uov Tjuap oi> trpenet KotKayyetop 
y\(>ooT[ u t a t v e t v 

It is not fitting to defile an auspicious day with 
evil-sounding words. (636-7) 

This contrast between joy and sorrow will highlight the 

ambiguous nature of Agamemnon's homecoming, where what is 

ostensibly an occasion for rejoicing will in fact culminate in his 

death. 

Jus t as the news that Troy had fallen released the Watchman 

from his weary watch, so it marks the end of the harsh overseas 

campaign for the Herald. He cries ev yhp nenpaKTai "all has 

turned out welT' (551) and suggests that all former suffering be 

now forgotten (567). He bids the native gods and the Argives who 

remained at home: 

euuevetc; n&ktv 
oxpctTov 5e%eo6ai tov A.eXetuuevov 8op6<;. 

To receive back with kindness that part of the army 
spared by the spear. (516-7) 

See Fraenkel I I p274 on the textual difficulties here, although 
the basic meaning appears sound. 
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The audience fears that Agamemnon will definitely not be 

received euueveiQ "with kindness" and that he has escaped death in 

battle and at sea only to re turn home and die at the hands of 

those who should most love and welcome him. The Herald bids the 

palace itself to welcome its master 5 e £ a o 8 e tcooucp Baoaea.. .aAA' 

eu vtv acroaoaa8e, Koci yap ouv npenei "receive the king duly...give 

him good welcome as is right" (521, 524), without re ferr ing 

directly to his reception by its human inhabitants. He declares: 

euoatjiov hvr\p 
r\Kei, TteoOat 5' a^toxaxoc; ^poT2>v 
T O V v u v 

(Agamemnon) has returned home a blessed man, the 
most worthy to be honoured of all living people. (530-2) 

However the audience will fear that far from being honoured 

Agamemnon will be brutal ly murdered by those at home. Although 

the Herald gives a clear prediction that Agamemnon will re turn to 

the palace (518ff) we noted above how this homeward journey was 

never completed in the Homeric version of the myth and in fact no 

other pre-Aeschylean source states explicitly that Agamemnon died 

in his own home . E v e n if this had been the case in more recent 

versions of the story, until he a r r i v e s on stage, the audience 

cannot be absolutely certain that Agamemnon will not die at the 

palace of Aegisthus as in the Odyssey, and this possibility may be 

increased by the failure of the Herald to c lar i fy the exact 

whereabouts of the king anywhere in his speech. 

The cheerful Herald exits at line 680 and, like the Watchman, 

this loyal supporter of Agamemnon never reappears. Fraenkel notes 

that "he is the only character in this tragedy who displays an 

unqualified optimism" ( I I p293) and after his departure, the mood 

of the play becomes grim. The Herald's simple pleasure on 

Stesichorus may have located the murder there but this is not 
preserved in our fragments. 
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reaching his homeland will form a sharp contrast with Agamemnon's 

destined fate and the two homecoming scenes may have contained 

visual parallels in the theatre to emphasize this effect. Both of 

these faithful servants , the Watchman and the Herald, highlight 

the ironic contrast between the joyful homecoming of the 

success ful army and the true nature of the welcome which awaits 

Agamemnon, while their great respect and loyalty towards their 

king suggests that he is worthy of their devotion and will act as 

favourable preparation for this character. 

As he enters the stage, Agamemnon offers thanks to the native 

gods for his safe homecoming with unconscious irony and calmly 

assumes that he will resume his throne and continue to rule Argos 

as before (810ff). Pathos is created by his ignorance of his 

perilous position and he innocently makes plans for the future 

which the audience fears will never be f u l f i l l e d 1 0 . The king 

mentions Odysseus, who proved a loyal fr iend to him (841ff) and 

the v e r y different fates met by these two heroes on their re turn 

from the Trojan War had been famous since Homeric times. The 

audience will recall how in the Odyssey, Odysseus overcame his 

enemies and reclaimed his former position as king, while Agamemnon 

was taken by surpr i se and killed on his re turn . I n the 

Underworld, the soul of Agamemnon warns Odysseus: 

aXXo 5e xoi epeo, ou 5' e v i 9peol ^aMeo oftot-
KpuBorjv, unS' avctqxxvSa, cptXnv BQ naipida yatav 
vria tcaxioxeuevai, knel ouicexi Ttioxa yuvat^lv. 

Put away in your heart this other thing that I tell 
you. Bring your ship to your dear homeland in secret, 
not openly for on e can never trust a woman. (Odyssey 
11.454-6) 

Note the repeated use of the future tense - BotAeuctoueoea "we 
shall take counsef 846, 7ietpao6ueaea "we shall try" 850, 
<5e£t6cx>u<n "we shall show" 852. 

1 1 T h e phrase eXdoXov OKiac; "image of a shadow/phantom" (839) may 
help to evoke this scene for the audience. 
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Thus while Odysseus secured a success fu l homecoming by 

returning in secret and taking his enemy by surpr i se , Agamemnon 

himself is caught off guard and killed. This idea is reflected in 

the Oresteia where Aeschylus clearly indicates that the news of 

Agamemnon's r e t u r n is clearly understood by his enemies and that 

it is they who enjoy the advantage of a surpr i se attack. 

Odysseus' safe homecoming is fur ther facilitated in the 

Homeric version by the fact that he gains important allies within 

the palace from among those close to him and is helped 

part icularly by his son Telemachus and faithful servant Eumaeus. 

I n contrast Agamemnon was killed before he even reached his own 

palace and so was thwarted in his desire to greet his household: 

r\ xot ecpnv ye 
aonaoioq natSeootv \5e Suweoatv euotow 
ottcaS' eXeuoeoSca-

I had thought that I would be welcomed by my 
children and servants when I came home. (Odyssey 
11.430-2) 

I n the Oresteia also, even though Agamemnon reaches his own 

home, he remains isolated from all possible sources of help. The 

Watchman fondly imagined a joyful reunion with his master: 

yevotxo 5' ouv U O X O V T O Q eixpiArj %epa 
avctKTOQ O L K O V xr\8e fkzotdoai %epi. 

May it be that the master of the house returns and 
that I clasp his dear hand in mine. (34-35) 

but in fact neither he nor the Herald, both loyal servants of 

Agamemnon, ever greet their dear master or even see him alive 

again. 

See also Odyssey 11.450-3. 
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The palace is shared by Agamemnon and Menelaus and both 

brothers will be expected to re turn home now that the Trojan War 

is over. The story of how a storm scattered the returning fleet 
1 3 1 4 

is related by Sappho and Homer , and so the audience may 

anticipate the Herald's announcement that Menelaus' homecoming has 

been delayed (636ff) with the resul t that another possible ally i s 

lost to Agamemnon. The Herald suggested that the storm was 

evidence of divine wrath (649) from which Agamemnon is exempt 

since some god - 8eo<; T I Q (663) - steered his ship safely home. 

The audience will fear however that Agamemnon's swift re turn 

serves only to accelerate his downfall and isolate him from his 

companions. I n the Odyssey (3.311, 4.543-7) Menelaus reaches the 

scene of his brother's murder after Orestes has exacted his 

revenge and so the audience may wonder if he will appear on stage 

later in the trilogy. The Herald encourages them to anticipate 

his arr iva l : 

MeveXewv yap ouv 
upwTov xe K a l jidAaoxa npoo56ica y o X e i v . . . 
eXnte T I C auxov npbq 56uou<; r\£eiv naA.iv. 

Above all you must first expect Menelaus to 
come...there is hope that he will come home again. 
(674-5, 679) 

For the present however the audience will see how neither 

Menelaus, the Watchman nor the Herald are present to help 

Agamemnon, and later Clytemnestra reveals that Orestes too has 

been sent away (877-9). Thus whereas Telemachus supported his 

father and facilitated his homecoming, Agamemnon is never reunited 

with his son on his re turn home. His procession across the red 

carpet, severs him from the small retinue from Troy, even from 

Cassandra with whom he is destined to die, and this marks the 

f inal stage of his complete isolation. He enters the house alone 

1 3 

See fragment 17. 

1 4 S e e Odyssey 3.2fc6ff and 4.512ff. 
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and the audience will fear that this mighty warrior, who has 

neither allies within the palace nor the advantage of secrecy, 

will meet an ignoble death in this domestic setting. 

So we have seen how Agamemnon's homecoming is discussed in 

the drama for almost eight hundred lines before he appears. The 

audience will appreciate the fact that his re turn is viewed in 

various ways by those on stage. For the Watchman and Herald, it 

is an occasion for unmitigated rejoicing, marking the end of 

personal hardship and they, like Agamemnon himself, confidently 

assume that the palace will now be set in order. However the 

audience will suspect that Agamemnon's re turn will be regarded in 

a rather different light by his enemies since for them it heralds 

the opportunity to c a r r y out their crue l murder-plot. Thus 

Agamemnon's confidence in a bright future is misguided and, on the 

brink of death, he cries will unconscious irony: 

v(,KT| d'eneinep eonet', eun65«c; jievot. 

Since victory has attended me, let it remain 
securely! (854) 

c) Clytemnestra 

From the v e r y beginning of the drama, Clytemnestra is 

presented as a crue l , calculating and fear- inspir ing woman. Her 

adulterous relationship with Aegisthus had been infamous since 

Homeric times and was considered a grave sin by the Greeks. The 

Odyssey relates how, while the other heroes were away fighting at 

Troy, Aegisthus n6\\' ' Ayajienvoveny aA,o%ov 9eA.yeotcev eneooiv 

"tried often to charm the wife of Agamemnon with his words" 

(3.264). She resisted at f i r s t but then, becoming entangled with 

uotpa 6ewv "divine fate" (269) and: 

TT^v S'eOeXwv e6&A,ouoav avfjyayev ovSe 56uovSe 

He eagerly led the eager woman to his own home. 
(Odyssey 3. 272) 
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This suggests that Clytemnestra took up residence with 

Aegisthus in his palace and we have noted how this is the location 

for the murder in earl ier versions of the myth. There is a 

fur ther reference to the adultery in the Hesiodic fragments: 

©<; 5b O-UTatunoTpn (npo) Xmovo' 'Ayayefivova 6tov 
hlyioQq TiapeXeicto teal e'iXexo xeCpov' dicotTnv. 
Sq 5''EX6vr| floxuve Xk%oc; £av0ou MeveXdou. 

Thus Clytemnestra, deserting the god-like 
Agamemnon, lay beside Aegisthus and chose an inferior 
bed-fellow and thusiS Helen shamed the bed of 
golden-haired Menelaus . 

and Pindar suggests that it may have been the inspiration for 

Clytemnestra's part in the murder: 

T\ etep<j> Xe%ei 5aua£ou6vav 
evvoxot ndpayov Kotxat; 

Or conquered by another lover, did nightly love 
makings lead her on? {Pythian 11.24-5) 

Clytemnestra is l inked with her s ister Helen as a wanton and 

faithless woman in Greek thought and Stesichorus relates how 

Tyndareus angered Aphrodite so that she made his daughters 

Styduout; re x a \ Tpiyduoug Ttenot K a l kmeodvopaq "twice marrying 

and thrice marrying and husband deserters" . Clytemnestra is 

cited by Homer as the direct antithesis of the faithful wife, 

Penelope (Odyssey 11.444-6, 24.191-202), and, although these 
1 7 

passages may reflect later developments in the myth , these ideas 

would nevertheless have been accepted as genuine by Aeschylus and 

his audience. The different characters of their respective wives 

fragment 176 MW = Eurip ides ' Orestes 249. 

1 6 

See the scholion to Eurip ides ' Orestes 249. 

1 7 

Since books eleven and twenty-four appear to contain a high 
degree of interpolation. 
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will fur ther contribute to the theme of the contrast between the 

homecomings of Odysseus and Agamemnon. 

Thus the audience will have a' strong suspicion that 

Clytemnestra and Aegisthus are lovers in the Oresteia, even though 

this is not revealed explicitly until after the murder. Aeschylus 

presents the queen consistently on stage as a powerful, 

manipulative and clever woman and the audience will already 

suspect that she is involved in the plot to ki l l Agamemnon in some 

way. We should note however that although the importance of 

Clytemnestra had been increasing as the myth developed, it may be 

that Aegisthus has taken an active role in the murder of Agamemnon 

in all previous versions, and so while the presentation of the 

queen as powerful and ruthless may hint to the audience that she 

will play an important role in the murder, they may be far from 
1 8 

certain that she is to ki l l Agamemnon herself . 

The Watchman conveys the attitude of the servants of the 

house towards their mistress before she appears on stage. She is 

a cruel ru ler and the household is ob% ©c; xh 7ip6o6' apioxa 

Sianovouuevou "not well-managed as in former times" (19). 

Although in Homer it was Aegisthus who set the watch, this 

Watchman reveals that he has been stationed by order of the queen 

herself: 

©5e yap Kpaxei 
yuvaiicbq avSpoBouXov eXnC£ov iceap 

For in this manner rules the expectant heart of a 
woman which counsels like a man. (10-11) 

The use of the rare epithet dv6p6BouA,ov may remind the 

audience that Clytemnestra has usurped Aegisthus's role in setting 

The shift of emphasis from Aegisthus to Clytemnestra will be 
discussed more ful ly in Chapter 6, "Who Murders Agamemnon and 
Why?". 
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the Watchman and B O will prepare them for her more active 

"masculine" role in the ensuing drama. The Watchman gives a clear 

impression of Clytemnestra's terrible cruelty in the v e r y f i r s t 

lines of the play for he fears for his life should he fail in his 

task: 

*6Boc; yap av9'"Yiivou Tiapaoxaxet 
T O UTI BeBaioq BX6<papa ouuBaXetv unvg-

For instead of sleep, fear stands beside me lest I 
close my eyelids soundly in sleep. (14-15) 

This will confirm the audience's suspicion that Clytemnestra 

is a crue l and pitiless woman, although they may suppose that her 

main concern at present is the death of her husband, rather than 

that of anyone else. The Homeric Watchman was promised financial 

reward for his task but it appears that this man is inspired to 

maintain his weary watch solely through fear of the queen. Thus 

the Watchman scene i l lustrates the great power and cruelty of the 

mistress of the house and will influence the audience's conception 

of this character before she appears. 

The chorus of Argive elders are considerably less in awe of 

Clytemnestra than was the Watchman, although they greet the queen 

respectfully: 

r\K<i> oe3C£©v oov KA.UTatufjoTpa KpdToc; 

I have come, Clytemnestra, reverencing your power. 
(258) 

However they proceed to point out that this respect is wholly 

due to her position as Agamemnon's wife: 

5 (ten yap eaTi (poxoi; apxtiyou T t e t v 
yuvatK' eprpweevTOc; apoevoq Opovou. 

For it is right to honour the wife of a king when 
the male's throne is left empty. (259-60) 

I t was a common Greek idea that a woman should not wield 
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power i n he r own r i g h t b u t t h a t c o n t r o l of a k ingdom, and on the 

smaller scale, a household, was a p u r e l y male p rese rve . This idea 

is para l le led i n o the r m y t h s and we f i n d t h a t Penelope does no t 

r u l e I t haca i n the absence of Odysseus b u t he r hand i n marr iage 

b r i n g s w i t h i t the c r o w n , wh i l e Oedipus becomes r u l e r o f Cadmeia 

b y his marr iage to the queen. These o ld men cont inue to pa t ron ize 

the queen, and d i spu te he r asse r t ion t h a t T r o y has f a l l e n ( 2 6 8 f f ) . 

F ina l l y conv inced b y the queen's beacon speech, t h e y a l lude w r y l y 

to t h e i r f o r m e r dismissive a t t i t u d e : 

y u v a t , KGT* avdpa oo^pov' eixppovog XeyeiQ. 

Woman, you have spoken like a wise and temperate 
man. (351) 

The audience w i l l f e a r t h a t t h e chorus g r a v e l y underes t imates 

Clytemnest ra ' s c o n t r o l of the s i t ua t ion and w i l l suspect t h a t the 

p lo t to m u r d e r Agamemnon, i n w h i c h she is s u r e l y i n v o l v e d , w i l l 

u n f o l d as p lanned . Thus the audience w i l l apprec ia te t h a t 

Aeschylus has adopted the t r a d i t i o n a l p i c t u r e of Cly temnes t ra as a 

w i c k e d , f a i t h l e s s woman and w i l l r e g a r d h e r i n t h i s l i g h t f r o m the 

v e r y b e g i n n i n g of the p lay . 

d) Hin t s and Warnings 

From t h e i r acquaintance w i t h the ear l i e r m y t h , t he audience 

w i l l suspect t h a t Cly temnes t ra and Aegis thus have been engaged i n 

an adu l t e rous l ia ison whi le Agamemnon has been away at T r o y and 

t h a t t h e y are p l o t t i n g to k i l l him on his r e t u r n . As the drama 

proceeds, t h e y may wonder whe the r e i the r the a d u l t e r y o r the 

m u r d e r - p l o t w i l l be open ly discussed b y those on stage and , i f so, 

wha t e f f e c t t h i s w i l l have on the dramatic s i tua t ion . I n f a c t 

bo th o f these elements are suppressed and made exp l i c i t o n l y a f t e r 

the m u r d e r is completed, a l t h o u g h i n the meantime Aeschylus keeps 

these issues ac t ive i n the t h o u g h t s of the audience b y means o f 

ob l ique h i n t s and re fe rences . Since the poet could assume t h a t 

h is audience was f a m i l i a r w i t h the respec t ive pos i t ions o f 
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Agamemnon, Cly temnes t ra and Aeg i s thus , he was able to dep ic t how 

d i f f e r e n t cha rac te r s e n j o y e d v a r y i n g degrees o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

about the dramatic s i t ua t ion . Thus whereas ne i t he r Agamemnon n o r 

the Hera ld has a n y concept ion o f e i t h e r the a d u l t e r y o r the m u r d e r 

p lo t , Cly temnes t ra and the absent Aeg is thus are bo th f u l l y 

conve r san t w i t h bo th o f these mat ters . The Watchman and cho rus 

l ie between these two states o f knowledge and s u f f e r g rave , i f 

r a t h e r vague , f o r e b o d i n g s about the s i t ua t i on i n the house. 

P indar suggests t h a t the adu l t e rous a f f a i r o f Cly temnes t ra 

and Aegis thus was a mat ter o f common knowledge: 

T 6 5h vkaiq aA,6xot<; 
exQtoxov au i&aiaov KaXCyai x'au&xavov 
aAAoxpCaiai ykaaaaiQ-
KaicoXoyoi SeTvoXcToLL 

(Adultery) in young wives is the most hateful 
offence and difficult to conceal from the tongues of 
others, for the citizens are fond of evil gossip. 
(Pythian 11.25b-28) 

I t seems t h a t i n the Agamemnon too the A r g i v e c i t i zens , 

r ep resen ted b y the Watchman and Hera ld , have s t r o n g suspic ions 

about t h i s l ia i son. The Watchman h i n t s t h a t a l l i s not we l l i n 

the house (19) and when he imagines the moment o f Agamemnon's 

homecoming, sudden ly breaks o f f : 

xct 5'aX.foi o tyw- Bouc; e n l yX&oori iikyaQ 
0eBTiKev O I K O Q 5'<XUX6(;, e l (pOoyyiiv k&Bot, 
ocupeoxotx'av Xk^eiev 

About the rest I keep silent. A great ox has 
stepped upon my tongue. The house itself, if it could 
find a voice, would speak most clearly. (37-8) 

A l t h o u g h a p p a r e n t l y alone, the Watchman f a i l s t o de ta i l the 

prec ise cause o f h is f ea r s b u t leaves the stage w i t h an ambiguous 

h i n t : 

i)Q eicwv eyo 
uctBoiJoiv auSw KOU uctfJouoi Xf|0ouai 

221 



I wish to speak to those who understand and to 
those who do not, my words will pass unnoticed. (38-9) 

Likewise the chorus h i n t s o b l i q u e l y t h a t t h e r e i s something 

vuKTTipe<pec; "covered by night" (460) and t h e y a t tempt to w a r n the 
19 

Herald and Agamemnon t h a t a l l is no t we l l . Thus t h e i r knowledge 

of t he l ia ison between Cly temnes t ra and Aegis thus creates a mood 

of deep f o r e b o d i n g among the c i t i zens and t h e y have g rave f e a r s 

c o n c e r n i n g Agamemnon's r e t u r n . The audience w i l l consider t h i s 

a t t i t u d e towards the imminent f u t u r e j u s t i f i e d b u t w i l l suspect 

t h a t t h e s i t ua t ion i n the house is even worse t h a n an t i c ipa ted and 

t h a t Agamemnon's v e r y l i f e is i n danger . 

T h r o u g h o u t the Agamemnon Cly temnes t ra emerges f r o m the palace 

and r e t u r n s w i t h i n on a t leaBt f i v e occasions, perhaps e x p l o i t i n g 

the n e w l y - i n t r o d u c e d skene. This creates the impress ion t h a t she 

is keep ing abreas t of a f f a i r s ou t s ide as wel l as oversee ing 

p repa ra t ions f o r Agamemnon's r e t u r n w i t h i n . Nei ther the Watchman 

nor the chorus dares r e f e r e x p l i c i t l y t o the a d u l t e r y les t t h e y be 

o v e r h e a r d and t h i s w i l l c o n t r i b u t e g r e a t l y t o the atmosphere o f 

deep susp ic ion and fea r . The chorus addresses the queen f o r the 

f i r s t t ime a t l ine 83: 

ou 5e , TuvSdpeo 
6uyaxep, Baotfceux KXuxaiufioTpa, 
x t %peoQ; x t veov ; 

You, daughter of Tyndareus, queen Clytemnestra, 
what is the matter? What is new? (83-5) 

There is some d i spu te ove r w h e t h e r Cly temnes t ra is on the 

stage a t t h i s p o i n t and chooses no t t o r e p l y o r whe the r t h i s i s 

mere ly a r h e t o r i c a l ques t ion . Pool believes t h a t the queen 

appears between l ines 72 and 82 and t h e cho rus , r e spec t ing he r 

decis ion to i gnore t h e i r ques t ion , t u r n t h e i r t h o u g h t s t o o the r 

We sha l l discuss t h i s i n f u r t h e r de ta i l below. 
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matters whi le t h e y w a i t f o r he r to speak. He po in t s o u t t h a t the 

o ld men address the queen w i t h f a r g rea te r respec t the second time 

(258-63) and conclude t h e i r r eques t f o r news w i t h a possible 

r e fe rence to he r f o r m e r reac t ion : 

obde o i y o o f l <p$6vo<; 

But if you remain silent, I do not begrudge it 
(263) 

This t h e o r y t h a t Cly temnes t ra makes an ea r ly ent rance is 

a t t r a c t i v e , a l t h o u g h Pool's sugges t ion t h a t she leaves the stage 

again a t l ine 103 is less c o n v i n c i n g . While t h i s wou ld f i t the 

p a t t e r n w h e r e b y she keeps coming o u t of the house to s u r v e y the 
20 

scene o u t s i d e ' , t h e r e seems to be no v a l i d reason w h y she should 

not remain on stage d u r i n g the remainder o f the chora l ode. I t 

has been sugges ted t h a t the chorus sudden ly breaks o f f t h e i r 

de sc r i p t i on of the s ac r i f i ce o f I p h i g e n i a o u t o f respec t f o r the 

queen and he r con t inued presence w o u l d also expla in w h y t h e y dare 

not speak openly about the a d u l t e r y . Nonetheless, i t is not clear 

what Cly temnes t ra w o u l d do d u r i n g the chora l ode and t h e r e seems 

to be no clear so lu t ion to the s t ag ing here. Tap l in believes t h a t 

Clytemnest ra ' s f i r s t en t rance occurs much l a t e r , a t 258, s h o r t l y 

be fo re she u t t e r s he r f i r s t words a t 264, and he ci tes paral le ls 

o f charac te rs be ing ques t ioned i n t h e i r absence i n the parodoi of 

Sophocles' Ajax 134ff and E u r i p i d e s ' Hippolytus 141ff (p280). 

Even i f th i s were so however , the c h o r u s ' d i r e c t ques t ion implies 

t h a t Cly temnes t ra hears a l l t h a t is said, even i n he r absence, and 

t h e y declare la ter : 

n & \ a i TO o t y a v (pdpuaicov ex© 

For a long time now silence has been my remedy 
against harm. (548) 

Likewise the Watchman d i sp layed a grea t f e a r o f Cly temnes t ra 

B r i n g i n g the t o t a l t o six. 
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and dared ne i the r sleep on his wa tch nor speak open ly about h is 

f ea r s , even i n he r absence. Thus t h i s a i r of unease among those 

on stage w i l l create g rea t t ens ion i n the drama and t h e i r 

susp ic ion about t h e a d u l t e r y , w h i c h the audience shares, remains 

unvo iced . 

D u r i n g the Beacon Speech, Clytemnest ra demonstrates he r 

s u p e r i o r knowledge o f the c u r r e n t s i t ua t ion and also her g rea t 

command of the spoken w o r d as she convinces the chorus t h a t the 

news f r o m T r o y i s re l iab le . Dawe r ega rds t h i s as merely "a speech 

about beacons" i n w h i c h the re is no h idden meaning (p62) and 

believes t h a t t he re is l i t t l e s ign i f i cance i n the way Clytemnest ra 

adopts the role of messenger here. We do not know whe the r the 

beacon signals had f e a t u r e d i n any ear l i e r v e r s i o n of the s t o r y 

and i t is possible t h a t the news t h a t the war was ove r had been 

conveyed b y a messenger elsewhere. However i t is s u r e l y 

s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t Cly temnes t ra herse l f de l ive r s t h i s speech f o r i t 

w i l l r emind the audience o f he r deep u n d e r s t a n d i n g of a l l aspects 

of t h e c u r r e n t s i t ua t ion of w h i c h the chorus has o n l y a l im i t ed 

concept ion. 

When the chorus suggests to the Herald t h a t he i n f o r m 

Clytemnest ra t ha t the war is ove r (585-6), she h a u g h t i l y r e j e c t s 

the idea t h a t he can t e l l he r a n y t h i n g of va lue : 

avwXo\u£a ufev 7t&A,ai xapaQ u n o . . . 
K a l vuv xa udoo© \iev xi dei o'k\xo\ Xeye iv ; 
avaKTOQ auxoC n&vTa neuoonai A,6yov. 

/ cried out with joy long ago...and what need is 
there for you to tell me a fuller story now? I shall 
learn everything from my lord himself. (587, 598-9) 

I n the Odyssey t h e r e i s a f o n d r e u n i o n between husband and 
21 

w i f e and t hey have much to t e l l one another of t h e i r time apa r t . 

xepneoeiiv n u 8 o i o i "they delighted in conversation" Odyssey 
23.300ff. 
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The audience w i l l Buspect t h a t t h i s w i l l no t be the case here and 

Clytemnest ra d i sp lays abso lu te ly no i n t e r e s t i n her husband beyond 

the f a c t t h a t he is about to r e t u r n , dec la r ing : 

OIWQ 5 'apioxa x6v eubv a i S o t o v w6otv 
onevoa ndA,iv uoXovxa 5 e £ a o 6 a i • 

I must hurry to receive back my revered husband on 
his return in the best possible way. (600-1) 

Thus Cly temnes t ra a t tempts to conceal her d i s in t e r e s t i n the 

Herald 's news b y p r e t e n d i n g t h a t h e r main concern is to p repare a 

p r o p e r welcome f o r Agamemnon and the audience w i l l apprecia te the 

i r o n y of t h i s . 

When the Herald a r r i v e s , the cho rus a t t empts to w a r n him t h a t 

a l l i s no t wel l and he asks them o u t r i g h t the cause of t h e i r 

f o r e b o d i n g s : 

XO. naXai x6 o i y a v <p6puaicov ^ d B r y ; e%o. 
KH. K a l Ttwc;; a?i6vx»v KOtpavov expeic; X I V & Q ; 

XO. £>£ v u v , x6 obv dr\, «cal 8ave iv T I O A A T I xapiQ 
KH. ev> yap TienpaKxat. 

Chorus For a long time, silence has been my 
protection from harm. 

Herald Why? Did you fear something in the 
absence of rulers? 

Chorus So much so that now, in your words, to 
die would be a great joy. 

Herald Yes for all has turned out 
successfully... (547-51) 

There w i l l be a moment of g rea t suspense as the audience 

wonders whe the r the a d u l t e r y is about t o be revealed and , i f so, 

wha t e f f e c t t h i s w i l l have on the drama. However, ins tead o f 

ques t ion ing the chorus f u r t h e r about t h e i r f ea r s , the Hera ld 

launches i n to a l ong speech about the past s u f f e r i n g s o f the a rmy 

at T r o y and t h i s v i t a l o p p o r t u n i t y is los t . Aga in i t may be t h a t 

Clytemnestra ' s con t inued presence on stage c u r t a i l s open 

d iscuss ion on t h i s po in t . 

225 



When Clytemnes t ra en te r s to dismiss the Hera ld , t he audience 

w i l l apprecia te t h a t those on stage e n j o y v a r y i n g degrees of 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the t r u e s i t ua t ion i n the palace. N a t u r a l l y the 

queen, l i k e the audience, is f u l l y aware o f b o t h her adu l t e rous 

r e l a t i onsh ip w i t h Aeg is thus and the p lo t t o k i l l Agamemnon on h i s 

r e t u r n . The cho rus , meanwhile, d i sp lays no concept ion o f the 

imminent m u r d e r b u t has deep suspic ions about the adu l t e rous 

l ia i son , a l t h o u g h t h e y dare no t open ly c o n t r a d i c t the queen's bo ld 

p rofess ions o f f i d e l i t y i n the presence o f the Herald . The 

Herald , on the o the r hand , remains b l i s s f u l l y i g n o r a n t o f b o t h the 

a d u l t e r y and the m u r d e r - p l o t and i n n o c e n t l y accepts Clytemnest ra ' s 

asser t ions a t face va lue . Thus the audience 's b a c k g r o u n d 

knowledge p lays a v i t a l ro le i n t h i s scene and t h e y are able to 

apprec ia te the c o n f l i c t i n g v iews of the d i f f e r e n t charac te rs t o 

the f u l l . 

The chorus makes a f u r t h e r a t t empt to w a r n the Herald abou t 

the queen's g rea t powers o f decept ion a t 615-17: 

a u r n uev OVXWQ eXne, uavedvovxt oot 
xopo to tv epuriveuotv ebnoenri \6yov. 
ou 5 ' e l n e , Kr\pv£-

These l ines are ambiguous and t h i s may be i n t en t i ona l i f 

Cly temnes t ra is s t i l l on the stage. On the one hand , OUTWQ may be 

t a k e n w i t h e m e "she has spoken thus and you understand this 

well-seeming speech through clear interpreters" w h i c h is how the 

Hera ld i n t e r p r e t s t h i s l ine . However ebnpenr\ may also mean 

"specious" o r "well-seeming" and i f OUTOQ is t a k e n w i t h 

uavOdvovx C, t h e n perhaps wha t the chorus are r e a l l y t r y i n g to say 

is "she has spoken and you should understand her thus - a speech 

full of lies to those who are clear interpreters". N a t u r a l l y the 

audience w i l l c l ea r ly detec t Clytemnest ra ' s l ies , as when she 

professes her f i d e l i t y to Agamemnon (611-12) j u s t as t h e y 

cons t i t u t e those "in the know" ua0ouoiv, addressed ea r l i e r b y the 

Watchman (39). However the cho rus s w i f t l y changes the s u b j e c t t o 

t h e f a t e of Menelaus, pe rhaps because Clytemnes t ra i s s t i l l close 
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b y , and the Hera ld depar t s , s t i l l suspec t ing n o t h i n g . 

A l t h o u g h the c h o r u s ' a t tempts to w a r n t h e Herald f a i l e d , the 

audience w i l l wonder i f t h e y w i l l be more success fu l i n c o n v e y i n g 

t h e i r f e a r s t o the k i n g himself . They w a r n Agamemnon to beware o f 

those whose show of f r i e n d s h i p is ins incere (795 f f ) and declare: 

yv6on 5h %povq Sianeu66u€VO<; 
xov xe StKaCoc; teal xov atcalpox; 
7i6A,tv o'tKoupouvxa noXtxov. 

In time, you will learn by inquiry which of those 
citizens l e f t at home acted justly and who acted out of 
season. (807-9) 

I n t he Odyssey Odysseus ca r r i e s o u t a t h o r o u g h i n v e s t i g a t i o n 

of the state of the household d u r i n g h i s absence and immediately 

p u t s t o death those maidservants who had consor ted w i t h the enemy 

(Odyssey 22 .458ff ) . Thus the Greeks wou ld cons ider Cly temnes t ra 

w o r t h y o f a s imilar f a t e , since she too has be t r ayed the absent 

master o f the house b y f o r m i n g a l ia i son w i t h h is enemy. However 

a l t hough Agamemnon assumes t h a t , l i k e Odysseus, he w i l l l e a rn a l l 

i n due course and p u n i s h his enemies as t h e y deserve, e l5©Q 

Xeyoiu ' ov " J shall speak when I have full knowledge" ( 8 3 8 f f ) , the 

audience w i l l suspect t h a t he w i l l die s h o r t l y a f t e r e n t e r i n g the 

palace w i t h the r e s u l t t h a t a l l r e fe rences to h is f u t u r e plans 

convey a deep sense of i r o n y . Thus a l t h o u g h Agamemnon 

acknowledges the c h o r u s ' w a r n i n g s t h a t he may have enemies a t home 

(830-1), he remains complacent, c o n f i d e n t t h a t he w i l l d i s t i n g u i s h 

f r i e n d f r o m foe w i t h ease (831f f ) . Cly temnes t ra he r se l f marvels 

at h is a s ton i sh ing boldness: 

ev XP°v<p 5' ano<p9Cvei 
x6 X&P0OQ av6p67iototv 

In the course of time, the fear of men dies away. 
(857-8) 

and Agamemnon d isp lays no concept ion t h a t h is l i f e is i n 

danger . 
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So we have seen how i t is unnecessary f o r Aeschylus to r e f e r 

d i r e c t l y to the a d u l t e r y , since the audience is a l r eady aware of 

the s i t ua t i on i n the house f r o m t h e i r knowledge o f the m y t h , and 

how t h i s suppress ion of the t r u t h creates a genera l a i r o f 

susp ic ion and f ea r among those on stage. We noted how the 

Watchman has a deep f e a r o f Cly temnes t ra and t h a t h is f o r e b o d i n g s 

conce rn ing the k i n g ' s r e t u r n are j u s t i f i e d . The cho rus shares 

t h i s mood b u t , unde re s t ima t ing the danger Agamemnon is i n , t h e i r 

w a r n i n g s are no t s u f f i c i e n t l y in tense and f a i l to a l e r t t he k i n g . 

The Hera ld , on the o the r hand , suspects n o t h i n g and , a l t h o u g h 

Agamemnon acknowledges the p o s s i b i l i t y o f danger (832f) , he b o l d l y 

assumes t h a t he w i l l handle e v e r y t h i n g w i t h ease and res to re the 

palace to good o r d e r . Thus the audience 's my th i ca l knowledge 

makes an enormous c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h i s e a r l y p a r t of the Agamemnon 

and , f u l l y aware of the complexit ies of the s i t ua t ion , t h e y w i l l 

wi tness the inev i t ab le u n f o l d i n g o f the m u r d e r - p l o t . 

e) Clytemnest ra ' s Deceit 

The he ra ld lays grea t s t ress on the r e l i a b i l i t y of h i s w o r d s 

and depar t s w i t h the declara t ion: 

TooauT'ctKouoaq t o 9 i Ta^TiO^ KXU6V 

Having heard this, know that you have heard the 
truth. (680) 

The A r g i v e e lders l ikewise d i sp l ay b l u n t hones ty when t h e y 

confess to Agamemnon t h e i r f o r m e r d i s app rova l o f the T r o j a n 

exped i t ion ou yap (o ' ) eTtuceuo© "for I shall not conceal this from 

you" (800). The audience w i l l suspect t h a t Clytemnest ra , on the 

o the r hand , must p rac t i se g rea t deceit i n o r d e r t o conceal b o t h 

the a d u l t e r y and the m u r d e r - p l o t f r o m o the r s on stage. Thus he r 

f i r s t speech i n the presence of the n e w l y - r e t u r n e d k i n g is heavy 

w i t h l ies and the audience w i l l wa tch w i t h i n t e r e s t t o see whe the r 

o r no t she w i l l succeed i n conceal ing f r o m her husband the t r u e 
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s i t ua t ion i n the house. 

We noted above how the adu l t e rous r e l a t i onsh ip was a f ami l i a r 

idea to the audience and how Clytemnest ra had been r ega rded as the 

epitome of the u n f a i t h f u l w i f e since Homeric t imes. Thus i t i s 

w i t h deep i r o n y t h a t she claims to have remained loya l t o 

Agamemnon i n h is absence: 

y u v a i K a m o x f i v 5'ev Souotc; eupoi uoXwv 
oiavnep ouv eXetne, Souaxwv Kuva 
eo6A,f)V eiceCvcp, nokeuCav X O I Q 5uo(j>pootv, 
K O I xaXX' ouo tav ttdvxa, anuavxfiptov 
ov>5ev 6iaq>9eCpaoav ev uf|%et xpovou. 

Coming home, may he find a faithful wife in his 
house, just as he l e f t her, a fine watchdog of his 
house, hostile to his enemies and constant in all 
things, having broken no seal in all this time. 
(606-10) 

The audience w i l l have l i t t l e doub t t h a t these profess ions o f 

f i d e l i t y are u n t r u e and t h a t f a r f r o m be ing uoXeutav X O I Q 

56a<ppooiv "hostile to his enemies", i n f a c t Cly temnes t ra has t a k e n 

Agamemnon's g rea tes t enemy as her love r . The queen assumes a 

fa lse show of modesty, as t h o u g h overawed a t meeting he r husband 

again a f t e r t h e i r long separa t ion, and addresses he r se l f to the 

chorus : 

OUK aloftOvoCnai TOUQ piXdvopac xp6noug 
A,e£ai npoq u u a c 

/ am not ashamed to tell you of my husband-loving 
character. (856-7) 

Cly temnes t ra has been p o r t r a y e d as a bold and f o r c e f u l woman 

u p to t h i s p o i n t and the audience, a ided also b y t h e i r my th i ca l 

knowledge , w i l l s t r o n g l y suspect t h a t t h i s d i f f i d e n c e is assumed 

Fraenke l ( I I p302-3) believes t h a t t h i s r e f e r s to t h e f a c t t h a t 
the wea l th o f the house remains i n t a c t b u t t h e r e is s u r e l y some 
sexual r e f e rence here . 
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i n o r d e r t o mask her t r u e f ee l ings . Clytemnestra ' s p rofess ions of 

w i f e l y l o y a l t y chal lenge t h e chorus to c o n t r a d i c t he r b u t t h e y are 

too overawed to express t h e i r t r u e op in ion i n pub l i c . The t e r m 

<piA,&vopa<; may be i n t e r p r e t e d e i the r as "husband-loving" o r s imply 

"man-loving", and the audience w i l l s u r e l y apprecia te the 

a m b i g u i t y of t h i s phrase . 

Cly temnes t ra descr ibes the loneliness o f a w a r r i o r ' s w i f e : 

TO uev yuvctTica npSxov apoevoc; 8i%a 
r\o6ai d6\io\.Q epiftiov eicnaykov KCHCOV 

Firstly, it is a fearful grief for a woman to sit 
at home all alone without a man. (861-2) 

Here again the audience and cho rus w i l l suspect t h a t t h i s has 

not been the case w i t h Cly temnes t ra and t h a t she i s speaking w i t h 

deep, conscious i r o n y . 

Cly temnes t ra proceeds to re la te how she sent Orestes f r o m the 

k ingdom, and concludes: 

Toi&Se uevTot O K T V I / I C ; ob 56Xov <pepei 

In this at least there is no deceit. (886) 

A l t h o u g h f r o m t h e i r knowledge of the p r e v i o u s m y t h the 

audience may suppose t h a t Orestes is indeed absent f r o m the 

k ingdom, cons ide r ing the dubious n a t u r e o f the r e s t o f he r speech, 

t h e y w i l l doubt less suppose t h a t the queen d i d no t ban i sh him o u t 

of f e a r f o r his sa fe ty , as she claims, b u t f o r f a r more s i n i s t e r 

reasons. Thus the audience w i l l wi tness t h i s i n t e r change between 

Cly temnes t ra and Agamemnon w i t h g rea t i n t e r e s t and note how t h i s 

con t ras t s s t r o n g l y w i t h the na tu re o f the r e u n i o n of Penelope and 

Odysseus i n the Odyssey. Clytemnest ra ' s p rofess ions o f w i f e l y 

l o y a l t y d u r i n g t h i s scene w i l l r emind the audience of he r 

t r a d i t i o n a l i n f i d e l i t y , and whi le f o r example she claims to have 

spent long n ights weeping alone (889), awakening at t h e s l i gh t e s t 

sound (912-3), t h e y w i l l suspect t h a t on the c o n t r a r y she had been 
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e n j o y i n g a passionate adu l t e rous a f f a i r i n he r husband ' s absence. 

Thus Clytemnest ra ' s l ies are explo i ted to good dramatic e f f e c t and 

the audience w i l l suspect t h a t t h e v e r y opposi te of wha t she says 

is t r u e . 

While the chorus w i l l de tec t Clytemnest ra ' s i r o n i c a l lus ions 

to the a d u l t e r y , her h i n t s a t t he m u r d e r - p l o t , on the o t h e r hand , 

are des igned f o r the apprec ia t ion of the audience alone. When she 

descr ibes Agamemnon's r e t u r n as XflPfW nei£ov eknidoQ KXuetv "a joy 

to hear beyond all our hopes" (266) t h e y w i l l suspect t h a t she i s 

g lad , no t t h a t t h e long-awai ted r e u n i o n w i t h he r husband may now 

take place, b u t so t h a t the m u r d e r p lo t may be p u t i n t o ope ra t ion 

a t las t . D u r i n g the scene w i t h the Hera ld , she declares w i t h 

de l ibera te i r o n y : 

onwq 5 'apioxa xov eu&v a l S o t o v w6oiv 
onevoo Tta\iv uoX6vxa 5 § £ a o 8 a i - x t yap 
yuvai tc l xouxou jpeyyoc; r\diov SpaKeiv, 
<xnb oxpaxeiaq av5pa o6oavxoq 6eou 
nvXciQ a v o t £ a i ; 

I must hasten to receive my revered lord on his 
return in the best possible way. For what day is sweeter 
for a wife to behold than this one, on which she may 
open the gates to her husband, returning from the war, 
preserved by the gods? (600-4) 

The audience ant ic ipa tes t h e t r u e n a t u r e o f the welcome 

p r e p a r e d f o r the k i n g and Cly temnes t ra proceeds to make an ob l ique 

r e f e r ence to b o t h he r a d u l t e r y and the p r o j e c t e d murder : 

ouS'olSa xepy tv , ouS' l i tCyoyov <pdxtv, 
aAAou np&Q avSpog uaM.ov T\ %akKOV Ba<pdq. 

/ know no more of enjoyment, nor censure, with 
respect to anther man than of the tempering of bronze. 
(611-12) 

23 
Clytemnes t ra s sugges t ion t h a t bronze is tempered i s s u r e l y 

As o f course i t is not . 
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des igned to convey the impress ion t h a t she is merely a f o o l i s h 

woman who l i t t l e unde r s t ands the a f f a i r s o f men. The audience 

w i l l suspect however t h a t the queen is we l l -acqua in ted w i t h b o t h 

a d u l t e r y and the p r e p a r a t i o n o f weapons, and indeed she may have 

been connected spec i f i ca l l y w i t h the l a t t e r i n p r e v i o u s ve r s ions 

of t h e m y t h . 

Cly temnes t ra t e l l s Agamemnon how rumour s reached her o f h i s 

w o u n d i n g and death i n ba t t le : 

K a l xpaunaxwv uev e l xoowv exuyxavev 
avf |p o5 ' 6? npoq O I K O V bxexevexo 
<p&xi<;, xexpiycat S I K X U O U nXeo Xeyetv 

And if this man had met with as many wounds as 
rumour brought to the house, he would have been pierced 
more than a net (866-8) 

The audience w i l l suspect t h a t i f indeed Cly temnes t ra were 

d i s t r essed b y r e p o r t s of he r husband ' s death a t T r o y , i t was 

p u r e l y because t h i s wou ld r e n d e r the p l o t to k i l l him unnecessary . 

Agamemnon is des t ined to meet t h i s k i n d o f v i o l e n t death now he 

has r e t u r n e d home and the audience may note Clytemnest ra ' s 

r e f e r ence to a net i n t h i s context . I t w i l l be revea led l a t e r 

t h a t t h i s o b j e c t was used to t r a p Agamemnon i n h i s ba th and t h i s 

may have been associated w i t h h is m u r d e r i n t h e t r a d i t i o n , pe rhaps 

even be ing l i n k e d spec i f i ca l l y w i t h Clytemnest ra ' s ro le as 
25 

ass is tant . 

Cly temnes t ra claims t h a t the e n o r m i t y o f h e r g r i e f l ed her t o 

a t t empt suic ide (875-6) b u t the audience w i l l suspect t h a t h e r 

main concern has been the death o f Agamemnon, no t he r own. She 

r e f e r s t o the palace as 5©u' aeXnxov "the home he never hoped 

2 4 S e e also 869-73. 

25 
We sha l l d iscuss t h i s f u r t h e r i n Chapter Six, "Who M u r d e r s 

Agamemnon and Why?". 
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for/expected" (911) and i t i s clear t h a t Agamemnon l i t t l e suspects 

the t r u e n a t u r e o f the recep t ion w h i c h awaits h im. Even t h o u g h 

the chorus r e p r o d u c e d the words of the p r o p h e t Calchas i n t h e i r 

opening ode: 

u t u v e i yhp <po$eph notXivopxoq 
O I K O V 6 U O Q SoXta, uvduwv M T J V I I ; xetcvoTiowot; 

For there remains a fearful, ever re-arising, 
treacherous housekeeper, unforgetting Wrath, avenger of 
children. (154-5) 

t h e y f a i l t o i n t e r p r e t these a n d i t i s clear t h a t no one o n 

stage, besides t h e queen, i s conscious of the imminent murde r . 

Thus here aga in we see Aeschylus e x p l o i t i n g the v a r i o u s levels o f 

knowledge e n j o y e d b y those on stage and the audience w i l l 

apprecia te how, u p u n t i l t he k i n g ' s exi t , t he m u r d e r - p l o t remains 

a secret shared o n l y b y themselves and Clytemnest ra . 

f ) The Carpet Scene 

We noted above how Agamemnon was k i l l e d a t the palace o f 

Aegis thus be fo re r e a c h i n g home i n t h e Homeric v e r s i o n o f the m y t h : 

x6v 5'ou e l 5 6 x ' oA.e6pov dvnyaye tcai Kaxene<pve 
Seuiv tooaq, x t c xe Kaxeicxave p*ouv e n l <pdxvfl. 
ou5e x i g ' A x p e t S e © exdpov XineQ' o t o t enovxo, 
ou5e HQ A l y t o 6 o u , aXX' 6Kxa8ev ev ueydpouoiv. 

Aegisthus led in Agamemnon, who had no suspicion of 
the murder, and killed him as he feasted, as one strikes 
down an ox at his manger. Not one of Agamemnon's 
followers was left alive nor one of Aegis^bus' but all 
were killed in the palace. (Odyssey 4.534-7) 

I n the Oresteia however , ins tead o f d y i n g a t t he house of h i s 

enemy amidst a scene of general carnage, Agamemnon is k i l l e d i n 

his own home, isolated f r o m a l l companions. We do not know 

See also Odyssey 11.405-21 and 24.19-32. 
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whe the r t h i s transference o f the Bcene o f the murde r had f e a t u r e d 

i n o t h e r p re -Aeschy lean ve r s ions o r w h e t h e r t h i s is presen ted here 

f o r t he f i r s t t ime. The moment o f Agamemnon's en t rance i n t o h is 

palace is accentuated b y his process ion across the b l o o d - r e d p a t h 

and the h i g h l y v i s u a l na tu re of t h i s scene suggests t h a t i t 

evo lved w i t h i n t he contex t o f t r a g e d y , r a t h e r t h a n epic o r l y r i c . 

Thus the use of the carpe t , and indeed even the f a c t o f 

Agamemnon's r e t u r n home, may have been i n t r o d u c e d b y Aeschylus 

himself . This spectacular en t rance i n t o the palace w i l l 

compensate a l i t t l e f o r the b r e v i t y of the k i n g ' s appearance on 

stage and also emphasize the impor tance of h is death, w h i c h is to 

have a g rea t i n f luence on f u t u r e events of the t r i l o g y . 

Despite Clytemnest ra ' s p rofess ions of devot ion , the audience 

w i l l suspect t h a t t he re is a grea t d i v i s i o n between husband and 

w i f e and t h i s is i l l u s t r a t e d on stage b y t h e i r q u a r r e l o v e r 

whe the r o r not Agamemnon should t r a v e r s e t h e r e d carpet . The 

m i g h t y w a r r i o r - k i n g is easi ly overcome b y the arguments o f h is 

w i f e , and whi le he g e n t l y mocks he r v i c t o r y ove r him -

Kaxeoxpauuai "I am utterly defeated" (956) - the audience w i l l 

suspect t h a t Cly temnes t ra is t r u l y i n the dominant pos i t ion and 

t h a t indeed the k i n g w i l l soon s u f f e r an ac tua l p h y s i c a l defeat . 

The reason w h y Agamemnon agrees t o cross the ca rpe t aga ins t h is 
27 

be t t e r judgement has p r o v o k e d much discuss ion b u t the audience 

w i l l no t be s u r p r i s e d when Cly temnes t ra p reva i l s , since she has 

been presen ted as a c lever and manipula t ive woman f r o m the v e r y 

b e g i n n i n g o f the p lay . 

Cly temnes t ra descr ibes the c l o t h as a nopq)up6oxpo)xo<; 7i6po<; "a 

path s p r ead with purple" (910), and t h i s a d j e c t i v e is associated 

w i t h blood as ea r l y as Homer: 

c t tuaxi 5h yfiiov 
Seuexo nop<pupe<j> 

See Konish i f o r a summary of the main ideas. 
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"he made wet the ground with purple blood" (Iliad 
17.360-1) 

Goheen suggests t h a t the queen r e f e r s t o "an ambiguous 

blood-color, probably the dark purplish red or deep reddish brown 

which blood takes on after it is exposed to the air - or when it 

forms stains in the dust" ( p l l 6 ) . Knowing t h a t death awaits 

Agamemnon w i t h i n the house, the audience w i l l f i n d i t h i g h l y 

a p p r o p r i a t e t h a t Cly temnes t ra a r ranges a b lood-co loured pa thway to 

lead him w i t h i n . 

Agamemnon r e f e r s to the mater ia l as e tuaxa at 921 "a dress, 

garment, or cloak" (LSJ) and twice descr ibes i t as TiotKikoc; 

"embroidered" o r "intricately designed" (923, 926). This 

a d j e c t i v e bears the secondary meaning o f "riddling, ambiguous, 

cunning", and no d o u b t the audience w i l l apprec ia te the 

app l i ca t ion o f t h i s app rop r i a t e ep i the t t o the device used b y 

Cly temnes t ra to l u r e he r husband w i t h i n t o h is death. We do no t 

know to wha t degree o f real ism t h i s f i n e l y - w o v e n , delicate c l o t h 

was p resen ted on the stage - i t seems u n l i k e l y t h a t any 

embro idered detai ls wou ld be d i sce rn ib le b y the audience and i t s 

co lour i s es tabl ished v e r b a l l y - b u t the power o f t h i s o b j e c t w i l l 

a r i se p r edominan t ly f r o m the desc r ip t ions o f those on stage and 

t h e i r in tense react ions to i t 2 8 . 

N a t u r a l l y the audience wou ld r e g a r d the t r a m p l i n g o f t h i s 

f i n e mater ia l as an ou t rage and w i l l share the k i n g ' s f e a r s t h a t 

such an ac t ion is l i k e l y t o inc i t e d i v i n e anger . Ear l i e r i n the 

p l ay , t he chorus issued a g rave w a r n i n g : 

OUK e<pa TIC; 
9eouc; Bpoxwv a£ io i5o0a i ueA,eiv 

See General I n t r o d u c t i o n . Hall suggests t h a t ent rances on a 
c h a r i o t were always connected w i t h f o r e i g n extravagance b u t he r 
t h e o r y t h a t Cly temnes t ra o r the chorus ac tua l ly p r o s t r a t e d 
themselves on the g r o u n d l i k e ba rba r i ans seems u n l i k e l y . 
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i t a x o t e ' ' 6 5 ' O U K euoe^f|(;. 

Whoever asserts that the gods do not bother to care 
about mortals who trample on the grace of things which 
should not be touched, that person is impious. (369-73) 

Yet d u r i n g t h i s scene the audience witnesses Agamemnon 

commit t ing t h i s v e r y ac t ion , and he depar t s t o c e r t a i n death w i t h 

the c r y : 

e l u ' e q 56uwv ueXaSpa nopq>6pa<; TtaxSv. 

I enter my house treading purple underfoot. (957) 

Clear ly Cly temnes t ra in t ended her husband to commit t h i s 

f i n a l act of sacr i lege a n d her ea r l i e r p r a y e r "<p66vo<; 3'aneoT©" 

"let envy be far away" (904) is deeply i r o n i c . 

La t t imore sugges ts t h a t Agamemnon had no rea l choice i n t h i s 

scene since he i s des t ined to en te r the palace, b u t h i s a t tempted 

res is tance shows t h a t the p rog res s ion across the ca rpe t is b y no 

means inev i t ab le and t h a t he should have remained f i r m i n h i s 

r e f u s a l t o comply w i t h his w i f e ' s wishes. However, i n the f i n a l 

moments o f h i s l i f e , Agamemnon 1 oses t h i s f i n a l o p p o r t u n i t y o f 

r edempt ion and consc ious ly commits t h i s d r e a d f u l act of sacri lege. 

S tepp ing onto t h e tapes t r ies , he cr ies : 

u f i T I Q 7ip6oti8ev ouuatoc; Bdfan <P96VOQ. 

May no envious eye strike me from afar. (947) 

However whOe the k i n g ' s f e a r s are c e n t r e d upon the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of i n c i t i n g d i v i n e r e t r i b u t i o n , the audience w i l l 

suspect t h a t he should concent ra te ins tead on the p o s s i b i l i t y o f 

an imminent human a t t ack , the t r u e source o f immediate danger . 

The chorus issues repeated w a r n i n g s abou t the danger o f 

i n c i t i n g d i v i n e w r a t h : 
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ou ydp eoxiv enable; 
HKOVTOV npoQ Kopov a v 5 p l 
XaKxCoavxt u6yav Altcaq 

0wu6v etQ aipdveiav. 

For there is no shelter for a man when once in 
excess of wealth he has kicked the great altar of 
Justice out of sight. (381-4) 

Ear l i e r Cly temnes t ra sugges ted t h a t the v i c t o r i o u s a rmy wou ld 

desecrate T r o j a n sh r ines (338f) and the Hera ld c o n f i r m s t h a t 

the devas ta t ion was extens ive (524 f f ) . The chorus issue a g rave 

w a r n i n g : 

t w v nokuicTovov yap O U K aoKcmot 
0eoi 

For the gods are not unmindful of those who cause 
much bloodshed. (461-2) 

They are speak ing os tens ib ly of Par is b u t the audience w i l l 

suspect t h a t Agamemnon's t r a m p l i n g o f t h e c l o t h i s a symbol of h i s 

c r u e l desecra t ion of T r o y f o r w h i c h he must now s u f f e r . 

I n he r a t tempts to persuade h im, Cly temnes t ra suggests t h a t 

Agamemnon wou ld have crossed the ca rpe t had he been advised to do 

so b y a seer, to w h i c h he r e a d i l y concedes (933-4), f a i l i n g to 

note t h a t t h i s behav iour i s adv i sed , no t b y a seer, b u t b y t h i s 

woman who wishes h im i l l . Th is may remind the audience of how 

p r e v i o u s l y Agamemnon sac r i f i c ed I p h i g e n i a on the advice of Calchas 

udvx tv ouTivct veywv "blaming no seer" (186). Thus t h e y may 

suspect t h a t on bo th of these occasions, Agamemnon exh ib i t ed 

i n s u f f i c i e n t res is tance to the persuas ion of o the rs and y i e lded 

f a r too w i l l i n g l y . So, j u s t as a t Au l i s he s ac r i f i c ed h i s 

daugh te r i n the hope o f appeasing the goddess Ar temis , so here he 

seeks to placate Clytemnest ra , r emov ing his shoes i n a f u t i l e 

ges ture w h i c h i l l u s t r a t e s a deep awareness t h a t wha t he i s do ing 

is w r o n g . 

So we see how Agamemnon leaves the stage, t r a m p l i n g u n d e r f o o t 
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f i n e garments i n def iance o f t h e gods, and the audience w i l l f e a r 

t h a t an u n d i g n i f i e d and lone ly end awaits t h i s g rea t T r o j a n 

w a r r i o r w i t h i n t h e house. He depar t s i n silence. Tap l in comments 

"a character of high status will normally have the last word when 

he goes off...Agamemnon's silence would be noticed: Clytemnestra 
29 

has the initiative" (p310) . T a p l i n maintains t h a t the c o n f u s i o n 

of the cho rus f o l l o w i n g the ca rpe t scene (975f f ) is "an explicit 

sign that it is to be to some extent difficult to interpret 

(p311)... Agamemnon's scene has led us into a tangle of dark 

questions"... (p316). However the audience w i l l c l e a r l y i n t e r p r e t 

Agamemnon's p rog res s a long a b l o o d - r e d p a t h as a clear symbol o f 

b o t h h i s c r u e l d e s t r u c t i o n o f the T r o j a n s and his imminent death. 

Thus t h e dramatic moment of Agamemnon's en t rance i n t o the house is 

enhanced b y t h e symbolism of the ca rpe t and t h e audience w i l l 

apprec ia te the f u l l s ign i f i cance o f Agamemnon's d e p a r t u r e i n t o the 

palace. 

g) Conclusion 

Thus we have seen how, a l t h o u g h Agamemnon's homecoming is the 

ma jo r theme of the ea r l y p a r t of the drama, he is on stage f o r a 
30 

r e l a t i v e l y s h o r t t ime , be fo re he depar t s t o c e r t a i n death . The 

s w i f t and safe r e t u r n of the T r o j a n a rmy is r ega rded as a s i g n o f 

d i v i n e f a v o u r b y b o t h Agamemnon and the Herald , b u t the audience 

w i l l apprec ia te how t h i s merely serves to f a c i l i t a t e the murde r o f 

the k i n g . A f t e r Agamemnon's f i n a l d e p a r t u r e , Cly temnes t ra u t t e r s 

a h e a r t - f e l t p r aye r : 

Zeu Zeo rk\eie, T & Q eu&<^ evxhq xkXei-
ufeXoi 5e t o t oot xwvrtep av U6XA/R<; x e k e t v . 

Chancel lor observes t h a t i f t he ac tors wore t h i c k - s o l e d shoes on 
stage i n t h i s p e r i o d , t h e n Cly temnes t ra may have towered o v e r he r 
husband once these were removed. 

30 Less t h a n two h u n d r e d l ines . 
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Zeus, Zeus, Fulfiller, fulfil my prayers; and take 
thought for those things you intend to fulfil! (973-4) 

Everyone i n the audience w i l l apprecia te the s ign i f i cance o f 

t h i s moment as t h e queen t u r n s to fo l low her husband w i t h i n and 

indeed i t w i l l seem as t h o u g h the gods are c o n s p i r i n g towards 

Agamemnon's death . 

Thus we have seen how the audience's awareness of the 

a d u l t e r y and the m u r d e r - p l o t makes an enormous c o n t r i b u t i o n to 

t h e i r apprec ia t ion of t h e drama d u r i n g t h i s e a r l y p a r t o f the 

p lay . The audience's f o r eknowledge o f the basic f o r m of the s t o r y 

p lays a v i t a l ro le i n t h e i r apprec ia t ion of t h i s p l ay , and the use 

of i n h e r i t e d mater ia l , f a r f r o m be ing r e s t r i c t i v e , allows the poet 

g rea t o p p o r t u n i t y f o r i r o n y and suspense. By f a i l i n g to ou t l ine 

c l e a r l y be fo rehand wha t is t o happen on Agamemnon's r e t u r n , 

Aeschylus w i l l r e t a i n h i s audience's i n t e r e s t and invo lvemen t i n 

the drama, as t h e y wa i t to d iscover whe the r t h e i r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

of the s i tua t ion w i l l p r o v e c o r r e c t and , i f the modern reader 

approaches the Agamemnon w i t h o u t any concept ion o f the a d u l t e r y o r 

the p lo t to murde r Agamemnon, t h e n most of the power and i r o n y of 

the drama is los t . H o p e f u l l y o u r s t u d y has al lowed us to 

apprec ia te a l i t t l e be t t e r the v i t a l ro le p layed b y the my th i ca l 

b a c k g r o u n d i n the audience 's apprec ia t ion of the drama. 
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Chapter F ive 

Cassandra 

a) Cassandra i n the M y t h 

Cassandra appears f o r the f i r s t t ime i n extant sources i n a 

passage f r o m the Iliad i n w h i c h she i s descr ibed as nptduoto 

6uyaxpov etSoq aptoxirv Kaoo&vSpiiv "the most beautiful of the 

daughters of Priam, Cassandra" (13.365-66). Her beauty i s 

ment ioned again i n the Iliad (24.699, quoted below), to w h i c h may 

be added a f r a g m e n t of I b y k u s : 

yXauKomSa KaooavSpav, epaomA.6Kauov KoOpav Ilpi&uou 

Beautiful-ejred Cassandra, daughter of Priam, with 
the lovely hair. 

The audience may also have been aware o f the s t o r y o f A j a x ' 

a t tempted rape o f Cassandra, w h i c h is asc r ibed t o A r c t i n u s 

(C8-C7BC) and is p r e s e r v e d f o r us i n Proc lus ' summary o f the 

Iliupersis. I t re la tes how A j a x t r i e d to d r a g Cassandra f r o m the 

a l t a r o f Athene w h i c h so angered t h e Greeks t h a t he was f o r c e d to 

take r e f u g e a t the a l t a r himself . Pausanias (10.2 tf.3) descr ibes a 

mid-C5 p a i n t i n g o f the sack o f T r o y b y Polygnotos i n the Lesche o f 

the Cnidians a t Delphi w h i c h is be l ieved to be based on Cycl ic 

mater ia l . This shows A j a x s t and ing at the a l t a r of Athene whi le 

Cassandra is seated on the g r o u n d , c lasp ing a b r o k e n image o f the 

goddess. The A j a x scene became a popula r theme f o r vases i n the 

s i x t h and f i f t h cen tu r i e s and Cassandra is o f t e n depic ted w i t h o u t 
2 

clothes . Robert sugges ted t h a t t h i s nakedness was l i n k e d to h e r 
3 

ro le as prophetess b u t i t is more p r o b a b l y connected w i t h the 

Fragment 16D, see Mason p83. 

2 

See Mason p83. 

3 Heldensage 1268 n2. 240 



sexual a t t ack . 

So i t seems t h a t Cassandra was a f ami l i a r f i g u r e i n the 

f i f t h - c e n t u r y and she may have been associated c h i e f l y w i t h the 
4 

a t tack b y A j a x . However the audience may suspect t h a t these 

ea r l i e r events r e l a t i n g to Cassandra's l i f e a t T r o y w i l l have 

l i t t l e re levance t o the Oresteia and t h a t t h i s p l ay w i l l be 

concerned p redominan t ly w i t h he r r e t u r n w i t h Agamemnon and dea th 

a t t he hands o f Clytemnestra . I n the Odyssey, the ghost o f 

Agamemnon declares: 

oltcrpoTaxTiv 5' i f rouoa ona I lp iduo to (hjycrtpoq 
KaoodvSprK, T T J V Kxeive KA,uxaiuvT|oxpTi 5 O X 6 U T V T ; I Q 

au<p' euot • 

And most pitiful was the voice of Priam's daughter 
Cassandra which I heard, killed by the treacherous 
Clytemnestra over me. (Odyssey 11.421-24) 

However Cassandra's presence at Agamemnon's m u r d e r is never 

mentioned elsewhere, even t h o u g h t h i s scene is r e f e r r e d to on no 

less t h a n eleven o the r occasions i n the Odyssey, and we should 

note t h a t book eleven is bel ieved to con ta in many c o r r u p t i o n s and 

l a te r i n t e rpo la t ions . This suggests t h a t a t some time between 

Homer and Aeschylus , poss ib ly i n some los t epic o r l y r i c poem 

w h i c h sough t to ex tend the Ajax s t o r y , the role o f Cassandra was 

enhanced and the b e a u t i f u l p r incess a t T r o y was g i v e n the 

add i t i ona l role of accompanying Agamemnon home and s h a r i n g h i s 

death. Thus the r e fe rence to Cassandra i n t h e above passage may 

have been added b y some la te r hand who sought to p r o j e c t t h i s 

s t o r y backwards to Homer. 

I t i s most u n f o r t u n a t e tha t , besides t h i s s ingle r e fe rence to 

A l t h o u g h i t i s possible t h a t we have i n h e r i t e d an unbalanced v i e w 
of t he va r ious elements t h r o u g h t h e loss o f c e r t a i n vers ions . 
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Cassandra's death i n Odyssey e leven, w h i c h as we have noted may be 

a l a t e r a d d i t i o n , none o f o u r l i t e r a r y sources conta ins any 

r e f e r ence to he r r e t u r n f r o m T r o y w i t h Agamemnon. Prag suggests 

t h a t Cassandra f ea tu r e s on two p re -Aeschy lean a r t i s t i c 

r epresen ta t ions of Agamemnon's murder . On a r e d - f i g u r e k a l y x 

k r a t e r b y the Dokimasia P a i n t e r 5 , a small g i r l is shown r u n n i n g 

away f r o m the murde r , w e a r i n g a dress of exac t ly the same mater ia l 

as t h a t of Agamemnon's n e t - l i k e robe . The s i m i l a r i t y o f dress 

wou ld sugges t a close connect ion between these two f i g u r e s , b u t i n 

f a c t t h e g i r l may be E l e k t r a r a t h e r t h a n Cassandra. Two much 

ea r l i e r panels of bronze r e l i e f on shea th ing f r o m the A r g i v e 

Hera ion 6 a re also bel ieved to have been i n s p i r e d b y the m y t h of 

Agamemnon's death. The u p p e r panel shows a w a r r i o r and a woman 

w a l k i n g along toge ther , he c a r r y i n g a sheathed dagger and she a 

sp ind le , whi le i n t h e lower p i c t u r e , one woman is shown s t abb ing 

another i n the back. Vermeule suggests t ha t these two panels show 

Agamemnon b r i n g i n g Cassandra home f r o m T r o y and Clytemnest ra ' s 

subsequent murde r of the g i r l , a l t hough she admits t h a t the l a t t e r 

scene would r ep re sen t "the only one of its kind until after 

Aeschylus' Oresteia" ( p l 3 ) . I f i t is t r u e t h a t Cassandra's death 

were p a r t o f the s t o r y and cons idered ne i the r i n t e r e s t i n g n o r 

r e l e v a n t b y the a r t i s t s , t h e n the audience o f the Oresteia also 

may have r ega rded her as a minor charac te r who is of l i t t l e 

impor tance to the main theme of Agamemnon's death. However, since 

t h e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of Cassandra i n the above scenes remains h i g h l y 

u n c e r t a i n , and cons ide r ing the co r r e spond ing absence of re fe rences 

t o t h i s charac te r i n o u r l i t e r a r y sources, i t seems more l i k e l y 

t h a t the s t o r y of he r r e t u r n w i t h Agamemnon was added to the m y t h 

much la te r and t h e r e f o r e had been unavai lable as a theme to these 

ea r l y commentators. 

Dated 470-465, see Prag plates 3 and 4. 

6 D a t e d 660-650, see Prag plate 37a. 
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Were i t no t f o r the b r i e f r e fe rence to Cassandra's death i n 

Odyssey e leven, i t wou ld be t e m p t i n g to suppose t h a t i t was 

Aeschylus himself who f i r s t associated he r w i t h Agamemnon's 

homecoming. However, t h e Homeric r e fe rence sugges ts t h a t a t least 

one p re -Aeschy lean v e r s i o n connected Cassandra w i t h the k i n g ' s 

death and we are reminded of the danger o f assuming t ha t any 

p a r t i c u l a r element i s an i n n o v a t i o n s imply t h r o u g h lack of 

evidence to the c o n t r a r y . I t is Clytemnest ra ' s p a r t i c u l a r task to 

k i l l Cassandra i n the Odyssey and also, we may presume, i n the 

los t v e r s i o n w h i c h t h i s r e f l e c t s . Thus i t may be t h a t Cassandra 

was i n t r o d u c e d i n t o t h i s scenario so t h a t Clytemnestra ' s k i l l i n g 

of t he g i r l migh t counterbalance Aeg i s thus ' d i spa t ch of Agamemnon. 

This suggests t ha t , whi le Aeschylus may have been the f i r s t to 

p o r t r a y Cly temnes t ra as the sole una ided murderess of her husband , 

her m u r d e r of Cassandra indicates t h a t he r role was a l ready 

deve lop ing i n t h i s d i r e c t i o n . The p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t Cassandra is 

Agamemnon's concubine may also have been i n t r o d u c e d i n t o the 

s t o r y o r i g i n a l l y i n o r d e r t o expla in w h y Cly temnes t ra k i l l s he r 

and to p r o v i d e the queen w i t h a f u r t h e r reason f o r h a t i n g 

Agamemnon i n a d d i t i o n to the sac r i f i ce o f I p h i g e n i a . 

I t seems l i k e l y t h e n t ha t Aeschylus i n h e r i t e d a v e r s i o n o f 

the m y t h , poss ib ly qu i t e a recen t one, i n w h i c h Agamemnon b r o u g h t 

w i t h him a g i r l f r o m T r o y to meet her death a t t h e hands o f h i s 

w i f e . Thus he i s able t o p resen t the encoun te r between v i c t i m 

and i n t ended k i l l e r on stage to grea t e f f e c t and Clytemnestra ' s 

concern about g e t t i n g the g i r l w i t h i n may s u p p o r t the audience's 

expecta t ion t h a t she w i l l be the Queen's special concern as i n the 

t r a d i t i o n , t h u s l e a v i n g Aegis thus to take care o f the death o f 

Agamemnon. 

b) Cassandra the Prophetess 

We sha l l discuss t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y i n the f o l l o w i n g chapter . 
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Let us cons ider w h a t preconcept ions the audience may have had 

about Cassandra and i n p a r t i c u l a r whe the r t h e y would have expected 

her p rophe t i c powers to f e a t u r e i n the s t o r y of he r r e t u r n w i t h 

Agamemnon. L a t e r i n he r scene Cassandra states t h a t she is 

cas t ing aside the special costume t h a t d i s t i ngu i shes her as a 

prophetess : 

x t 5T\T' euauTTK KaxayfefcoT' e%o xd5e 
Kal OKTfaTpa Kal uav re t a n e p l 8epr\ ate<f>r\; 
oh ufev npo uotpou; TT\Q enr\£ $iaq>0epw. 
I T ' I Q <p6opov Tieo6vTa y' ©6*' d [ i£vBoua i . 

Why then do I keep my sceptre and prophetic 
garlands around my neck to mock me? Before I die I shall 
destroy you. Go to perdition. As you lie on the ground, 
I thus avenge myself. (1264-7) 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y we do no t know whe the r t h i s appare l was 

r ep resen ted r ea l i s t i c a l l y on stage o r whe the r Cassandra merely 

mimes t h i s cas t ing aside of garments. I f Cassandra were c l ea r ly 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d as a prophetess f r o m the moment she en te rs the 

stage, t h e n i t w o u l d seem t h a t Cly temnes t ra f a i l e d to apprecia te 

the possible danger o f l e a v i n g her alone w i t h the cho rus , w h i c h 

she does a t 974 before Cassandra's i n a b i l i t y t o communicate i s 

assumed. This may sugges t t h a t Cly temnes t ra was unaware o f 

Cassandra's p rophe t i c s k i l l s and indeed he r special costume may 
8 

easi ly have been concealed b y her pos i t ion on the c h a r i o t . On 

the o t h e r hand the c h o r u s l a te r reveals t h a t t h e y a re aware o f 

Cassandra's special powers (1098) and i t may be t h a t Cly temnes t ra 

knew of them also and s imply d i d no t suspect t h a t t h e y wou ld have 

any app l i ca t ion to the c u r r e n t s i t ua t ion , poss ib ly r e f l e c t i n g the 

audience 's own view. 

We f i n d t h a t t he re i s no u n d i s p u t e d r e fe rence to Cassandra as 

a prophetess i n any o f o u r p re -Aeschylean sources. The Iliad 

Lines 1178-9 may sugges t the cas t ing aside o f a cloak, f o r 
example. 
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relates: 

h%V aoa Kaoo&vdpi), IK&XT\ xpuoen 'A<ppo5£xn, 
Ilepyauov eloavaBaoa <p£Xov naxep' e loev6r ioev 
eoxa6x' ev 5C<pp<p, KTjpuica xe aoxufJooxriv • 
T 6 V 5' ap* e < p ' T ^ I 6 V © V i 5 e Ketuevov ev Xe%keoai-
rt&KVoev T ' ap ' eneixa yeyove xe nav icaxa aoxu-
"oveo6e, Tpoeq K a l Tp<pa5e<;, " E K X O P ' tovxec; 

But indeed Cassandra, she who was like golden 
Aphrodite, having gone up to the citadel, saw her dear 
father standing in the chariot with the herald, crier to 
the city. She saw the man lying in the waggon drawn by 
mules. Then she cried out and called throughout the 
city, "Come, men and women of Troy, behold Hector..." 
(Iliad 24.699-704) 

Leaf comments 'there is nothing here to indicate that she 

possesses the gift of prophecy...at the same time there is nothing 

in the words inconsistent with such an idea.s The Scholiast on 

24.699 comments, ou yap o iSev auxf^v u&vxiv 6 7 i o t f ) X T K "for the poet 

did not know that she was a prophetess" and since here Cassandra 

is s imply r e p o r t i n g an even t she has j u s t wi tnessed , the most 

l i k e l y explanat ion is t h a t the g i f t o f p r o p h e c y was no t y e t 

a t t r i b u t e d to her . A t the same time i t is easy t o see how t h i s 

p i c t u r e of Cassandra i n the Iliad, i n f o r m i n g those a r o u n d her of 

inc iden t s of w h i c h t h e y are p r e v i o u s l y unaware may have p r o v i d e d 

the f o u n d a t i o n f o r a l a t e r bel ief i n he r special powers . 

Proclus w r i t e s i n h is summary of the Cypriax 

"E^evo<; n e p l xov ueMovxov ocuxq) upoSeonCCet.. . K a l 
KaooavSpa n e p l xov ueM6vxwv npodrikot 

Helenus foretold^ the future to him...and Cassandra 
predicted the future. 

Thus i t is possible t h a t the Cypria conta ined a p r e d i c t i o n b y 

Cassandra. On the o t h e r hand , we should remember t h a t t h i s i s 

9 See Homer OCT 5 p l 0 2 f f . 
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merely a summary of the ea r l i e r poem and Proclus may easi ly have 

c o n f u s e d the names of the famous p r o p h e t Helen us a n d Cassandra, 

mis taken ly i n v o l v i n g the l a t t e r i n the ac t ion of p r o p h e s y i n g , as 

Bethe b e l i e v e s 1 0 . Apol lodorus re la tes how Cassandra a t tempted to 

w a r n the T r o j a n s agains t accep t ing the wooden horse: 

KaoavSpaq 5e Xeyovor^ evonhov ev aux$ 56vautv 
e l v a t , tea! npooexi AaoKoovxoc; xou u&vxecx; . . . 

Cassandra said that there was an armed force inside 
and so did Laocoon the seer. (Epitome 5.17) 

A u s t i n suggests t h a t t h i s l i ne should be t r ans l a t ed "and 

Laocoon added his words to those of the seer"11 b u t t h i s seems 

u n l i k e l y and the evo lu t i on o f the m y t h is i l l u s t r a t e d b y the f a c t 

t h a t two people are a l lo t t ed the t a sk o f w a r n i n g agains t the 

wooden horse. Thus i t may be t h a t Cassandra was famed f o r i s s u i n g 

w a r n i n g s i n the ea r l i e r m y t h whi le her connect ion w i t h p rophecy 

was i n t r o d u c e d la ter . She is r epresen ted i s su ing w a r n i n g s about 

the wooden horse on the Tabula I l i aca , a f r a g m e n t a r y marble r e l i e f 

i n the Capitol Museum f r o m about t h e f i r s t c e n t u r y AD, t h o u g h t t o 

be based mainly upon t h e Iliad, t he Aethiopis, t he little Iliad, 

and the Iliupersis of S tes ichorus . I t has been sugges ted t h a t one 

of t he two l a t t e r poems conta ined the f i r B t r e fe rence to 

Cassandra's p rophe t i c powers b u t t h i s i s f a r f r o m c e r t a i n and the 

p i c t u r e may easi ly show i n f l u e n c e o f l a te r sources. I n add i t i on , 

here again Cassandra may be merely i s su ing w a r n i n g s r a t h e r t h a n 

p r o p h e s y i n g . 

Thus t he re is no clear r e fe rence to Cassandra's p rophe t i c 

s k i l l s i n o u r sources. Nonetheless we should no t assume t h a t 

Aeschylus himself was the f i r s t t o a t t r i b u t e the power o f 

f o r e s i g h t to Cassandra s imply t h r o u g h lack o f evidence to the 

1 0 See REx.2 1919 p2290ff. 

11 
See his commentary on Aeneid 2.40-56. 
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c o n t r a r y . Were the idea o f Cassandra's p rophe t i c powers 

completely new i t wou ld have been necessary f o r Aeschylus to 

p resen t i t to the audience w i t h g rea t c l a r i t y and emphasis whereas 

i n f a c t t h i s mer i t s l i t t l e d iscuss ion, w i t h the chorus s imply 

dec la r ing r\\iev KXeoc; oov uavTtic6v nenuouevot "we have heard of 

your fame as a prophetess" (1098). However the chorus have no t 

heard the s t o r y o f how Apollo bestowed p rophe t i c powers upon 

Cassandra ( I 2 2 2 f f ) and t h e n ensured t h a t she wou ld never be 

bel ieved (1212) and the f a c t t h a t t h i s receives f a r g rea te r 

a t t e n t i o n i n the drama may suggest t h a t t h i s was an even l a t e r and 
12 

so poss ib ly less f ami l i a r a d d i t i o n to the m y t h . Cassandra claims 

t h a t she concealed her seduct ion b y Apollo t h r o u g h shame (1203) 

w h i c h p rov ides a convenien t reason w h y t h i s episode does no t 

f e a t u r e i n ea r l i e r ve r s ions , as we l l as exp la in ing w h y t h e r e are 

no s tor ies about Cassandra's prophecies p r o v i n g e f f e c t i v e a t T r o y , 

conce rn ing the wooden horse o r a n y t h i n g else. 

Thus whi le the audience may have been aware o f many ea r l i e r 

ve rs ions i n w h i c h the re was no mention o f Cassandra's special 

powers , a t the same time the image of he r as an unbe l i eved 

prophetess a t T r o y may no t have been a completely new one. I t i s 

most u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we do not know whe the r Cassandra's 

prophecies p l ayed any p a r t i n the v e r s i o n o r ve r s ions w h i c h 

re la ted he r r e t u r n and death w i t h Agamemnon. L i k e he r p rophe t i c 

g i f t , Cassandra's associat ion w i t h Agamemnon appears to be a l a t e r 

a d d i t i o n to the s t o r y and i t is possible t h a t her accompaniment o f 

the k i n g was i n t r o d u c e d i n t o the s t o r y spec i f i ca l ly so t h a t she 

migh t a t t empt to w a r n him o f his imminent m u r d e r i n some ea r l i e r 

ve r s ion . Prophecies are an excel lent l i t e r a r y device f o r 

fo re shadowing f u t u r e events whi le the f a c t t h a t Cassandra i s never 

I n Apol lodoros (3.12.5) Apollo was angered b y Cassandra's r e f u s a l 
to make love to him b u t Kovacs a rgues t h a t l ine 1206 r e f e r s t o 
t h e i r sexual u n i o n and t h a t Cassandra's o f f e n c e here was e i the r i n 
f a i l i n g to p roduce c h i l d r e n o r i n t a k i n g another l o v e r . I n 
E u r i p i d e s ' Trojan Women, Agamemnon is said to have t a k e n Cassandra 
as his secret b r i d e (249-55), w h i c h may r e f l e c t an ea r l i e r idea. 
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bel ieved ensures t h a t he r words w i l l no t i n t e r f e r e w i t h the 

p rog re s s ion o f the t r a d i t i o n a l s t o r y . Thus i t may be t h a t 

Cassandra a t tempted to w a r n the k i n g o f h is f a t e i n some p r e v i o u s 

v e r s i o n o f t h i s m y t h , t h e r e b y c o n f i r m i n g the audience 's suspic ions 

and h e i g h t e n i n g the t ens ion . Agamemnon's dismissal o f Cassandra's 

w o r d s may have been presen ted as f u r t h e r evidence o f h i s a r rogance 

and indeed t h i s element m i g h t be r e f l e c t e d i n t h i s p l a y b y the way 

the k i n g calmly dismisses the w a r n i n g s of the chorus to be on his 

g u a r d ( 8 0 5 f f ) . The problem of Cassandra a l e r t i n g the k i n g to h i s 

f a t e is avoided i n the Oresteia since her v i s ions do not become 

ac t ive u n t i l a f t e r he has en te red the palace u p to w h i c h t ime she 

has remained conven i en t l y s i lent . Thus her v i s ions may add to the 

impact of the drama w i t h o u t i n t e r f e r i n g w i t h t h e inev i t ab le 

p rog re s s ion of f a t e . Nevertheless we s imply do no t know whe the r 

Cassandra had p r e d i c t e d Agamemnon's death i n a n y p rev ious v e r s i o n 

o r whe the r Aeschylus himself was the f i r s t to a p p l y Cassandra's 

special powers to t h i s scenario. 

For a considerable t ime a f t e r her en t rance , Aeschylus 

encourages the impress ion t h a t Cassandra's ro le w i l l be s t r i c t l y 

passive i n na tu re and t h a t he r sole f u n c t i o n w i l l be to die a t the 

hands of Clytemnes t ra w i t h o u t making any c o n t r i b u t i o n to the 

drama, as may have been the case i n a l l p r e v i o u s ve r s ions o f the 

m y t h . On the o the r hand , i f t h e r e had been some equ iva len t t o the 

Cassandra Scene i n some ea r l i e r p resen ta t ion o f t h e s t o r y o f 

Agamemnon's homecoming, t h e n Aeschylus teases his audience u n t i l 

the v e r y las t moment t h a t t h i s w i l l not be r e f l e c t e d i n the 

Oresteia. Le t us now examine how Aeschylus p u r p o s e f u l l y d i v e r t s 

dramatic a t t e n t i o n away f r o m Cassandra, s k i l l f u l l y c r e a t i n g t h e 

fa lse impress ion t h a t she w i l l not a f f e c t the ac t ion i n a n y way. 

c) Cassandra's Silence 

Cassandra is not mentioned i n the Herald 's r e p o r t , w h i c h i s 

perhaps unders tandable , b u t no r e fe rence i s made to t h i s cha rac te r 

even when she a r r i v e s on stage w i t h the k i n g . Tap l in notes t h a t 
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simultaneous en t r i e s o f ma jo r dramatic charac te rs were unusua l i n 

e a r l y t r a g e d y and sugges ts t h a t "the audience is bound to be 

curious about her, and yet to pay her no close attention" - she i s 

s imply a "disquieting presence seen out of the corner of the eye" 

(p306). However the audience, l i k e those on stage, w i l l 

concent ra te p r edominan t l y upon the n e w l y - r e t u r n e d k i n g and h i s 

r e u n i o n w i t h Cly temnes t ra and so w i l l have l i t t l e i n t e r e s t i n t h i s 

s i l en t g i r l , p a r t i c u l a r l y i f t h e y suspect t h a t her ro le is merely 

to en te r the palace and die. I n a d d i t i o n t h e y may no t 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e Cassandra to any grea t degree f r o m the o the r 
13 

a t tendants i n the k i n g ' s r e t i n u e , p a r t i c u l a r l y i f i t were 

cus tomary f o r p r i s o n e r s - o f - w a r to appear on stage i n t r a g e d y 

p u r e l y to symbolize some recen t v i c t o r y . Thus t h e audience w i l l 

have l i t t l e t ime to not ice Cassandra and her unmarked en t rance and 

c o n t i n u i n g silence, f a r f r o m a rous ing t h e i r c u r i o s i t y as Tap l in 

suggests , w i l l sugges t t h a t t h i s g i r l w i l l p l a y no ac t ive ro le b u t 

fo l low Agamemnon meekly w i t h i n the house, as she is repea ted ly 

u r g e d to do. 

The Carpet Scene p r o v i d e s a supe rb and ominous climax to the 

homecoming of Agamemnon. Ju s t be fore the k i n g steps onto the r i c h 

f a b r i c , he draws a t t e n t i o n to h is s i l en t companion: 

T T I V £evr\v 5e npeuuevSg 
T T I V S ' eo i c6u i£e . . . 
autTi 5e noXXov xpm&tov e £ a t p e t o v 
av60Q, OTpatou 5wpip', euoi £uv£onexo. 

Bring this stranger into the house with 
kindness...She is the flower chosen from much wealth, 
the gift of the army, who has come with me. (950-1 , 
954-5) 

These words w i l l p repare the audience to an t ic ipa te 

Cassandra's imminent disappearance w i t h i n the palace whi le 

These p r o b a b l y wen t o f f down the eisodos a t t he end o f the scene, 
see Tap l in p80. 
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Agamemnon's r eques t t h a t she be t r ea t ed w i t h k indness , npeuuevoq 

(950) w i l l be r e g a r d e d as unconsc ious ly i ron i c since she is 

des t ined to die a t t he hands o f the Queen. Mer iodor suggests t h a t 

Agamemnon commends Cassandra to h i s w i f e i n the hope t h a t she w i l l 

accept the g i r l i n t o t h e i r household as some so r t o f consolat ion 

f o r h i s submission to he r wishes conce rn ing his t r e a d i n g of the 

ca rpe t (p41). He c e r t a i n l y r e f e r s to Cassandra j u s t be fo re 

s t e p p i n g onto the r i c h f a b r i c and so indeed i t may be t h a t 

Aeschylus sought to create the impress ion t h a t she in f luences h i s 

decis ion to t r e a d the p u r p l e pa th . When Agamemnon f i n a l l y 

completes his l ong -an t i c i pa t ed homecoming and en te r s the palace, 

the audience may suspect t h a t the p lay , now a l ready almost one 

thousand l ines l o n g , is almost over and t h a t Cassandra w i l l f o l l o w 

him s w i f t l y ins ide to share h i s f a t e . 

Thus we have seen how Cassandra makes a considerable 

c o n t r i b u t i o n to the drama merely b y her presence on stage. As a 

p r i s o n e r - o f - w a r she i s a p h y s i c a l r eminder t h a t the T r o j a n war i s 

over , wh i l e her accompaniment of Agamemnon emphasizes the dis tance 

between husband and w i f e . We have noted also how her death may be 

cons idered the p a r t i c u l a r concern o f Clytemnest ra , i m p l y i n g t h a t 

i t w i l l be Aeg i s thus ' task to k i l l Agamemnon, and also how he r 

presence may i n f l u e n c e Agamemnon's decis ion to t r e a d the p u r p l e 

pa th . A f t e r t he k i n g ' s d e p a r t u r e Cassandra p lays a f u r t h e r 

i m p o r t a n t a lbe i t e n t i r e l y passive ro le , f o r her r e f u s a l to en te r 

the palace as the queen commands cons t i tu tes the f i r s t chal lenge 

to Clytemnest ra ' s a u t h o r i t y b y anyone on stage, i n c l u d i n g t h e 

k i n g , no doub t r e f l e c t i n g the audience's suspic ions t h a t he r 

c o n t r o l o f the s i tua t ion w i l l be removed l a te r when Orestes 

r e t u r n s . Indeed Agamemnon's r ecen t f a i l u r e t o overcome his w i f e 

i n a rgumen t w i l l con t r a s t s h a r p l y w i t h Cassandra's mute res is tance 

to her reques ts . Le t us see how Aeschylus p o r t r a y s t h i s encounte r 

between Clytemnest ra and t h i s g i r l she in t ends to k i l l . 

C ly temnes t ra fo l lows Agamemnon ins ide the palace at the end 

of t he Carpet Scene and the audience may suppose t h a t Aegis thus i s 
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l u r k i n g somewhere w i t h i n , awa i t i ng his v i c t i m . The chorus , 

i g n o r i n g the s i l en t and motionless g i r l on the cha r io t , proceeds 

to express g rave i f r a t h e r vague f o r e b o d i n g s and t h e r e may be 

considerable suspense i n the thea t r e about wha t is happen ing to 

Agamemnon a t t h i s v e r y moment. I n the Odyssey, t he d y i n g k i n g 

heard the c r ies of Cassandra, k i l l e d au<p' euoC "on top of me" o r 
14 

"because of me" (11.423) . This suggests t h a t the two deaths were 

closely l i n k e d b u t Aeschylus is u n d e r no compulsion to p resen t the 

m u r d e r s s imultaneously i n h is v e r s i o n and the audience may wonder 
whe the r Cassandra's death w i l l be postponed here . I f t he skene is 

i s 

r e l a t i v e l y new the audience may not y e t be cond i t ioned to 

an t ic ipa te the death c r y o f the k i n g and may be w o n d e r i n g whe the r 

a messenger w i l l a r r i v e s h o r t l y to re la te Agamemnon's f a t e . 

However ins tead of a messenger Cly temnes t ra sudden ly reappears i n 

the doorway and issues a h a r s h command to the s i l en t g i r l , naming 

her a t last : 

e t oo K O U V £ O U Kal o u , KaoodvSpav Xkyo 

You too come inside, I'm talking to you Cassandra. 
(1035) 

This b r u s q u e o r d e r w i l l con t r a s t w i t h Agamemnon's r eques t 

t h a t the g i r l be t aken w i t h i n w i t h k indness (950 f f ) and the 

audience w i l l have l i t t l e doub t about wha t Cly temnes t ra i n t ends to 

do w i t h the g i r l once she is ins ide . Having wi tnessed the queen's 

g rea t powers of manipu la t ion , no doub t the audience w i l l expect 

t h i s s o l i t a r y s l a v e - g i r l t o obey her and meekly en te r the house, 

h a v i n g made no ac t ive c o n t r i b u t i o n to the drama. 

I n con t r a s t to Agamemnon's concern f o r t h e g i r l , C ly temnes t ra 

c r u e l l y p re tends t o console Cassandra on her f u t u r e l i f e as a 

slave (1038ff) b u t i n f a c t , as the audience suspects , she w i l l no t 

As we have noted , t h i s may not be Homeric. 

See Tap l in Append ix C. 
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l i v e long enough to endure these t h i n g s and is des t ined to die 

s h o r t l y a t the hands o f the Queen. She must t r ead the same p a t h 

as Agamemnon f r o m the c h a r i o t i n t o the p a l a c e 1 6 and Cly temnes t ra 

echoes he r f o r m e r command to Agamemnon - eKp*atv' owf|VTK tr\a5e, u?) 

Xaual TtOelq xbv obv nod' - "Descend from this chariot, but do not 

place your foot upon the ground"(906) - when address ing Cassandra 

- eKp\xiv* anf|VTK xr\a6e \ii\8' unep<pp6vei - "Descend from this 

chariot and do not show arrogance" (1039). The close resemblance 

of these two phrases l i n k s the fa tes of the two v ic t ims and shows 

t h a t whi le Cly temnes t ra encouraged Agamemnon to commit an act o f 

p r o u d ar rogance , she expects Cassandra to behave w i t h modest 

r e s igna t i on to her lo t . 

Cassandra's silence t h r o u g h o u t the Carpet Scene has been 

acceptable i n dramatic terms, especial ly since she is a 

p r i s o n e r - o f - w a r and so may be assumed to symbolize the r ecen t 

v i c t o r y a t T r o y merely b y her presence on stage. However t h i s 

si lence becomes del iberate and s t r i k i n g when she f a i l s t o comply 

w i t h the queen's i n v i t a t i o n to go ins ide the palace b u t remains 

s i l en t and motionless upon the cha r io t . Cassandra's r e f u s a l t o 

speak may be para l le led a t l ines 83f f where , I bel ieve, 

Cly temnes t ra f a i l s to acknowledge a d i r e c t ques t ion f r o m the 
17 

cho rus on f i r s t e n t e r i n g t h e stage , b u t even i f not , the f a c t 

t h a t a s l a v e - g i r l dares to i gno re the d i r e c t address of a queen 

w i l l be deeply s t r i k i n g i n the thea t re . No doub t the audience 

w i l l r e g a r d t h i s f i g u r e w i t h f r e s h i n t e r e s t as the m i g h t y queen 

t r i e s , and f a i l s , to persuade her t o en te r the palace, and i f 

Cassandra had p layed any ac t ive role i n p r e v i o u s ve r s ions , t h e y 

may beg in to suspect t h a t t h i s may be the case here also. 

The chorus are deeply s u r p r i s e d b y the g i r l ' s boldness - oo t 

A l t h o u g h p r o b a b l y not over the prec ious mater ia l . 

See above. 
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x o i Xeyovoa navexai, aa<t>r\ Xoyov "It's you to whom she has spoken, 

a clear story" (1047) - wh i l e Clytemnest ra , unable to believe t h a t 

t h i s s l a v e - g i r l wou ld d e f y her , assumes t h a t she cannot u n d e r s t a n d 

Greek (1050-2). Th i s k i n d o f problem seldom arises i n t r a g e d y and 

most t r a g i c f o r e i g n e r s are able to converse i n the ve rnacu l a r w i t h 
18 

ease . However once Cassandra's i n a b i l i t y t o communicate has been 

sugges ted , the audience may assume t h a t t h i s i s indeed the reason 

f o r he r p ro longed silence w h i c h may res to re t h e i r f o r m e r susp ic ion 

t h a t she w i l l no t en te r the drama i n any ac t ive sense. We noted 

ea r l i e r how the cho rus t r i e d to w a r n the he ra ld about 

Clytemnest ra ' s powers of deceit : 

auTTi uev outwq e t n e , ^ovedvovxt o o i 
Topotoiv epuTiveuotv ebnpenr\ Xoyov. 

She has spoken thus, if you understand her through 
clear interpreters, a well-seeming speech. (615-6) 

They echo t h i s t h o u g h t la te r when Cassandra f a i l s t o r e spond 

to the Queen: 

epuriveoc; eoiicev r\ £&vr\ xopou 
5e io0a t • 

It seems that the stranger needs a clear 
interpreter. (1062-3) 

However i t w i l l soon become apparen t t h a t Cassandra, u n l i k e 

the cho rus , e n j o y s a c lear and accura te apprec ia t ion o f the 

c u r r e n t s i t ua t ion and t h a t i n f a c t she w i l l a t t empt to e lucidate 

mat ters f o r them. As she herse l f comments l a te r , f a r f r o m no t 

comprehending: 

teal \IT\V ayav y'"EXXr\v' enCoxancu (paxtv 

Indeed I understand the Greek language only too 
well. (1254) 

Compare f o r example the Danaids. 
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For the p resen t , Cly temnes t ra is c l ea r ly shaken b y t h i s 

unexpected reca lc i t rance and expresses a n g r y impatience w i t h the 

unrespons ive g i r l : 

O U T O I Qvpaiq. rr\5' e u o l oxoXfi n&pa 
TpCp'ew 

I have no leisure to waste time here out of doors. 
(1055) 

The audience w i l l be f u l l y aware t h a t Cly temnes t ra is 

impa t ien t f o r Cassandra to en te r the palace so t h a t she may k i l l 

her . The chorus has no concept ion of t h i s s in i s t e r unde r tone 

however and i n n o c e n t l y j o i n s Clytemnes t ra i n u r g i n g the g i r l to go 

w i t h i n : 

evx6<; 5' aXovoa uopoCuwv aypeuu&tov 
7iet0oi' av , e l 7161801*• a7iei0oiTK S ' t o w q . . . 
7iet0ou Xinouoa xov5' aua^tipn 0p6vov. 

Caught within the nets of fate, obey if you will 
obey. Perhaps you will not obey...leave your seat on the 
chariot and obey. (1048-9, 1054) 

The audience w i l l agree t h a t Cassandra i s t r a p p e d b y f a t e and 

the t e rm uopotuav aypeuuaxwv "the nets of fate/death" may convey a 
19 

t e r r i b l e double meaning unde tec ted b y the chorus . Thus the 

A r g i v e e lders unconsc ious ly conspi re w i t h Clytemnes t ra to 

f a c i l i t a t e the m u r d e r o f Cassandra as t h e y u r g e her t o bow to the 

wishes o f t h e i r mis t ress , as d i d Agamemnon i n the p rev ious scene. 

Tap l in believes t h a t the repeated re fe rences t o Cassandra e n t e r i n g 

the house emphasize the i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f t h i s even t (p321). I t 

also creates dramatic tens ion , r evea l ing t h a t t h i s s i len t g i r l 

alone can r e s i s t the power of the queen and the audience may beg in 

to wonder whe the r indeed she may somehow escape her fa te . The 

chorus assumes t h a t Cassandra is o b j e c t i n g to a l i f e of s e r v i t u d e 

See below on the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t the net was a l ready p a r t of the 
s t o r y . 
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and sympathize w i t h he r on these g r o u n d s - eyi> 5 ' , knoiKxipo yap, 

ou 0uu6oouai "I shall not be angry for I pity her" (1069). The 

audience w i l l also p i t y t h i s poor g i r l , b u t t h e y w i l l perce ive 

t h a t i n f a c t wha t awaits he r w i t h i n the house is no t a l i f e o f 

s e r v i t u d e b u t a c r u e l and merciless death. 

F ina l ly Clytemnes t ra i s f o r c e d to abandon her a t tempts to 

summon her v i c t i m w i t h i n and en te rs the house alone (1011), h a v i n g 

s u f f e r e d the f i r s t r ea l chal lenge to he r a u t h o r i t y . The audience 

w i l l r e g a r d Cassandra's b rave res is tance as admirable and note 

t h a t she has succeeded i n d i squ i e t en ing and w o r r y i n g he r wou ld -be 

k i l l e r as wel l as a ch i ev ing a f a r more d i g n i f i e d e n t r y i n to the 

house t han was e n j o y e d b y Agamemnon. L e f t alone w i t h the g i r l 

once more, the chorus cont inues t h e i r e f f o r t s to persuade her to 

descend and en te r the house - ' t O ' , © xaXatva, T 6 V S ' epipooao ' Sxov 
eKouo' avdyKTK xfjoSe Katvtoov Cuy6v "come, poor girl, and leave 

the chariot, adopting the unfamiliar yoke of this constraint" 

(1070) and a t las t Cassandra steps down f r o m t h e c h a r i o t and moves 

towards the palace. The audience may suppose t h a t she w i l l now 

disappear ins ide f o r ever , h a v i n g f u l f i l l e d he r ro le i n the drama 

and tha t , even i f t h e y knew of ve r s ions i n w h i c h Cassandra p layed 

an i m p o r t a n t p a r t , Aeschylus s k i l l f u l l y creates t h e impress ion 

t h a t t h i s w i l l no t be i n c l u d e d here . 

On r each ing the door however , Cassandra s u d d e n l y hal ts and 

b reaks i n to l o u d , d i s j o i n t e d c r ies o f woe - O T O T O T O t TIOHOI 5a • 

" A n o U o v , "AnoAAov (1072-3=1076-7). I n an i n s t a n t the audience 

w i l l apprecia te t h a t he r ea r l i e r f a i l u r e to communicate was 

se l f - imposed and she is sudden ly revealed as a speak ing charac te r 

i n the drama. Thus a l l t h e p rev ious ind ica t ions t h a t Cassandra's 

ro le was to be s t r i c t l y passive were misleading and she proceeds 

to make her own i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n to the audience's 

pe r cep t ion o f Agamemnon's death. 

d) Cassandra's Visions 
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On seeing t h e palace Cassandra b u r s t s o u t i n t o w i l d c r ies o f 

so r row and proceeds to re la te v a r i o u s images f r o m the past , 

p resen t and f u t u r e w h i c h appear before her . The audience w i l l 

recognize t h a t Cassandra shares t h e i r a b i l i t y to foresee f u t u r e 

events and w i l l expect he r w o r d s , u n l i k e those of Clytemnest ra , to 

be re l i ab le , even t h o u g h she i s famed i n m y t h f o r neve r be ing 

be l ieved. I n f a c t she he r se l f a l ludes to t h i s : 

K a l xwv5' ouoiov e i t t \xr\ neCeo- xt yap; 
T O \ik\\ov r\£e\. • K a l 0 6 \x' ev xd^ei itapwv 
ayav [y'] aXti96uavTiv olictCpai; epet<;-

And if there is anything in what I have said that 
you do not believe, it is all the same. How could it be 
otherwise? The future will unfold and very soon, a 
present witness, you will call me in pity a true 
prophet. CI239-41) 

Whether o r no t i t had f e a t u r e d before , t he exp lo i ta t ion o f 

Cassandra's g i f t of f o r e s i g h t here p rov ides Aeschylus w i t h an 

excel lent o p p o r t u n i t y to broaden the scope of the drama, whi le he r 

clear re fe rences to Agamemnon's m u r d e r add to the suspense of the 

c u r r e n t s i tua t ion . When she begins to speak, no doub t the 

audience w i l l wonder j u s t how f a r Cassandra w i l l go i n p r e d i c t i n g 

the imminent f u t u r e and wha t e f f e c t , i f any , he r w o r d s w i l l have 

on the dramatic s i tua t ion . The chorus suggests t h a t she w i l l 

concent ra te solely upon her own fa te - %pi\oeiv &oiicev am>t TWV 

<XVTT\Q icaicwv "it seems she is about to prophesy about her own 

misfortunes" (1083) - r e f e r r i n g of course to her f u t u r e l i f e as a 

slave, b u t the audience may suspect t h a t Cassandra w i l l speak 

ins tead o f her own murde r , and poss ib ly also t h a t o f Agamemnon. 

A t f i r s t Cassandra focuses a t t e n t i o n upon the house i n w h i c h 

Agamemnon is now ensnared, r e f e r r i n g to pas t events i n o r d e r to 

p r o v e he r v e r a c i t y as a prophetess . F raenke l comments "thus the 

customary idea about the nature of true seer^ship provided the 

dramatic poet with an excellent means of widening his story beyond 

the time of the actual plot" (p625) and the audience may wonder 

whe the r these v i s ions w i l l re la te o n l y to pas t events , a v o i d i n g 
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a l l r e fe rence to the p resen t s i tua t ion . However Cassandra 

sudden ly cr ies o u t as she catches s i g h t of a new and t e r r i b l e 

v i s i o n : 

t o n6no t , T C Tioxe uT\5exat; 
x t x65e veov OL%OQ 

Oh alas! What is this plot that is being devised? 
What is this new agony? (1100-1) 

A t t h i s moment, t he audience may wonde r j u s t how f a r 

Cassandra w i l l go i n d e s c r i b i n g the m u r d e r s p r e p a r e d w i t h i n and 

indeed an exact r eve l a t i on o f what is go ing o n , i n c l u d i n g a d i r e c t 

r e fe rence to the m u r d e r e r ' s i d e n t i t y , may no t be bel ieved b y the 

chorus and so wou ld no t d i s r u p t the course of the drama. The 

chorus f a i l s completely to unde r s t and Cassandra's re fe rences to 

Agamemnon's death - apn%<xvw (1113), xSpua 5' autjxavo (1177) -

and the audience may f e e l some sense of s u p e r i o r i t y i n t h e i r 

a b i l i t y to apprecia te the meaning o f these p rophe t i c v i s ions . The 

chorus does however g rasp Cassandra's f r e q u e n t re fe rences to he r 

own approach ing d o o m 2 0 : 

veoyvbc; av ouwv ud6ot 

A child hearing this would understand. (1163) 

However t h e y f a i l t o apprecia te t h a t Cassandra is r e f e r r i n g 

to a double murde r and may suppose t ha t she f e a r s death as a slave 

at the hands of he r c r u e l mis t ress whom she has j u s t def ied and 
21 

who may suspect t h a t she i s Agamemnon's concubine . As Cassandra 

f i n a l l y approaches the palace door - " A L S O U nuXac; "the gates of 

Hades" (1291) - t h e r e i s g rea t pathos as she b r a v e l y accepts he r 

f a t e - dpKeixo p£oq "let there by enough of life" (1314) and he r 

20 
See f o r example 1139, 1149, 1160-1. 

21 
We shal l discuss the r e l a t i onsh ip between Agamemnon and Cassandra 

i n the f o l l o w i n g chapter . 
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repeated a t tempts to en te r emphasize the dramatic importance of 

c ross ing the t h r e s h o l d . 

On the p o i n t o f e n t r y however , Cassandra t u r n s back j u s t as 

she d i d a t the b e g i n n i n g of the scene and i n f a c t repeats t h i s 

ac t ion no less t h a n f o u r t imes. This w i l l emphasize the f a c t t h a t 

the i n t e r l u d e is now at an end and she is to go ins ide the palace 

as she appeared about to do on f i r s t s t epp ing down f r o m the 

char io t . She leaves the stage w i t h d i g n i t y and i n f u l l 

consciousness o f he r f a t e , and Tap l in comments t h a t "the quiet 

pathos of Cassandra's exit is perhaps unsurpassed in Greek tragedy 

(p321). The 258 l ines w h i c h occur between he r i n i t i a l a t tempt to 

en te r the house and h e r ac tua l en t rance has had no rea l e f f e c t 

upon the ac t ion , a l t h o u g h she makes a g rea t c o n t r i b u t i o n to the 

mood of the drama and enhances the image of the impend ing m u r d e r s 

i n t he minds of the audience. This s i l en t motionless g i r l has 

f l o u r i s h e d unexpec ted ly i n t o a p r o u d heroine o f immense s t a tu re 

and grea t pathos i s c rea ted b y the audience 's awareness t h a t she 

is on the po in t o f death and w i l l be b r u t a l l y murde red as soon as 

she en te rs t h i s t e r r i b l e house, as she he r se l f knows: 

ey£> 5h +8ep|i6vouc;+ x&x' eu ' ne&p BaXS 

I shall soon pour the hot stream of my blood upon 
the ground. (1172) 

Tap l in comments, "Cassandra mil painfully lead the chorus 

and the audience out of their bewilderment towards some kind of 

insight and understanding" (p316). This is no t qu i t e t r u e however 

f o r the audience, f a r f r o m be ing bewi lde red , s t r o n g l y an t ic ipa te 

the impend ing murde r s f r o m t h e i r b a c k g r o u n d knowledge o f the m y t h 

and Cassandra's words w i l l act as c o n f i r m a t i o n o f t h e i r suspicions 

r a t h e r t h a n enl ightenment : 

' Ayaueuvovoc; oe <pip' enbyeoQai u6pov 

You shall look upon Agamemnon's death, I tell you. 
(1246) 
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On the o t h e r hand Cassandra f a i l s to communicate to the 

chorus the f a c t t h a t Agamemnon is about to die and the audience 

may have been p r e p a r e d f o r he r w a r n i n g s to p rove i n e f f e c t u a l b y 

the s t o r y t h a t he r prophecies are never bel ieved. Thus whi le the 

chorus appears excessively obtuse i n f a i l i n g to u n d e r s t a n d he r 

p r e d i c t i o n s , these w i l l co r r e spond w i t h the audience 's b a c k g r o u n d 

knowledge of the m y t h and c o n f i r m t h e i r susp ic ion t h a t Agamemnon 

is des t ined to die s h o r t l y . However we sha l l see i n the f o l l o w i n g 

chap te r how Cassandra's w o r d s f a i l to c l a r i f y t h a t i t is 

Cly temnes t ra who k i l l s Agamemnon, no t Aeg i s thus , and so the 

audience may not i n t e r p r e t he r v i s ions as we l l as t h e y imagine. 

Thus we have seen how a l t hough Aeschylus s k i l l f u l l y creates 

the impress ion t h a t Cassandra w i l l not make any s i g n i f i c a n t 

c o n t r i b u t i o n to the drama here , the audience sees her emerge as a 

heroine o f immense s t a tu re , f u l l of d i g n i t y and keen pe rcep t ion . 

Th i s s i l en t g i r l who gave e v e r y i nd i ca t i on t h a t she wou ld 

c o n t r i b u t e n o t h i n g to the drama proves a v i t a l i n s t r u m e n t i n 

c o n f i r m i n g the audience's an t i c ipa t i on o f Agamemnon's death and 

c r e a t i n g suspense and t h i s scene adds g r e a t l y to the impact o f the 

p lay . 
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Chapter Six 

Who M u r d e r s Agamemnon and Why? 

Clytemnes t ra is famous today as a c r u e l woman who ca l lous ly 

p lo ts and executes the m u r d e r o f he r husband . However an 

examination of the p re -Aeschy lean m y t h reveals t ha t , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

i n the ear l ies t ve r s ions , he r p a r t i n the m u r d e r of Agamemnon was 

neg l ig ib le compared to t h a t of he r l o v e r Aegis thus and t h a t h e r 

role was always s t r i c t l y secondary. The s h i f t of a t t en t i on f r o m 

Aegis thus to Clytemnes t ra was p r o b a b l y a g r a d u a l process to w h i c h 

Aeschylus himself may have c o n t r i b u t e d a g rea t deal. D u r i n g the 

Oresteia t he poet p rese rves an a i r of a m b i g u i t y about who w i l l 

a c tua l ly pe rpe t r a t e the m u r d e r u n t i l t he las t possible moment and 

o n l y when the corpse of Agamemnon is revealed does i t becomes 

clear t h a t Cly temnes t ra acted alone and una ided , no longer merely 

the accomplice of he r l o v e r b u t the e v i l k i l l e r herse l f . Le t us 

examine how the suppress ion of the m u r d e r e r ' s i d e n t i t y d u r i n g the 

Agamemnon enhances the impact o f the drama and t h e n proceed t o 

consider the ques t ion o f mot iva t ion . 

a) Cly temnes t ra and Aegis thus i n the Odyssey 

The f i f t h - c e n t u r y audience wou ld c e r t a i n l y have been f ami l i a r 

w i t h the many re fe rences to the Oresteia s t o r y w h i c h occur i n the 

Odyssey and these create an ove rwhe lming impress ion i n the 

l i s t ene r t h a t the m u r d e r o f Agamemnon is solely the concern o f 

Aegis thus : 

©q K<Z! vuv AiyioGoQ vnhp y6pov 'AxpetSao 
y f i u ' aXoxov uvnoxriv, x6v 5' eicxave vooxfjoavxa 

Aegisthus beyond his fate wooed the wedded wife of 
the son of Atreus and killed him on his return. (Odyssey 
1.35-6) 

Aegis thus is b y f a r the c e n t r a l charac te r i n the s t o r y and 

a t t e n t i o n is f i x e d upon him bo th as k i l l e r o f Agamemnon and v i c t i m 
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of Orestes. Homer re la tes how he seduced Clytemnest ra , despi te 

her i n i t i a l r e s i s t ance 1 and t h e n , on l e a r n i n g o f Agamemnon's 
2 

r e t u r n , devised the m u r d e r . He set an ambush and , i n v i t i n g 
3 4 

Agamemnon to h is palace, murde red him toge the r w i t h a l l h is men . 
5 

Aegis thus t h e n assumed c o n t r o l of the k ingdom u n t i l Orestes 

r e t u r n e d and k i l l e d him: 

eTie I eicxave Ttaxpopovria 
Atyio8ov 5oA,6ur|xiv, o o l Ttaxepa KA,UXOV etcxa 

Since he killed his father's murderer, the guileful 
Aegisthus, for he slew his glorious father. (Odyssey 
1.299-30) 

We should note the use of t h e s i n g u l a r f o r the k i l l e r of 

Agamemnon (7iaxpo<povTia, eicxa) f o u n d a t the v e r y b e g i n n i n g of the 

poem and the above phrase r e c u r s a t Odyssey 3.197-8, and 3.307-8 

where the n a r r a t i v e cont inues : 

i\ xot 6 xov KxeCvac SaCvu xd<pov 'ApyeCotoi 
uT\xp6<; xe oxvyepr\Q icai av&A,KiSo<; A l y 108010 • 

When he had slain him, he made a funeral feast 
among the Argives for his hateful mother and the 
cowardly Aegisthus. (Odyssey 3.309-10) 

This suggests t h a t Cly temnest ra met he r death toge ther w i t h 

Aegis thus b u t t h e manner i n w h i c h she d ied remains ambiguous. 

Some have sugges ted t h a t she committed suicide b u t the re is 

n o t h i n g to s u p p o r t t h i s i n the tex t . I t is possible t h a t t h i s 

t See Odyssey 1.35-6, 3.264f. 

2 See Odyssey 3.303, 4.529, 11.409. 

3 See Odyssey 4.512-47, 11.389, 24.22. 

4 

See Odyssey 4.536-7. 

5 See Odyssey 3.304-5. 
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phrase was i n t e r p o l a t e d a t some la te r stage and may r e f l e c t the 

f a c t t h a t the mat r ic ide became more p rominen t as the m y t h 

developed. 

Aegis thus is r e f e r r e d to d i r e c t l y as the m u r d e r e r o f 

Agamemnon on no less t h a t e i gh t occasions i n the Odyssey and , 

whi le Clytemnest ra ' s s u p p o r t of him and compliance i n the p l o t 

remain constant , he r c o n t r i b u t i o n to the s t o r y i s c l ea r ly 

subord ina te and o f l i t t l e i n t e r e s t o r importance . Her presence a t 

the m u r d e r of her husband is no t even mentioned i n f o u r of t h e 

Homeric passages w h i c h may sugges t t h a t he r ro le t h e r e was 

neg l ig ib l e and u n w o r t h y of ment ion r a t h e r t h a n t h a t she was absent 

f r o m the scene a l toge ther . Elsewhere she is descr ibed as merely 
7 

ass i s t ing her l o v e r i n dev i s ing the p l o t and nowhere is t he re any 

r e f e rence to her t a k i n g any ac t ive ro le i n the murde r , a l t hough i t 
g 

i s she who k i l l s Cassandra and she is twice descr ibed as 
g 

Aegi s thus ' ass is tant . Two f u r t h e r Homeric passages have been 

i n t e r p r e t e d as re fe rences to Cly temnes t ra k i l l i n g Agamemnon 

una ided and alone: 
y\ 6' e\x$\ obdk nep u toq evtnA.TTO0Tivai S K O I X I C ; 
6<p9aA,uotoiv eaoe- ndpoc; 5k us n£<pve icai aux6v 

But my wife would not allow me even to feast my 
eyes upon my son, for before that she killed me. 
(Odyssey 11.452-3) 

ov% be; Tuvdapeou tcoupTi Kaica ufjoaxo epya, 
tcoupC5iov K x e t v a o a noo iv 

Not so did the daughter of Tyndareus devise her 

6Odyssey 1.35-6, 3.193-206, 4.91-2 and 4.512-47. 

7Odyssey 3.234-5, 4.91-2. 

8 Odyssey 11.421-3. 

B Odyssey f 1 1 . 4 1 0 - l l - eKxa ouv o u ^ o u £ v n dXox©, Odyssey 24.97 -
Aly toOou UTI6 %epol K a l ouXouevrjc; dA,6xoto. 

262 



evil deeds, when she killed her wedded husband. (Odyssey 
24.199-200) 

Thus i t wou ld appear t h a t t h e degree of Clytemnestra ' s 

invo lvement i n the m u r d e r va r i e s i n the d i f f e r e n t passages and 

since Homer is exp lo i t i ng the Oresteia s t o r y solely f o r i t s 

relevance to h is own tale o f Odysseus, i t is n a t u r a l t h a t he g ives 

a r a t h e r uneven and d i s j o i n t e d account o f i t . March comments "it 

is not clear whom Homer saw as the principal criminal in 

Agamemnon's murder, since the guilt of either Aegisthus or 

Klytaimestra is stressed depending on who is telling the story and 

to whom" (p84-5) . 

10 
Garvie agrees t h a t t h i s v a r i a t i o n is due to the f a c t t h a t 

Homer was not compelled to fo l low a u n i f o r m v e r s i o n of the 

Oresteia s t o r y b u t could explo i t the elements of the s t o r y a t w i l l 

a cco rd ing to context . This is w h y , f o r example, Orestes ' g l o r y i s 

s t ressed o n l y d u r i n g the Telemachy where he is recommended as a 

model to Telemachus and is no longer mentioned once t h i s top ic 

recedes. Prag suggests t h a t t he re were two main vers ions of the 

s t o r y available to Homer i n w h i c h r e s p o n s i b i l i t y was appor t ioned 

d i f f e r e n t l y between Aegis thus and Clytemnest ra . I n the f i r s t , 

ea r l i e r v e r s i o n , Aegis thus is the main m u r d e r e r and he is k i l l e d 

by Orestes whi le i n the second Clytemnes t ra p lays a f u l l p a r t and 

the re is no revenge ( p 6 8 f f ) . 

However we should note t h a t those passages i n w h i c h 

Clytemnes t ra p lays a more ac t ive ro le a l l occur i n books e leven 

and t w e n t y - f o u r o f the Odyssey w h i c h , whi le t h e y wou ld have been 

accepted as genuine b y Aeschylus and his audience, are genera l ly 

considered today to conta in extensive in t e rpo la t ions , c o r r u p t i o n s 

and add i t ions . Leav ing these aside, Clytemnestra ' s role a t t he 

m u r d e r appears to have been r e g a r d e d as v e r y minor i n Homeric 

times and i t i s possible t h a t the i n t e rpo l a t ed passages r e f l e c t 

See his i n t r o d u c t i o n to the Choephori p x f f . 
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how her impor tance was inc reas ing w i t h the passage of t ime. Thus 

even i f t he audience were f ami l i a r w i t h ve rs ions i n w h i c h 

Clytemnes t ra p layed the ma jo r ro le i n k i l l i n g Agamemnon, w h i c h I 

doub t , never the less t h e y cannot be c e r t a i n t h a t Aeschylus wou ld 

no t show i n f l u e n c e here of these ear l ies t ve r s ions i n w h i c h he r 

role was neg l ig ib le . On the o the r hand , the mention of 
11 

Clytemnest ra i n the two passages quoted above may be a r a t h e r 

genera l r e fe rence to her p a r t i n the m u r d e r w h i c h is exaggerated 

i n o r d e r to h i g h l i g h t t he con t r a s t between herse l f and Penelope 

and even i f t h e y are indeed i n t ended to convey the idea t h a t she 

acted alone, as I doub t , t h e i r impor tance w i l l be v a s t l y 

ou tweighed b y the grea t emphasis placed on Aegis thus elsewhere i n 

the Odyssey. March comments, "it would seem that both 

partners-in-crime were equally guilty of the plot against 

Agamemnon and possibly also of the execution of the deed although 

it is perhaps more likely that it was Aegisthus who in fact 

performed the actual murder" (p85). 

Thus the idea t h a t Cly temnes t ra shared the g u i l t of the cr ime 

w i t h Aegis thus i s c l ea r ly es tabl ished i n the Odyssey and her 

a d u l t e r y and compliance w i t h the m u r d e r p lo t appear to be c l e a r l y 

es tabl ished i n the ear l ies t ve r s ions of the m y t h . Nevertheless 

the main emphasis remains on Aegis thus w h i c h may p repare the 

audience to expect him to p l ay a ma jo r ro le i n the Oresteia also. 

However l e t us now cons ider the p o r t r a y a l of Cly temnes t ra and 

Aegis thus i n the post-Homeric m y t h to see whe the r t h i s may have 

a le r t ed the audience to the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t Clytemnest ra w i l l 

c a r r y ou t the m u r d e r una ided i n t h i s p resen ta t ion . 

b) The m u r d e r e r i n post-Homeric m y t h 

Thus i n Homer and p r o b a b l y o the r epics i t seems l i k e l y t h a t 

Aegis thus was the main p ro t agon i s t i n Agamemnon's m u r d e r and no 

11Odyssey 11.452-3 and 24.199-200. 
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doub t t h i s idea wou ld be f i r m l y es tabl ished i n the minds of the 

audience. Nonetheless i t seems t h a t Clytemnest ra ' s role was 

inc reas ing as the m y t h evo lved and we noted i n the p r ev ious 

chap te r how she acqui res he r own personal v i c t i m i n the shape of 

Cassandra. However i t appears t h a t be fo re the Oresteia t he main 

focus remained on Aegis thus and i t seems l i k e l y t h a t he under takes 

the k i l l i n g of Agamemnon i n e v e r y pre -Aeschylean v e r s i o n , a lbe i t 

s u p p o r t e d and encouraged b y Clytemnestra . 

Proc lus ' summary of the Nostoi states: 

enetxa ' Ayau&uvovoc; vnb A iy£o6ou K O I KXuTaiuvfjoTpac; 
avatpe86vToc 6n''0p£oTou icai IluXdSou xtuiopCa. . . 

Then Agamemnon was killed by Aegisthus and 
Clytemnestra, and Orestes and Pylades avenged him. 

Perhaps we can glean l i t t l e f r o m Proc lus ' summary since i t 

o f f e r s us merely a bare skele ton o f events b u t as March comments, 

"it seems that Aegisthus' part in the murder of Agamemnon was at 

least as great as or greater than that of Clytemnestra, since 

Proklus names him first, just as he names Orestes before Pylades 

when he thinks of the later vengeance" (p87 n36). Clear ly 

Aegis thus is deeply i n v o l v e d i n the m u r d e r here and a l t h o u g h 

Clytemnes t ra r a n k s equa l ly w i t h h im, t h i s does no t necessar i ly 

mean t h a t she p h y s i c a l l y assis ted him at the k i l l i n g of Agamemnon. 

Nonetheless the f a c t t h a t Cly temnes t ra is pun i shed b y Orestes f o r 

he r p a r t i n the murde r suggests t h a t a t t e n t i o n was indeed s h i f t i n g 

towards the ro le of the female p a r t n e r . Orestes ' k i l l i n g o f h is 

mother is also mentioned b y Hesiod: 

OQ pa Ka l fiBfjoaQ ane txe ioaxo 7i]aTpo<po[v]fia, 
Kxeive 5e uryrepa [ t i v oXeoi\v)opa vnXet [%O.XKQ 

(Orestes) reached manhood and took vengeance on his 
father's killer and he killed his murderous mother with 
the pitiless bronze. (Fragment 23a) 

We see t h a t here again Aegis thus is the pr ime o b j e c t o f 

Orestes 's revenge , sugges t i ng t h a t he p layed a ma jo r p a r t i n the 
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m u r d e r o f Agamemnon and , a l t h o u g h she is pun i shed equa l ly f o r he r 

be t r aya l , Clytemnest ra ' s role i n the ac tua l m u r d e r remains 

unspec i f i ed . The mat r ic ide may also have f e a t u r e d i n the Oresteia 

of S tes ichorus where Apol lo o f f e r s Orestes a bow w i t h w h i c h to 

w a r d o f f the E r inyes b u t aga in the f r a g m e n t s o f f e r l i t t l e 
12 

i n f o r m a t i o n about Clytemnest ra ' s ac tua l ro le a t t he m u r d e r . So 

a l t h o u g h t h e r e appears to be a g r o w i n g i n t e r e s t i n the mat r ic ide 

w h i c h was a d i r e c t consequence of Clytemnestra ' s invo lvement i n 

the murde r , t h i s does not imp ly t h a t she had adopted the role of 

k i l l e r i n any p rev ious v e r s i o n and he r i n f i d e l i t y and acquiescence 

i n the p lo t to k i l l her husband wou ld be r e g a r d e d as t e r r i b l e 

crimes per se b y the Greek audience. 

I t is most u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t o u r f ew f r a g m e n t a r y sources do 

not al low a detai led s t u d y o f the way i n w h i c h Clytemnest ra ' s ro le 

developed and w h i c h a u t h o r s were l a r g e l y respons ib le f o r t h i s . 

March suggests t h a t Clytemnest ra ' s importance a t t he m u r d e r was 

es tabl ished p redominan t ly b y an i n f l u e n t i a l v e r s i o n of the 

Oresteia p roduced b y Simonides. The Scholion to Eu r ip ide s ' 
13 

Orestes 46 states: 

"OuTpoc; 6e ev Muicf|V<H<; ^ l p l T& BaoC^eia 'Ayauenvovoq, 
Srnotxopoc; 6*6 tea! StuovtSry; ev AaiceSatuovi 

Homer says that the kingdom of Agamemnon was in 
Mycenae, Stesichorus and Simonides that it was in 
Sparta. 

However we do not know t h a t t h i s r e f e r s to a complete poem b y 

Simonides based on the Oresteia m y t h o r whe the r i t was merely 

mentioned i n c i d e n t a l l y . The o n l y o the r possible r e fe rence to the 

existence of t h i s poem is f o u n d i n a f r a g m e n t w h i c h appears to 

descr ibe the m o u r n i n g o f the people of Mycenae f o r a s ac r i f i ced 

We shal l cons ider t h i s source i n g rea te r de ta i l below. 

l3PMG 549. 
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maiden . However the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of t h i s passage is f a r f r o m 

c e r t a i n and again may be not more t h a n a d ig ress ion to the main 

theme of the poem. F u r t h e r m o r e , i t i s f a r f r o m c e r t a i n t h a t 

Simonides composed t h i s passage and so we can see t h a t t he re is no 

f i r m evidence f o r his composi t ion o f an Oresteia a t a l l . March 

claims t h a t the sudden p o p u l a r i t y of vase -pa in t ings d e p i c t i n g the 

death of Aegis thus w h i c h appeared j u s t be fore 500BC and con t inued 
15 

i n p o p u l a r i t y f o r a f u r t h e r t h i r t y t o f o r t y years "strongly 

suggests the moving presence of a powerful literary work current 

in Athens" (p93). I t seems f a r more l i k e l y t h a t t h i s u p s u r g e of 

i n t e r e s t i n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t of the Oresteia s t o r y , i n w h i c h 

an u s u r p i n g t y r a n t is j u s t l y k i l l e d , was due to the c u r r e n t 

po l i t i c a l climate i n A t h e n s 1 6 even i f , as March suggests , Simonides 

was the f i r s t to adapt the m y t h f o r t h i s purpose (p93). 

I f we accept March 's hypothes i s f o r a moment, we would 

n a t u r a l l y expect the vases to dep ic t the o u t s t a n d i n g scenes f r o m 

Simonides ' Oresteia and show, presumably , the increased impor tance 

of Clytemnest ra . However i n f a c t the ma jo r elements o f the s t o r y 

remain Aeg i s thus ' m u r d e r of Agamemnon and his own subsequent 

death a t the hands of Orestes, wh i l e Clytemnestra ' s invo lvement i n 

the m u r d e r and the matr ic ide remain subord ina te side-issues. Had 

Simonides p r o d u c e d a major w o r k based on the Oresteia s t o r y , w h i c h 

I doub t , especial ly since not a s ingle f r a g m e n t s u r v i v e s , i t is 

most u n l i k e l y t h a t i t g r e a t l y increased the s t a tu re o f 

Cly temnes t ra as March believes. Indeed the sudden p o p u l a r i t y o f 

t h i s scene i n a r t s h o r t l y before the per formance o f the Oresteia 

w i l l serve to r e i n f o r c e t h e importance of Aegis thus i n the s t o r y 

i n the minds of the audience and place Clytemnest ra f i r m l y i n the 

1 4 See POxy 2434. 

15 
Prag ci tes t w e n t y - s i x ex tan t examples of t h i s one scene, e ighteen 

of w h i c h seen c e r t a i n to me - see plO-32 and plates 6 -21 . 

16 See Prag p l 0 2 - 5 . 
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background. I f the story were indeed employed as propaganda 
against the tyrants , this suggests that Clytemnestra has no place 
here since politics was the exclusive sphere of men. 

Let us now t u r n b r i e f l y to a more detailed study of how the 
art ists had depicted the respective roles of Aegisthus and 
Clytemnestra i n the murder of Agamemnon. March suggests that in 
a r t "Klytaimestra may sometimes be the actual murderer" (p85 n29) 
but a closer inspection of the evidence reveals that this is not 

17 
the case. Prag believes that a terracotta plaque from Gortyn may 
be the earliest extant representation of the death of Agamemnon 
and claims that i t depicts Clytemnestra stabbing Agamemnon wi th a 
dagger while Aegisthus grasps his spear and hair. However there 
are several objections to this interpretat ion, not least the fac t 
that no weapon is visible! Prag suggests that Agamemnon is being 
stabbed in the back by his wife with an unseen sword or dagger, 

18 
held in her l e f t hand and that the murder weapon is hidden f rom 
the viewer because the idea was such a novel one! Prag comments 
"this is the first time that Clytemnestra is shown as the 
murderess, and so the artist was reluctant to do more than imply 
her guilt, just as a century and a half later Aeschylus still felt 
horror at the concept of a woman committing such a murder". 

But why would the ar t is t - or indeed Aeschylus - choose to 
depict this particular scene from this part icular myth i f he were 
too hor r i f i ed by the subject-matter to port ray i t clearly? Prag's 
argument is unconvincing and the fact that Clytemnestra as actual 
ki l ler is not found elsewhere argues strongly against this 
interpretation. I t is much more probable that the characters 
depicted on the plaque are not Clytemnestra and Agamemnon at all 
and Prag himself of fers the more probable suggestion that the 

1 ? Dated c630-610, see Prag p l - 2 . 

18 
Although he can only f i n d two examples of left-handedness 

elsewhere in the whole of extant Greek ar t . 
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scene shows Elektra helping Orestes to apprehend Aegisthus. The 

same criticism applies to the similar scene on an early seventh 
19 

century disc seal f rom Crete , an Argive-Corinthian bronze 
20 

shield-band from Olympia and a bronze shield band from the temple 
21 

of Athena Aphaia, Aegina , the latter two of which are 

part icular ly fragmentary and disputed. 
22 

An Etruscan black-f igure hydr ia shows a male and female 
attacking a fallen man but this is unlikely to be connected to the 
Oresteia since all of the participants are very you thfu l and the 
couple use staffs . Even i f this does show the murder of 
Agamemnon, which, with Prag, I doubt, the attack is undertaken 
jo in t ly and the male partner plays a f u l l role. On the kalyx 

23 
krater by the Dokimasia Painter , Clytemnestra runs up wi th her 
axe at the time of Agamemnon's murder, obviously eager to 
participate, but again i t is Aegisthus who does the actual k i l l ing 
and the queen's physical assistance proves unnecessary. 
Clytemnestra is of ten shown wielding an axe against Orestes at the 
murder of Aegisthus and her car ry ing of i t on this vase may merely 
be a transference from the other scene, especially since this is 
depicted on the reverse of the same vase, rather than evidence of 
a version in which she helped Aegisthus at the murder wi th weapon 
in hand. I t is unlikely that the Dokimasia Vase was influenced by 
the Oresteia i tself , since the main events i t depicts remain 
Aegisthus' murder of Agamemnon and his own death at the hands of 

See Davies p224ff, this certainly does seem to port ray a male and 
female but their act ivi ty is f a r from certain and may be erotic. 

20 
Dated c575-550, see Prag plate 2a. 

21 
Dated c550-525, see Prag plate 2 b-c. 

22 
By the Painter of the Vatican, late f i f t h / e a r l y sixth century -

see Prag plate 2d. 

23 Dated c470-465, see Prag plates 3-4. 

269 



Orestes. Nowhere in a r t do we f i n d an undisputed depiction of 
Clytemnestra k i l l ing Agamemnon by her own hand and the matricide 
is likewise ignored, not because of the sensitiveness of the 
issue, but simply because Clytemnestra's actions and fate were 
considered less important than those of Aegisthus. 

So we can see that there is no undisputed art ist ic 
representation showing Clytemnestra actively assisting at her 
husband's death, and absolutely no depiction of her executing the 
murder unaided. Aegisthus is always present and takes the 
dominant part. Prag comments, "one would like to think that the 
story was more popular in the archaic period than our present very 
slender evidence suggests" (p3) but this lack of pictorial 
evidence fo r Clytemnestra's role is easily explained i f , pr ior to 
Aeschylus, dramatic attention was focused wholly on Aegisthus as 
the main protagonist at the murder. I n addition to the mythical 
background, we must not forget that general Greek attitudes 
concerning the respective roles of men and women wi l l be an 
important influence on the audience. The idea of a single woman 
ki l l ing a mighty warrior , f r esh ly returned from Troy, is an 
unusual and shocking one, and, as Vickers comments, "one of the 
fixed points in the archaic Greek code of blood-revenge was that a 
woman was not allowed to take any active part in such revenge -
this was the man's job" (p380). Naturally we cannot be certain 
that Clytemnestra had not murdered Agamemnon by herself in any 
previous version, in which case the audience may experience some 
suspense over whether this development wi l l be included here. 
Nonetheless i t remains possible that Aegisthus' non-participation 
and absence from the scene may be an Aeschylean innovation and 
thus came as a great surprise to the audience. 

c) Clytemnestra i n the Oresteia 

Thus the audience of the Oresteia may have been deeply 
influenced by their knowledge of the preceding myth and suspect 
that Aegisthus wil l play a major role in the murder of Agamemnon. 
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Even though he is excluded from the earlier part of the drama, 
they may suppose that he lies hidden wi th in the palace, awaiting 
Agamemnon's a r r iva l , and that while i t is Clytemnestra who 
receives the news of the king's r e tu rn and devises and engineers 
his procession across the purple path, i t may be assumed that her 
main task is to facilitate a meeting between Aegisthus and his 
intended victim. Thus Aeschylus sk i l l f u l l y conceals the fact that 
Clytemnestra wi l l commit the murder alone and unaided fo r as long 
as possible and only later is i t revealed that Aegisthus was not 
actively involved i n the death of Agamemnon or even present at the 
time of the murder but that Clytemnestra carried out the murder 
alone. 

Where the location of the murder is mentioned in our earlier 
sources, Agamemnon meets his death not in his own house but in the 
palace of Aegisthus . However, when Agamemnon enters the stage, 
i t becomes apparent that the murder wi l l occur wi th in his own 
palace and his procession across the red garments serves to stress 
the grave implications of his f ina l exit. The relocation of the 

25 
murder allows a greater degree of un i ty of place , while also 
adding a deeper sense of pathos to the king's supposedly j o y f u l 

2 6 
homecoming from the war . Naturally the main reason why the 
murder occurs here is that Clytemnestra is now the main 
protagonist but earlier in the drama the audience may suppose that 
Aegisthus is close at hand, ready to take an active role. 

27 
Clytemnestra's complete and careful control of the palace doors 

As we discussed i n Chapter Four, "The Homecoming of Agamemnon". 

2 5 Suggest ing a possible tragic or igin . 

26 
I n a similar way Orestes' r e tu rn to this palace as a wronged 

exile come to exact jus t vengeance and claim his father 's kingdom 
presents him in a better l ight than i f he had gone to the palace 
of Aegisthus to assassinate the k ing , as appears to have been the 
case in the t radi t ion. 

2 ? See Taplin p299. 
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may contribute to the impression that Aegisthus is hidden wi th in , 

awaiting his vict im, and she f i rmly blocks the path of the chorus, 

herald and Agamemnon when they attempt to enter. Later Cassandra 

refers to Aegisthus as 0iK0up6v "one who stays in the house" 

(1225) which may suggest to the audience that he is i n Agamemnon's 

palace at this ve ry moment and nothing Cassandra says specifically 

excludes him from the murder scene. Only Agamemnon is allowed to 

go inside under the queen's close direction and there wi l l be the 

impression that his entrance is stage-managed in close accordance 

wi th the murder plot. As we t u r n now to consider the presentation 

of Clytemnestra in the early part of the Agamemnon, we should 

remember that the audience may suppose that she is acting in close 

association wi th Aegisthus and that they may expect him to play 

the dominant part at the murder. 

We saw in Chapter Two how Clytemnestra is presented on stage 

as a mighty and powerful woman who inspires well-founded fear in 

her subjects. Her adulterous nature is proverbial in Homer and 

the audience wi l l s trongly suspect that she is par ty to the murder 

plot and busy wi th secret arrangements fo r her husband's death. 

The Watchman exhibits a deep fear of his mistress and declares: 

w5e yhp Kpaxet 
yuvaiKoi; av§p6p,ouA.ov eAmCov Reap 

Thus rules the hopeful heart of a woman who 
counsels like a man. (11) 

The fact that the Watchman informs Clytemnestra of 

Agamemnon's r e tu rn - ' Ayau&uvovoc; yuvatici OT&mivo " f o the wife of 

Agamemnon do I signaT' (26) - when this news was taken to 
28 

Aegisthus in earlier versions also suggests that some of 

Aegisthus' tradit ional importance has been t ransferred to the 

Queen and may raise f u r t h e r doubts in the minds of the audience 

See Odyssey 4.528-9. 
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concerning his whereabouts. Thus the fact that Clytemnestra has 

an av5p6p,ou*.ov ic6ap "a heart that counsels like a man" (11) and 

that i t is she who set the watch and receives the news of 

Agamemnon's r e tu rn , added to her control of the palace doors, wi l l 

s t rongly suggest to the audience that she has adopted some of the 

role usually played by the male partner, although they may be f a r 

f rom certain how far this male/female role-reversal wi l l extend. 

When Clytemnestra appears on stage no doubt the audience wi l l 

regard this wicked woman wi th great interest and suspect she is 

deeply involved in the plot to k i l l her husband. At f i r s t the 

chorus patronizes the Queen, doubting the news from Troy on the 

grounds that i t was reported to them by a female and the audience 

wi l l suspect that they gravely underestimate Clytemnestra's 

capabilities. At the end of the beacon speech, Clytemnestra 

declares wi th heavy sarcasm: 

xotauTct xot yuvaiKbg e£ euou K^uetq 

Such things you have heard from me, a woman. (348) 

and the chorus of aged Argives are forced to acknowledge the 
veracity of her words: 

yuvat, tcax' avSpa aw<ppov' eixppovwq XeyeiQ 

Lady, you speak wisely like a sensible man. (351) 

As we noted earlier, i t is wi th deep irony that Clytemnestra 
seeks to present herself as a woman of conventional modesty and 
great f ide l i ty and indeed she betrays her t rue, more fo rce fu l 
nature dur ing the conflict wi th Agamemnon over his treading of the 
purple path. With unconscious i rony, Agamemnon rebukes her gently 
f o r her unbecoming persistence: 

OUTOI yuvaiK6<; eoxtv tuetpetv ^dxTiq 

It is not for a woman to desire battle. (940) 
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Clearly he l i t t le suspects the t rue nature of his wife and 
the audience wi l l see how he is easily manipulated by this clever 
woman who adopts the feminine role only when appropriate. They 
have witnessed Clytemnestra's rather "masculine" nature and no 
doubt wi l l be wondering how far she wi l l go in supplanting the 
role tradit ionally played by the male partner. 

d) The Ident i ty of the Murderer i n the Cassandra Scene 

When Agamemnon f ina l ly disappears inside the palace to his 
death, no doubt the audience wi l l be f a r f rom certain how and by 
whose hand he wi l l die and wil l no doubt wonder what role wi l l be 
played in his murder by Clytemnestra and Aegisthus respectively. 
Far from being mad - uaivexai (1064) -or ignorant of the language 
(1050-2), Cassandra proceeds to exhibit a deep understanding of 
the situation in the palace, and her knowledge proves superior 
even to that of the audience, since she alone knows that 
Clytemnestra wi l l k i l l Agamemnon unaided. However, although 
Cassandra's visions place the murder f i r m l y at the centre of 
dramatic attention, they also conceal the precise ident i ty of 
Agamemnon's k i l ler and Aegisthus is never specifically excluded 
from the murder scene. 

Cassandra's f i r s t vision is of the children of Thyestes whom 
29 

Atreus served up to his brother at a feast (1096-7) . She hints 

that these past crimes against his family have inspired Aegisthus 

to plot the murder: 

eK xovSe notvaq <pml 0ouA,euetv vivh 
Xeovx' avaktav ev Xe%e\, oxpoxpouevov 
OIKOUPOV , o tuo t , x$ uo^ovxi 5eon6xTi 

On Thyestes see Alkmaionis fragment 6 p77 Kinkel and Pherekydes 
FGH 3 F133=Schol Euripides' Orestes 995. Rabel (p211) believes 
that earlier in the play the chorus' description of how the 
vultures (49ff) and the hare (119ff) lost their young wi l l also 
suggest Thyestes' feast and the latter is even described as 
Seinvov alexwv "the feast of eagles". 
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On account of this I say that some vengeance is 
being plotted against the master on his return by some 
unwarlike lion, who wallows in bed, a stay-at-home. 
(1223-5) 

This description of Aegisthus as a cowardly lion wi l l 

suggest to the audience that he has lost much of his former 

heroic stature, while the term oltcoup6v w i l l remind them how he 
30 

seduced Clytemnestra while others were away f i gh t i ng at Troy . 

Thus the l ink ing of the murder wi th the ter r ib le feast of Thyestes 

suggests that Aegisthus wi l l have a deep interest and close 

involvement in the murder of Agamemnon and only later wi l l i t be 

revealed that i n fact this was confined to his plot t ing of the 

deed (1609, quoted below). 

Cassandra suddenly receives a terr ib le vision of the present: 

I © Tionoi, x t noxe ufiSexat; 
xt x6de veov a%OQ\ u£ya 
uey' ev 56uotat xotoSe uT)5exai tccucov, 
aaepxov ©CXototv, 
Suoiaxov 

Oh alas! Whatever is this that is being plotted? 
What is this new agony? One is planning a mighty evil in 
this house, unbearable to friends, beyond cure.' (1100-3) 

The subject of uf)5exai is not stated although Clytemnestra 

assisted Aegisthus in this task in the Odyssey (4.91-2), and i t 

may be that, as wi th the k i l l ing of Cassandra, the plot t ing of the 

murder had come to be regarded as her own particular sphere as the 

myth developed. Clytemnestra was described earlier as avSpop'oukov 

"plotting like a man" and she seems to have devised and engineered 

Agamemnon's entrance into the palace across the red path, so the 

audience may suppose that i t is she who plotted the murder. Thus 

the audience may be surprised when they later learn that the 

And possibly hint that he lies i n wait wi th in the palace at this 
moment, as we noted above. 
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t radit ional male/female roles have been reversed and that while 

Clytemnestra murders Agamemnon, Aegisthus claims sole 

responsibility f o r devising the murder-plot: 

naoav ouvavctQ urtxav^v o*uo0ouA,ia<; 

I put together the whole device of this fateful 
plan. (1609) 

Suddenly Cassandra receives a v i v i d image of the current 

scene within the palace: 

I© x&Xatvot, x65e yhp xeXeuc;; 
xov ouoSeuviov n6aiv 
Xouxpotot <pat5puvaoa • TWQ <ppdow xeXoq; 
T6XOQ yhp x65' eoxat-
itpoxetvet dh,%e\p BK 

%ep6<; opeyyeva 
A 

(bpeyuaxa Hermann e scholio) 

Oh wretched woman, will you complete this deed? 
Washing the husband of your bed in the bath - but how 
shall I tell the end? For it will be soon. She stretches 
forwards hand after hand, reaching out. (1107-1111) 

31 
The main emphasis here is clearly on Clytemnestra but at the 

same time there is nothing which specifically excludes Aegisthus 

from the scene. The disjointed nature of Cassandra's visions 

allows Aeschylus to preserve a great sense of ambiguity concerning 

who is present and what they are doing in a way that would have 

been impossible in a less passionate iambic passage, and the 

audience may expect Aegisthus' presence to be revealed at any 

moment. I t would seem natural fo r the newly-returned warrior to 
32 

receive the honour of being bathed and would place Agamemnon in a 

highly vulnerable position. Seaford notes how in epic a woman in 

31 
No^e the use of the female participles - x&Xaiva, <pai5p0vaoa, 

opeyueva. 
A 

32 Compare Eurynome's bathing of Odysseus at Odyssey 23.153-5. 
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high society may attend a man in his bath but that i n 
f i f t h - c e n t u r y Athens a man is washed by female relatives only when 
he is a corpse. Thus the audience may appreciate the i rony of 
Clytemnestra bathing her husband jus t before he suffers a fatal 
attack. 

The idea that Agamemnon dies in a bath may not be a new one 
33 

since the Dokimasia Vase depicts him naked beneath a th in 
net-like robe. I n her next vision Cassandra appears to see some 
sort of net: 

e e, nanat nanai, xC x68e ipaCvexai; 
r\ 8LKXU6V X I y'"Ai5ou; 
aX\' apKOQ r\ ^uveuvog, r\ £ u v a t x t a 
<p6vou 

A/as, alas! What is this appearing? Is it some net 
of Hades? No, the one who shares the bed is the net who 
shares the guilt of murder. (1115-8) 

Fraenkel suggests that £uveuvo<; might reflect ouveuvoc; "the 
embracing one, wife" and LSJ agree that i t means "bed-fellow or 

34 
consort" and usually means wife . However i t may on occasion mean 

35 

"husband' or "male lover" and so the audience may suspect that 
there is a reference here to Aegisthus, the word (palvexat 
suggesting that he has jus t entered the scene. Later i n the 
t r i logy i t becomes apparent that Clyteranestra did indeed use a net/rctae 

36 
to ensnare Agamemnon in his bath but at this stage the audience 
may wonder whether her accomplice is Aegisthus rather than an 
actual net. On the other hand i t is possible that the idea of the 
33 

Dated c470-465, see Prag plates 3-4. 
34 

See fo r example Pindar Olympian 1 88 and Agamemnon 1442. 

35 
As at Aeschylus' Prometheus Bound 866 and Aristophanes' 

Ecclesiazusae 953. 

36 See Choephori 981f 998ff and Eumenides 634f. 
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bath and the net-robe shown on the Dokimasia vase was influenced 

by the Oresteia i tself and the increased vulnerabi l i ty of the k ing 

at this moment may have coincided wi th the introduction of the 

idea that he is kil led by a woman's hand. Nevertheless Aegisthus 

remains the ki l ler of Agamemnon on the Dokimasia Vase which 

suggests that either this ignores newer developments i n the story 

or that the idea of the bath was already familiar to the 

audience 3 7 . 

Cassandra proceeds to give a clearer h int that the struggle 

wi l l be between a single male and female: 

anexe TT\Q 0O6<; 
xov xaupov ev nknXoioiv 
ueJUiytcep^ tatBouoa uTftavriuaxt 
xunxei ••ffL-rvev. 6'Cd.v) £>m&^ Teu^eu. 

Keep the bull from the cow. Catching him in a robe 
she strikes with the black-horned device. He falls into 
a vessel of water. (1125-8) 

She then confirms the audience's suspicions that Clytemnestra 

is an evi l woman who rejoiced at the news of Agamemnon's r e tu rn 

only so that he may die the sooner (1227-38), thus undermining al l 

of her earlier claims to be a modest and f a i t h f u l wife. However 

this follows the reference to the crimes committed by Atreus 

against Thyestes (1223-5) which suggests that Aegisthus also has a 

deep interest in Agamemnon's death. 

Cassandra drops increasingly explicit hints that Clytemnestra 

wi l l be the main, perhaps the only, murderer, calling her: 

8tftuc; apoevoq (poveuc; 

Female, slayer of the male. (1231) 

Burker t suggests that Agamemnon's death in the bath may be 
connected to the idea of hero cult which involved both libations 
and blood sacrifice - see p205. 
* W\oocjr\ an easier cfeta <=>eQrrfS more otbnacWe- <SGG abo/e. 
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and f ina l ly she speaks her prophecy plainly: 

' Ayau&uvovoq 06 ©T^J' en6yeo8ai n6pov 

I tell you that you will look upon the death of 
Agamemnon. (1246) 

By this stage the audience must have realized that 

Clytemnestra wi l l play a prominent role in the murder although the 

ensuing lines show that the chorus has completely failed to grasp 

this fact: 

Xo. TIVOQ Tipb<; av5p6<; TOUT ' a%o<; nopouveTai; 
Ka. r\ K&pr' +ap' av+ napeicoTiTv; xpiTOH^v euov. 
Xo. TOUC; yap Te\ovvraQ ou ^uv^Ka uTi%avf)v. 
Ka. icai u^v ayav y' "EM,T|v* entOTauai 9 6 T I V . 

Chorus By what man will this grief be accomplished? 
Cassandra How very much you have lost the track of my 

oracles. 
Chorus Yes for I do not understand who are the 

executers of the plan. 
Cassandra And I understand the speech of Greece only too 

well. (1251-4) 

Thus Cassandra fails to communicate effect ively her 

prediction that Clytemnestra wi l l act as sole murderess of 

Agamemnon, although by this stage the audience must have realized 

that her role i n the murder wi l l be an important one. Cassandra 

receives a f u r t h e r vision of the present and sees Clytemnestra 

preparing the murder weapon: 

enev%exa\. 0f|youoa ©WTI ©doyavov 
eutK ay©y?v; avTiTe£o0at ©ovov. 

She boasts as she whets the sword of her man that 
she will exact the penalty of murder for my being 
brought here. (1262-3) 

These words are ambiguous since they may refer merely to 

Clytemnestra's preparations to k i l l Cassandra and indeed the 

chorus may in terpre t them in this way. However the audience knows 
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that Clytemnestra is busy wi th preparations fo r Agamemnon's murder 
also and we should note that the above phrase could also mean "she 
is whetting the sword for her man" ie on Aegisthus' behalf. Thus 
the audience may appreciate the reference to Agamemnon's death 
here without realizing that Aegisthus wi l l not be present at the 
scene. 

The chorus appreciates the references to the feast of 
Thyestes but remain perplexed over what Cassandra is t r y i n g to 
tel l them: 

xot 5' a\\' otKOuaac; etc 5p6uou neoov xpk%<>> 

In all else that I have heard, I run wildly, having 
lost the track. (1245) 

The audience wi l l wonder why the chorus is being so 
slow-witted but we have seen how the idea of Cassandra as the 
unbelieved prophetess may be significant here. Their incapacity 
to appreciate what Cassandra is saying also stresses the hor r i f ic 
nature of the murder since the possibility of such a cruel action 
lies f a r beyond the scope of their thoughts. The audience, on the 
other hand, aided by their background knowledge that Agamemnon is 
fated to die on his r e tu rn , wi l l now appreciate that Clytemnestra 
wil l play an important role i n the murder of her husband and wi l l 
no doubt await a more detailed revelation of this wi th great 
interest. They may remain in considerable doubt about the precise 
role to be played by Aegisthus i n the murder however, although 
Cassandra indicates that he wi l l play some part and share the 
gui l t of the murder wi th Clytemnestra when she foresees a jo in t 
punishment: 

oxav yvvr\ yuvaiK&<; avx' euou Gavn 
avrip xe dooSauapxoq avx' av5p6g neofl 

When a woman dies for me, a woman, and for the man 
unluckily wed there falls a man. (1318-9) 

Thus the precise roles to be played by Clytemnestra and 
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Aegisthus respectively at the murder may remain a considerable 

source of speculation f o r the audience and they wi l l await the 

disclosure of this wi th great interest. 

e) The Murderer Revealed 

Agamemnon's death c ry f ina l ly r ings out at line 1343 - ©uoi, 

nenA-Tiyuai Kcuplav n^Tf/riv eow - and one of the elders suggests 

that they rush i n to f i n d the f resh-f lowing sword - ouv veoppux^ 

£t<!>ei (1351). This weapon is associated solely wi th men and 

warfare and so emphasizes the chorus' misconception that the 

murderer is male. The audience wi l l expect a revelation of the 

murderer(s) to follow short ly and to discover at last the precise 

role played by Clytemnestra and Aegisthus respectively. They may 

expect a messenger to arr ive or that the couple wi l l emerge from 

the palace together but, when the doors open at line 1372, the 

solitary f igure of Clytemnestra is revealed standing over the 

corpses and Aegisthus is nowhere to be seen. Thus at last i t 

becomes clear to both the chorus and the audience that Aegisthus 

did not attend the murder and that his involvement in the k i l l ing 

of Agamemnon was of an entirely passive nature. The traditional 

role of male and female has been reversed and Clytemnestra 

stresses the fact that she acted alone throughout her ensuing 

speech, suggesting that this was an unfamiliar idea to the 

audience. Although there have been many indications that 

Clytemnestra is to play an important role in the drama, i t is only 

now that they learn without doubt that this woman carried out her 

husband's murder unassisted and there is an in terval dur ing which 

this knowledge is absorbed. 

I n order to remove all possible suspicion that Aegisthus was 

physically involved in the deed, Clytemnestra avoids all mention 

Possibly this was a new convention linked to the introduction of 
the skene - see Taplin Appendix C. 
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of him f o r a considerable length of time and declares: 

veKpoc; 8e x^oSe Se£ia<; %epbQ 
epyov 

This murder is the deed of this very right hand. 
(1405) 

Fraenkel suggests that Clytemnestra re-enacts the murder as 

she describes i n the present tense how she wrapped Agamemnon in a 

net as he lay i n the bath and stabbed him to death. This is an 
39 

attractive idea and, i f mime featured in tragic productions i t 

would be highly appropriate fo r i t to be included here to 

emphasize the fact that Clytemnestra carried out the murder 

without assistance. The queen f u r t h e r stresses the fact that she 

herself murdered Agamemnon by her repeated use of the f i r s t 

person: 

eoxTiKcc 5' ev6' enaio' en' e^eipyaouevotq... edipa^a.. .OUK 
apvf|oouai.. .nepioxi%t£o.. .itato.. .enevStSoui 

I stand where I struck beside the deed...I did 
it...I will not deny it...I throw around...I strike...I 
add. (1379-86) 

At last the chorus appreciates the situation f u l l y and 

expresses great wonder at Clytemnestra's boldness: 

npoQ yuvaucbg 8' a7ie<p6ioev 0lov 

By a woman's hand he has lost his life. (1453) 

The audience wi l l now appreciate this also and wi l l no doubt 

wonder what par t Aegisthus played in the murder-plot and i f and 

when he wi l l enter the drama. 

Only when her responsibility is f i r m l y established does 

Clytemnestra re fer to Aegisthus by name: 

39 See General Introduct ion. 
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ov uoi 4>63ou ueA-aOpov 'EA,nlg eunaxei, 
eog av ai0p Tiup e<p' eoxtq^ euTte 
Atyio0o<;, oc; TO np6o0ev eu opovwv euoC-
OUTOQ yap T^utv aonlc; ou ouiicpa 0p&oou<; 

Not for me does expectancy step into the house of 
fear, while the fire on my hearth is lit by Aegisthus, 
well-minded towards me as formerly. For he is no small 
shield of confidence to me. (1433-7) 

This long-awaited mention of Aegisthus occurs some s ix ty- four 

lines after the corpses are revealed to view and i t is f ina l ly 

confirmed that that the couple are lovers and that Aegisthus is 

deeply involved in the murder of Agamemnon. Clytemnestra's 

declared dependence on Aegisthus' support may suggest to the 

audience that Aeschylus is now re turn ing to the traditional form 

of the myth i n which the male partner played the central role i n 

Agamemnon's death. Aegisthus himself f ina l ly enters some two 

hundred lines a f te r Clytemnestra was revealed standing alone above 

the corpses and Taplin notes that "no other character in Aeschylus 
enters when an act is anything like so far progressed from the 
previous act-dividing song...he is a late addition to something 
approaching a self-sufficient unit" (p327). Nevertheless i t is 

essential fo r Aeschylus to introduce Aegisthus and establish his 

complicity in the murder for , having established that Clytemnestra 

committed the deed by her own hand, he now wishes the adulterous 

pair to share the gui l t f o r the crime as i n previous versions. 

Aegisthus declares the f u l l extent of his role i n the murder, 

confirming that Clytemnestra was the sole perpetrator in his 

attempts to claim credit f o r the deed himself: 

KOtyw SCtcaioc; TouSe TOU <p6vou paoeug... 
K a ! TOu5e xavopbq Tm/duTiv 0upato<; ov 

I am the one who justly planned this murder...and I 
laid hands upon the man, although I was absent myself. 
(1604, 1608) 

He dismisses the surprise of the chorus that Clytemnestra 

283 



a c t e d a l o n e , d e c l a r i n g : 

T 6 y a p 5oA,ooai n p o g y u v a t K o q TJV oa<pw<; 

Trickery is clearly the sphere of women. (1636) 

So f r o m h i s a r r o g a n t b e h a v i o u r o n s t a g e a n d h i s a t t e m p t s t o 

t a k e t h e c r e d i t f o r t h e m u r d e r , t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l h a v e n o d o u b t 

t h a t A e g i s t h u s d e s e r v e s t o be p u n i s h e d b y O r e s t e s as i n t h e 

t r a d i t i o n , e v e n t h o u g h he t o o k n o p a r t i n t h e a c t u a l d e e d . A t t h e 

e n d o f t h e p l a y h o w e v e r C l y t e m n e s t r a o n c e a g a i n a s sumes t h e 

d o m i n a n t r o l e , s e t t l i n g t h e d i s p u t e b e t w e e n A e g i s t h u s a n d t h e 

c h o r u s a n d t h e n l e a d i n g h e r l o v e r w i t h i n t h e pa l ace . She s p e a k s 

t h e f i n a l w o r d s a n d t h e c h o r u s o f a g e d A r g i v e s d e p a r t s i n s i l e n c e , 

d i s p l a y i n g a "dejected yet hostile subordination" ( T a p l i n p 3 3 1 ) t o 

t h e i r n e w r u l e r s . 

So w e h a v e seen h o w A e s c h y l u s , w h i l e e m p h a s i z i n g 

C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s r o l e d u r i n g t h e m a i n b o d y o f t h e p l a y , l a t e r p i c k s 

u p t h e t h r e a d s o f e a r l i e r v e r s i o n s a n d i n d i c a t e s t h a t t h e 

t r a d i t i o n a l p u n i s h m e n t o f A e g i s t h u s , p e r h a p s t h e b e s t k n o w n p a r t 

o f t h e Oresteia s t o r y , i s t o be r e t a i n e d . N e v e r t h e l e s s t h e y m a y 

a l so s u s p e c t t h a t O r e s t e s ' m u r d e r o f h i s m o t h e r i s n o w t h r o w n i n t o 

p r o m i n e n c e b y C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s i n c r e a s e d r o l e i n t h e m u r d e r o f 

A g a m e m n o n a n d a w a i t t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s o f t h i s w i t h g r e a t i n t e r e s t . 

f ) T h e M o t i v e 

I n p r e v i o u s v e r s i o n s A g a m e m n o n i s m u r d e r e d b e c a u s e A e g i s t h u s 

a n d C l y t e m n e s t r a h a d b e e n e n j o y i n g a n a d u l t e r o u s l i a i s o n d u r i n g 

h i s a b s e n c e . A s t h e m y t h d e v e l o p e d h o w e v e r m o r e c o m p l e x m o t i v e s 

m a y h a v e b e e n i n t r o d u c e d a n d t h e a u d i e n c e m a y w o n d e r i f t h e s e w i l l 

b e r e f l e c t e d h e r e . F i n a l l y l e t u s c o n s i d e r w h a t m o t i v e s f o r t h e 

m u r d e r a r e s u g g e s t e d d u r i n g t h e Oresteia a n d h o w A e s c h y l u s w i s h e d 

t h e s e t o be i n t e r p r e t e d b y h i s a u d i e n c e . 

C a s s a n d r a makes a d i r e c t l i n k b e t w e e n t h e p r e s e n t m u r d e r a n d 
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A t r e u s ' c r i m e s a g a i n s t A e g i s t h u s ' f a t h e r T h y e s t e s : 

etc xSv5e n o i v a q q>rp B o u X e u e i v x t v a 
X e o v x ' avaA.Ktv e v Xe%ei oxp&xp6uevov 
O I K O U P O V , O I U O I , x$ u o k o v x t SeonoxTi 

On account of this I say that some vengeance is 
being plotted against the master on his return by some 
unwarlike lion, who wallows in bed, a stay-at-home. 
(1223 - 5 ) 

T h i s m a y s u g g e s t t h a t A e g i s t h u s i s m o t i v a t e d b y a d e s i r e t o 

a v e n g e p a s t c r i m e s a g a i n s t h i s f a m i l y a n d l a t e r he does i n d e e d 

c l a i m t o r e j o i c e i n t h e f a c t t h a t n o w A g a m e m n o n : 

x e i p b g Tiaxpwtac; e i c x w o v x a uTixav&q 

has paid the penalty for the contrivances of his 
father's hand. (1582) 

T h e m y t h o f t h e d i s p u t e b e t w e e n A t r e u s a n d T h y e s t e s i s 

p r e s e n t e d as a male d o m i n a t e d a f f a i r , w i t h t h e v e n g e a n c e p a s s i n g 

f r o m f a t h e r t o s o n ( 1 5 8 3 f f ) , a n d i n d e e d t h e r e m a y h a v e b e e n 

v e r s i o n s i n w h i c h t h i s i s s t r e s s e d as A e g i s t h u s ' c h i e f m o t i v a t i o n 

i n k i l l i n g A g a m e m n o n . H o w e v e r w h e n i t becomes a p p a r e n t t h a t i t 

was n o t A e g i s t h u s w h o k i l l e d A g a m e m n o n b u t C l y t e m n e s t r a , t h e 

a u d i e n c e may s u p p o s e t h a t s h e w o u l d h a v e f e l t l i t t l e i n t e r e s t i n 

t h i s a n c i e n t f e u d a n d a f t e r t h e m u r d e r she h i n t s t h a t h e r h a t r e d 

o f A g a m e m n o n w a s i n s p i r e d b y h i s t r e a t m e n t o f t h e i r d a u g h t e r : 

eGuoev auxou T ia tSa , <pikxaxT|v e u o l 
© 5 t V 

He sacrificed his own child, dearest product of my 
labour. ( 1 4 1 7 - 8 ) 

T h i s i s p e r h a p s h e r b e s t d e f e n c e , l i k e l y t o g a i n m o s t 

s y m p a t h y w i t h b o t h t h e a u d i e n c e a n d t h o s e o n s t a g e , a n d t h e c h o r u s 

a g r e e s t h a t t h e r e i s some j u s t i c e i n A g a m e m n o n ' s m u r d e r o n t h o s e 

4 ° S h e m e n t i o n s I p h i g e n i a r e p e a t e d l y - 1 4 1 2 f f , 1432, 1 5 2 1 f f , 1 5 5 1 f f . 
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g r o u n d s - etCTtvet 5' 6 K O U V O V "the slayer pays the price" (1562) . 

H o w e v e r t h e a u d i e n c e has j u s t w i t n e s s e d h o w i n i t i a l l y C l y t e m n e s t r a 

e x a l t e d i n t h e m u r d e r - %aipon' a v , e l %aipoi%', e y o 5 ' e n e u x o u a i 

"rejoice if you will rejoice, I glory in it? (1394) a n d o n l y w h e n 

t h e c h o r u s e x p r e s s e s t h e i r h o r r o r a n d c o n d e m n a t i o n o f t h e d e e d , 

d i d s h e make a n y r e f e r e n c e t o t h e s a c r i f i c e o f h e r d a u g h t e r . 

Z e i t l i n s t a t e s t h a t she m e r e l y "raises the ghost of Iphigenia to 

suit the occasion" ( p 4 9 1 ) a n d C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s g r e a t p o w e r s o f 

d e c e i t a n d m a n i p u l a t i o n h a v e b e e n c l e a r l y e s t a b l i s h e d f r o m t h e 

v e r y b e g i n n i n g o f t h e p l a y . T h u s t h e a u d i e n c e m a y s u p p o s e t h a t 

h e r a d o p t i o n o f t h e r o l e o f g r i e v i n g m o t h e r m a y be as i n s i n c e r e as 

h e r e a r l i e r p o r t r a y a l o f t h e f a i t h f u l w i f e , a n d as t h e t r i l o g y 

p r o c e e d s , i t becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y a p p a r e n t t h a t t h e s a c r i f i c e o f 

I p h i g e n i a h a d l i t t l e t o d o w i t h A g a m e m n o n ' s d e a t h . A f t e r t h e s e 

f e w b r i e f r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e s a c r i f i c e , C l y t e m n e s t r a n e v e r r e f e r s 

t o i t a g a i n , n o t e v e n i n h e r o w n d e f e n c e w h e n O r e s t e s i s a b o u t t o 

k i l l h e r i n t h e Choephori, n o r l a t e r as a g h o s t i n t h e Eumenides. 

T h e c r u e l , c a l l o u s a t t i t u d e w h i c h t h e Queen d i s p l a y s t o w a r d s h e r 
4 1 

o t h e r c h i l d r e n , O r e s t e s a n d E l e k t r a , w i l l f u r t h e r u n d e r m i n e h e r 

c l a i m s t o h a v e a c t e d o u t o f l o v e f o r I p h i g e n i a . 

C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s p o r t r a y a l o f h e r s e l f as g r i e f - s t r i c k e n o v e r 

I p h i g e n i a ' s d e a t h i s s e r i o u s l y w e a k e n e d b y t h e f a c t t h a t she 

p r o d u c e s f u r t h e r p o s s i b l e m o t i v e s f o r t h e m u r d e r , a t o n e m o m e n t 

s t y l i n g h e r s e l f as a d i v i n e a v e n g e r ( 1 5 0 0 f ) , a t t h e n e x t r e f e r r i n g 
4 2 

t o h e r s e x u a l j e a l o u s y o f C h r y s e i s (1439) a n d C a s s a n d r a ( 1 4 4 5 f ) . 

T h e a u d i e n c e m a y i n d e e d s u p p o s e t h a t C l y t e m n e s t r a i s m o t i v a t e d t o 

k i l l C a s s a n d r a b y h e r s u s p i c i o n t h a t she i s h e r h u s b a n d ' s l o v e r . 

C a s s a n d r a i s p r e s e n t e d as a b e a u t i f u l p r i n c e s s i n t h e e a r l i e r m y t h 
4 3 

a n d she has m a n y s u i t o r s , i n c l u d i n g A j a x a n d A p o l l o . W h a t i s 

B o t h c o m p l a i n i n t h e Choephori t h a t t h e y a r e t r e a t e d l i k e s l a v e s 
b y t h e i r m o t h e r - 915 a n d 135 r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

4 2 S e e Iliad 1 .109-115. 

4 3 
H e r h a n d w a s a l s o s o u g h t b y C o r o i b o s - see Ilias Parva fragment 

286 



m o r e , A g a m e m n o n ' s l i a i s o n w i t h C h r y s e i s , w h o m h e p r e f e r s t o h i s 

w e d d e d w i f e a t Iliad 1 .109-115, w a s a l s o a f a m i l i a r t h e m e a n d 

C a s s a n d r a m a y h a v e b e e n r e g a r d e d as h e r c o u n t e r p a r t i n some sense . 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t t h e c o u p l e w e r e l o v e r s i n t h e v e r s i o n w h i c h 

f i r s t i n t r o d u c e d C a s s a n d r a ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n A g a m e m n o n ' s 

h o m e c o m i n g a n d d e a t h , a c i r c u m s t a n c e w h i c h m a y h a v e b e e n c o n c e a l e d 

i n o r d e r t o f o r m a p a r a l l e l w i t h t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n 

C l y t e m n e s t r a a n d A e g i s t h u s . I f so t h i s p a s s a g e f r o m E u r i p i d e s ' 

Trojan Women m a y r e f l e c t t h e e a r l i e r m y t h : 

Ta . e £ a C p e x o v v i v eXafiev 'Aya^euvcsv a v a £ 
E K . ?| X $ A a K e 5 a i | i o v t a v6u<pa 5 o u k a v ; 

16 uoC u o t 
T a . OVK, aXXb. A.6tcxpcav O K 6 X U X vuucpeuxf jpta 
E K . f | x a v T O O *oCpoo 7iap66vov, a yepac; 6 

XPUOOK6U<XQ BOOK' aXeicxpov £6av; 
Ta . epQQ e x o £ e u o ' a u x o v e v 9 & o u K6PITQ 

Talthybius King Agamemnon has chosen (Cassandra) as 
his prize 

Hecuba: To be a slave to his Spartan wife? Alas! 
Talthybius No, to be the secret bride of his bed 
Hecuba The maid of Phoebus, who gave her virgin 

days as a g i f t to the golden-haired one? 
Talthybius Yes, for love for the possessed girl has 

speared him ( 249 -55 ) 

T h e t e r m O K O X I O Q , r e f e r r i n g t o a s e c r e t l i a i s o n o u t o f 

w e d l o c k , i s f o u n d as e a r l y as Iliad 6.24. I n t h i s p l a y A g a m e m n o n 

d e s c r i b e s C a s s a n d r a as noXXwv X P T M O X O V e^aCpexov a v 9 o g , o x p a x o u 

56pTp' "the flower chosen from much wealth, the g i f t of the army" 

( 9 5 4 - 5 ) w h i c h m i g h t s u g g e s t a s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p , a l t h o u g h t h e 

a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e b e e n f u r t h e r g u i d e d i n t h i s m a t t e r b y t h e 

b e h a v i o u r o f t h e c o u p l e t o w a r d s o n e a n o t h e r o n s t a g e . I n f a c t 

a l t h o u g h A g a m e m n o n t r e a t s t h e g i r l w i t h k i n d n e s s i n t h e Oresteia, 

t h e r e i s n o c e r t a i n i n d i c a t i o n t h a t t h e y a r e t o be r e g a r d e d as 

l o v e r s a n d i n d e e d b o t h C l y t e m n e s t r a a n d t h e c h o r u s f o r e s e e a h a r d 

l i f e o f s e r v i t u d e a h e a d o f t h e g i r l r a t h e r t h a n t h e p r i v i l e g e s o f 

16, P a u s a n i a s 1 0 . 2 7 . 1 , Homer OCT 5 p l 3 4 - a n d O t h r y o n e u s - see 
Iliad 13 .360-80 - b o t h o f w h o m d i e a t T r o y . 
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a r o y a l c o n c u b i n e ( 1 0 3 5 f f ) . T h i s s u g g e s t s t h a t i f t h e r e w e r e a n y 

l i a i s o n , i t w a s t o r e m a i n a s e c r e t , j u s t as C l y t e m n e s t r a c o n c e a l s 

h e r o w n a d u l t e r o u s a f f a i r . On t h e o t h e r h a n d H y g i n u s r e c o r d s a 

s t r a n d o f t h e m y t h i n w h i c h Oeax, s o n o f N a u p l i u s , c a u s e d t h e 

m u r d e r o f A g a m e m n o n a n d C a s s a n d r a b y c o n c o c t i n g t h e f a l s e s t o r y 

t h a t t h e y w e r e l o v e r s i n o r d e r t o a v e n g e t h e d e a t h o f h i s b r o t h e r 

Pa lamedes . P r a g ( p 7 6 ) n o t e s t h a t Pa lamedes i s m e n t i o n e d i n t h e 
4 4 

s e c o n d b o o k o f S t e s i c h o r u s ' Oresteia w h i c h m a y r e f l e c t a n o l d 

s t o r y . T h u s t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e b e e n a w a r e o f v e r s i o n s i n w h i c h 

t h e l i a i s o n b e t w e e n C a s s a n d r a a n d A g a m e m n o n w a s c o n c e a l e d a n d 

s t i l l o t h e r s i n w h i c h t h e i d e a p r o v e d t o b e e n t i r e l y w i t h o u t 

f o u n d a t i o n . 

T h e t r u e n a t u r e o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n C a s s a n d r a a n d 

A g a m e m n o n i s n e v e r c l a r i f i e d i n t h e Oresteia a n d i n d e e d i n some 

r e s p e c t s i t i s i r r e l e v a n t s i n c e b o t h a r e d o o m e d t o d i e s h o r t l y . 

H o w e v e r t h i s q u e s t i o n i s i m p o r t a n t i n a s s e s s i n g C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n i n m u r d e r i n g h e r h u s b a n d a n d h a d A g a m e m n o n f l a u n t e d 

a n e w l o v e r o n h i s r e t u r n t h i s w o u l d h a v e p l a c e d h e r o w n 

a d u l t e r o u s a f f a i r i n a v e r y d i f f e r e n t l i g h t . S i n c e t h i s i s n o t 

t h e case h o w e v e r , t h e a u d i e n c e m a y s u p p o s e t h a t C l y t e m n e s t r a 

m i s i n t e r p r e t s t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n h e r h u s b a n d a n d t h e g i r l , 

o r e v e n d e l i b e r a t e l y t w i s t s i t i n o r d e r t o j u s t i f y h e r a c t i o n s , 

a n d so w i l l n o t r e g a r d i t i s a j u s t m o t i v e f o r t h e m u r d e r . 

T h u s t h e f a c t t h a t C l y t e m n e s t r a p r o d u c e s a v a r i e t y o f m o t i v e s 

s e r v e s t o u n d e r m i n e e a c h o f t h e m a n d i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t t h e 

a u d i e n c e w i l l b e l i e v e t h a t she w a s i n s p i r e d t o k i l l A g a m e m n o n 

e i t h e r t h r o u g h g r i e f f o r I p h i g e n i a o r j e a l o u s y o f C a s s a n d r a , 

a l t h o u g h t h e s e e l e m e n t s m a y h a v e p l a y e d a c e n t r a l r o l e i n p r e v i o u s 

v e r s i o n s . P i n d a r a s k s : 

n 6 x e p 6 v v t v a p ' ' I<t>iyevei ' en' Euptn^> 
o<pax6etoa TTfte naxpag e t c i v i o e t pVipuTidtozjiov 

4 4 S e e PMG 213. 
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opooti %6Xov; 
r\ exeat? \e%ei 5 a u a £ o u 6 v a v 
evw%oi n & p a y o v K o t x a i ; 

Was it Iphigenia slain far from her homeland on the 
banks of the Efripus that caused (Clytemnestra's) 
heavy-handed anger to rise up? Or, conquered by another 
lover, did nightly lovemakings lead her on? (Pythian 11 
2 2 - 5 ) 

M a r c h b e l i e v e s t h a t t h i s q u e s t i o n w a s i n f l u e n c e d b y t h e 

Oresteia o f S i m o n i d e s i n w h i c h , she s u g g e s t s , C l y t e m n e s t r a i s 

i n s p i r e d t o k i l l A g a m e m n o n solely o n a c c o u n t o f t h e d e a t h o f h e r 

d a u g h t e r . H o w e v e r , as w e n o t e d a b o v e , t h e r e i s n o f i r m e v i d e n c e 

f o r t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h i s , a n d w e s h o u l d n o t e t h a t P i n d a r m e r e l y 

s u g g e s t s t h e s a c r i f i c e o f I p h i g e n i a as a p o s s i b l e c a u s e a n d t h e n 

a p p e a r s t o r e j e c t t h i s b y a d d i n g t h e a l t e r n a t i v e m o t i v e o f 

a d u l t e r y . T h u s i t m a y be t h a t t h e r e , as h e r e , I p h i g e n i a ' s d e a t h 

h a d l i t t l e t o d o w i t h A g a m e m n o n ' s m u r d e r a n d t h a t t h e t r u e 

m o t i v a t i o n was t h e a d u l t e r o u s r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n A e g i s t h u s a n d 

C l y t e m n e s t r a , a s i n e a r l i e r v e r s i o n s . T h u s t h e a l t e r n a t i v e 

m o t i v e s s u g g e s t e d b y C l y t e m n e s t r a a f t e r t h e m u r d e r a r e n o m o r e 

t h a n r e d - h e r r i n g s a n d t h e t r u e cause o f A g a m e m n o n ' s d e a t h r e m a i n s 

t h e f a c t t h a t C l y t e m n e s t r a a n d A e g i s t h u s h a d become l o v e r s i n h i s 

a b s e n c e . 

g ) C o n c l u s i o n 

So w e h a v e s e e n h o w C l y t e m n e s t r a m a y h a v e b e e n c o n s i d e r e d o f 

s e c o n d a r y i m p o r t a n c e a t t h e m u r d e r i n a l l v e r s i o n s p r i o r t o t h e 

Oresteia a n d h o w A e s c h y l u s s k i l l f u l l y c o n c e a l s f o r as l o n g as 

p o s s i b l e t h e f a c t t h a t A e g i s t h u s p l a y s n o a c t i v e r o l e i n t h e 

m u r d e r a t a l l , e v e n d u r i n g t h e C a s s a n d r a Scene w h e r e w e come 

c l o s e s t t o a r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e t r u t h . E a r l i e r h i n t s t h a t 

C l y t e m n e s t r a i s r a t h e r " m a s c u l i n e " i n n a t u r e a n d h e r s k i l l f u l 

p o w e r s o f m a n i p u l a t i o n as e x h i b i t e d b y h e r c o n t r o l o f t h e p a l a c e 

d o o r s w i l l p r e p a r e t h e a u d i e n c e f o r t h e l a t e r r e v e l a t i o n t h a t s h e 

h a s k i l l e d A g a m e m n o n b y h e r o w n h a n d a n d f u l l y a d o p t e d t h e r o l e 

p l a y e d b y h e r male p a r t n e r i n t h e t r a d i t i o n . E v e n i f 
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C l y t e m n e s t r a h a d b e e n p r e s e n t e d as so le m u r d e r e s s o f h e r h u s b a n d 

i n some p r e v i o u s v e r s i o n , w h i c h I d o u b t , t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l r e m a i n 

i n c o n s i d e r a b l e d o u b t a b o u t w h e t h e r A e s c h y l u s w i l l f o l l o w t h i s 

c o u r s e r i g h t u n t i l t h e m o m e n t w h e n t h e Q u e e n i s r e v e a l e d s t a n d i n g 

a l o n e a b o v e t h e c o r p s e s . B y t h e e n d o f t h e Oresteia n o d o u b t t h e 

a u d i e n c e w i l l be l o o k i n g f o r w a r d w i t h g r e a t i n t e r e s t t o see h o w 

t h e f o r m o f O r e s t e s ' r e v e n g e m a y be i n f l u e n c e d b y C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s 

e n h a n c e d p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e m u r d e r o f A g a m e m n o n . 
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C h a p t e r S e v e n 

O r e s t e s ' R e v e n g e 

a) I n t r o d u c t i o n 

L e t u s n o w c o n s i d e r t h e r o l e a n d p r e s e n t a t i o n o f O r e s t e s i n 

t h e Oresteia. T h e f a c t t h a t A e g i s t h u s d i e s a t t h e h a n d s o f 

O r e s t e s i n a t o n e m e n t f o r h i s k i l l i n g o f A g a m e m n o n a p p e a r s t o h a v e 

b e e n t h e c e n t r a l e v e n t o f t h e p r e - A e s c h y l e a n m y t h a n d n o d o u b t 

w o u l d h a v e b e e n a n t i c i p a t e d b y t h e a u d i e n c e d u r i n g t h e c o u r s e o f 

t h e t r i l o g y . O r e s t e s h a d b e e n i d e n t i f i e d as A g a m e m n o n ' s s o n b y 

t h e t i m e o f t h e Iliad ( 9 . 1 4 2 - 5 ) a n d t h e r e a r e f r e q u e n t r e f e r e n c e s 

t o h i s a c t o f v e n g e a n c e i n t h e Odyssey] T h e f a c t t h a t O r e s t e s w a s 

e x i l e d f r o m h i s h o m e l a n d a l s o f e a t u r e d i n t h e s t o r y as e a r l y as 

H o m e r i c t i m e s : 

T $ 5e o t o y d o d t g K O K O V ¥iXu9e 5 to<; 'Opeorne , 
ay ot7i' ' A 8 T I V & O V , K<XT& 5 ' eKxave naxpcxpovTia 

But in the eighth year the evil came upon 
Aegisthus, for bright Orestes returned from Athens and 
killed his father's murderer, (Odyssey 3 .306-7) 

T h e a u d i e n c e l e a r n s t h a t O r e s t e s has b e e n b a n i s h e d h e r e a l s o 

w h e n C l y t e m n e s t r a c l a i m s t o h a v e r e m o v e d h i m f o r h i s o w n s a f e t y : 

eK Twv<5e x o i TiatQ evQ&S' o u u a p a o x a x e t , 
euwv xe K a l o o v Kupiot; jrtoxoudTOV, 
©C %pr\v, 'OpeoTTK 

Because of this, our child does not stand here now 
as guardian of our pledges as he should, Orestes. 
(877 -881 ) 

I n t h e Odyssey, t h e g h o s t o f A g a m e m n o n l a m e n t s t h e f a c t t h a t 

l A t 1 .40 -41 , 1 .298-302, 3.196, 3 .306-7 , 4 .546, 11 .430-32 . 

2 
See a l s o Odyssey 1 .40 -41 . 
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h e was n e v e r r e u n i t e d w i t h O r e s t e s : 

T\ 5' eu i} o u $ £ nep U I O Q evwA/noSTivai CXICOIXK; 
6<p8aA,uot<Hv eaoe* Tidpog 8e UB it£<pve K<xl aux6v 

My wife did not allow me to feast my eyes upon my 
son, for before that I myself was killed by her. (11.447 
- 5 3 ) 

T h u s t h e a u d i e n c e m a y h a v e e x p e c t e d O r e s t e s t o a r r i v e home 

o n l y a f t e r h i s f a t h e r i s d e a d , as i s t h e case , a n d t h e j o y f u l 

r e u n i o n o f O d y s s e u s w i t h h i s s o n T e l e m a c h u s o r h i s f a i t h f u l 

s e r v a n t E u m a e u s i n t h e Odyssey h a s n o e q u i v a l e n t h e r e . 

O r e s t e s ' r e t u r n t o e x a c t v e n g e a n c e i s f o r e s h a d o w e d s e v e r a l 

t i m e s i n t h e c o u r s e o f t h e Agamemnon as w h e n C a s s a n d r a d e c l a r e s : 

r\£ei yap fuxov aXXoc, av x m & o p o q 
uiTxpoicxovov q n x u u a , n o i v a x w p n a x p o q -
<puyag 5 ' a X f i x r y ; , x t faSe yr\Q ci7t6l;evo<; 

For there shall come another to avenge us, the 
off-spring who kills his mother, who exacts vengeance 
for his father, an exile and a wanderer. ( 1 2 8 0 - 3 ) 

a n d t h e c h o r u s o f a g e d A r g i v e s l o n g f o r O r e s t e s t o come a n d 

r i d t h e m o f t h e i r c r u e l o p p r e s s o r s (1646f , 1 6 6 7 f ) . R o b e r t s 

c o m m e n t s t h a t "no other character f u l f i l l s so many (prophecies)" 

(p286) a n d n o t e s t h a t O r e s t e s ' a c t o f v e n g e a n c e f u l f i l l s a 

s e q u e n c e o f p r e d i c t i o n s , p o r t e n t s a n d p r a y e r s . We s h o u l d r e m e m b e r 

h o w e v e r t h a t t h e s e h i n t s a b o u t O r e s t e s ' r e t u r n a r e d e s i g n e d t o 

c o n f i r m t h e a u d i e n c e ' s s u s p i c i o n s a b o u t t h e e n s u i n g d r a m a r a t h e r 

t h a n o f f e r t h e m n e w i n f o r m a t i o n . 

T h e i d e a o f A g a m e m n o n i n Hades o c c u r s a l s o a t 2 4 . 1 9 f f a n d t h e s e 
t w o p a s s a g e s m a y be i n t e r p o l a t e d b a c k w a r d s f r o m some p o s t - H o m e r i c 
t r e a t m e n t o f t h i s t h e m e . 

4 S e e a l s o 1317-9 . 
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W h e n a y o u n g m a n a p p e a r s a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e Choephori, 

t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l s w i f t l y i d e n t i f y h i m as t h e n e w l y - r e t u r n e d s o n 

o f t h e h o u s e , come t o a v e n g e h i s f a t h e r a n d c l a i m t h e t h r o n e . He 

d e c l a r e s : 

TJKO y a p BQ yr\v xr\v5e i c a l K a r ^ p x o u a i 

I have come to this land and returned from exile. 
( 3 ) 5 

T h u s t h e a u d i e n c e w i l l e x p e c t O r e s t e s ' r e v e n g e t o f o r m t h e 

s u b j e c t o f t h e e n s u i n g d r a m a a n d t h e y m a y w o n d e r h o w 

C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s d o m i n a n t r o l e i n t h e p r e c e d i n g d r a m a w i l l be 

r e f l e c t e d i n t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e r e v e n g e . 

b ) T h e T y r a n n i c i d e 

T h e d e a t h o f A e g i s t h u s a t t h e h a n d s o f O r e s t e s a p p e a r s t o 

h a v e b e e n t h e o u t s t a n d i n g f e a t u r e o f t h e Oresteia s t o r y b e f o r e 

A e s c h y l u s . H o m e r r e l a t e s : 

enxdexec; 3' i^vaooe n o k u x p u o o t o MUKT)VT|<; 

K t e i v a c ; ' A x p e t d r i v , SeSuiyco 5h hxbQ u n ' a u t $ 
T $ 5e o t oy5odx<0 tcatcbv Ti\u9e 6XOQ 'Opeoxrv ; 
a y ' a n ' 'ASTivdov, Kaxd 5' eicxave 7iaxpo<povTia 

For seven years (Aegisthus) ruled Mycenae, rich in 
gold, having killed Agamemnon and the people were 
subjugated beneath him, but evil came upon him in the 
eighth year when bright Orestes returned from Athens and 
killed his father's murderer. (Odyssey 3 .304-7) 

T h e m u r d e r o f A e g i s t h u s s u d d e n l y became p o p u l a r as a t h e m e 

f o r v a s e - p a i n t i n g 8 a r o u n d t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e f i f t h c e n t u r y a n d 

P r a g d e s c r i b e s n o l e s s t h a n n i n e t e e n s u r v i v i n g example s o f t h i s 

T h i s l i n e i s r i d i c u l e d a t Frogs 1163-5 as a t a u t o l o g y b u t t h i s 
s u g g e s t s a f a i l u r e , p e r h a p s d e l i b e r a t e , t o a p p r e c i a t e t h a t t h e 
s e c o n d v e r b a p p l i e s m o r e s p e c i f i c a l l y t o one r e t u r n i n g f r o m e x i l e 
- see G a r v i e p 5 0 . 
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scene , d a t i n g f r o m 510-465 . T h u s t h i s s cene w o u l d h a v e b e e n 

e x t r e m l y f a m i l i a r t o t h e a u d i e n c e a n d w o u l d d o u b t l e s s i n f l u e n c e 

t h e i r a n t i c i p a t i o n s d u r i n g t h e Oresteia. N o t o n l y i s O r e s t e s ' 

v e n g e a n c e a h i g h l y d r a m a t i c m o m e n t f r o m t h e f a m i l i a r s t o r y b u t i t 

a l so p r o v i d e s a r e s p e c t a b l e p r e c e d e n t f o r t h e k i l l i n g o f a n u n j u s t 

t y r a n t , a n d so t h e scene m a y h a v e b e e n e x p l o i t e d b y t h e a r t i s t s 

f o r i t s r e l e v a n c e t o c o n t e m p o r a r y p o l i t i c s . 

I n t h e Choephori w e f i n d t r a c e s o f t h e i d e a t h a t O r e s t e s i s 

t h e d i s p o s s e s s e d h e i r come t o a v e n g e h i s f a t h e r a n d c l a i m h i s 

p o s s e s s i o n s . E l e k t r a d e c l a r e s : 

I K 5e %pTflidxwv 
(peuyov 'Op&OTne e o x i v , o i 6 ' uTiepKonoc; 
ev T O L O I ooiq T I O V O I O I %\iovoiv ueya 

Orestes is in exile from his inheritance, while 
they revel arrogantly in the fruit of (Agamemnon's) 
labours. ( 1 3 5 - 7 ) 

O r e s t e s h i m s e l f a d m i t s t h a t h i s v e n g e a n c e i s i n s p i r e d i n p a r t 
7 

b y a d e s i r e t o r e g a i n h i s r i g h t f u l p o s s e s s i o n s a n d t h e G r e e k 
Q 

a u d i e n c e w o u l d h a v e r e g a r d e d t h i s as l e g i t i m a t e a n d p r a i s e w o r t h y . 

T h e e s s e n t i a l j u s t i c e o f O r e s t e s ' a c t o f v e n g e a n c e i s 

s u g g e s t e d b y h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n as t h e l i b e r a t o r o f t h e c i t i z e n s 

f r o m a h a r s h a n d t y r a n n i c a l r u l e . T h e W a t c h m a n o f t h e Agamemnon 

r e v e a l e d t h a t t h e h o u s e h o l d was s u f f e r i n g u n d e r a c r u e l r e g i m e a n d 

t h e c h o r u s goes so f a r as t o a t t e m p t v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t A e g i s t h u s 

See p a g e s 13-32 a n d p l a t e s 6 - 2 1 No te f o r e x a m p l e a n u n a t t r i b u t e d 
r e d - f i g u r e l e k y t h o s w h e r e A e g i s t h u s h o l d s a s c e p t r e i n one h a n d 
a n d s t r e t c h e s o u t t h e o t h e r t o O r e s t e s i n s u p p l i c a t i o n - P r a g 
p l 6 - 1 7 a n d p l a t e 10a. 

7a7toxprttidxotot Cretan; xaupounevov "I am made savage by the loss 
of my belongings" 275, ni&£ei xpm&tM axilvCa "the lack of 
possessions presses hard upon me" 3 0 1 . 

8 S e e Walco t p 8 0 . 
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(Agamemnon 1 6 5 1 f f ) . F r a e n k e l c o n s i d e r s t h e t h r e a t e n e d a t t a c k b y 

t h e s e f e e b l e o l d m e n a d r a m a t i c i n c o n s i s t e n c y , t y p i c a l o f t h e 

f l e x i b l e r o l e o f t h e c h o r u s ( I I I p 7 8 3 - 4 ) , b u t i n f a c t t h e f u t i l i t y 

o f t h e i r a t t e m p t m e r e l y e m p h a s i z e s t h e i r g r e a t h a t r e d o f A e g i s t h u s 

a n d t h e i r l o y a l t y t o w a r d s t h e o l d r e g i m e w h i c h O r e s t e s s e e k s t o 

r e s t o r e . T h i s h a t r e d o f t h e C l y t e m n e s t r a a n d A e g i s t h u s c o n t i n u e s 

i n t o t h e Choephori, w h e r e t h e c h o r u s l o n g s f o r t h e d e a t h o f t h e 

r u l e r s (284 , 3 8 6 - 9 ) a n d a d v i s e s E l e k t r a t o c o n s i d e r as a f r i e n d : 

7ip«Tov u e v auTTiv x^oti-Q ATytoOov o x u y e t 

Firstly yourself and whosoever hates Aegisthus. 
( I l l ) 

a n d a f t e r O r e s t e s has c o m p l e t e d h i s m u r d e r o u s d e e d s , t h e y 

c r y : 

enoA.oA,6£ax' © Seonoauvov Souov 
ava<puy§ KaicSv 

Oh raise the cry of joy that the house of our 
masters has escaped from evil. ( 9 4 2 - 3 ) 

T h e s e w o m e n m a y be r e p r e s e n t e d o n s t a g e as T r o j a n 
g 

p r i s o n e r s - o f - w a r i n w h i c h case t h e i r s u p p o r t f o r A g a m e m n o n , w h o 

s a c k e d t h e i r m o t h e r - c i t y w i l l r e f l e c t w e l l o n t h e k i n g a n d 

O r e s t e s ' v e n g e a n c e , a n d p e r h a p s m i r r o r C a s s a n d r a ' s a t t i t u d e i n t h e 

p r e v i o u s p l a y . 

We s h a l l see l a t e r h o w t h e n u r s e a l s o e x h i b i t s a n i n t e n s e 

d i s l i k e o f t h e r u l e r s o f t h e h o u s e a n d a l t h o u g h C l y t e m n e s t r a 

d e c l a r e s t h a t she i s l e f t b e r e f t o f f r i e n d s b y O r e s t e s ' d e a t h 

(Xeipounevn , <pUov 695) , a f t e r t h e d i s g u i s e d O r e s t e s a n d P y l a d e s 

e n t e r t h e pa l ace a f e w l i n e s l a t e r , she c o n t r a d i c t s t h i s b y 

c l a i m i n g K O U o n a v i ^ o v x e t ; <pUov "I do not lack friends" ( 717 ) . T h e 

a u d i e n c e w i l l s u s p e c t h o w e v e r t h a t t h e r u l e r s a r e h a t e d b y a l l i n 

See T a r k o w p l l w h o r e f e r s t o t h e s c h o l i o n o n 75. 
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t h e h o u s e a n d t h e a t t i t u d e o f t h e o r d i n a r y p e o p l e p r o v i d e s a 

s t r o n g i n d i c a t i o n t h a t O r e s t e s has j u s t i c e o n h i s s i d e . 

T h u s t h e i d e a o f a j u s t i f i e d t y r a n n i c i d e m a y h a v e b e e n 

e x p l o i t e d i n p r e v i o u s v e r s i o n s o f t h e s t o r y a n d m a y p r e p a r e t h e 

a u d i e n c e f o r O r e s t e s ' f i n a l v i n d i c a t i o n f o r h i s a c t o f v e n g e a n c e . 

H o w e v e r s i n c e t h e a u d i e n c e ha s j u s t w i t n e s s e d C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s 

s i n g l e - h a n d e d m u r d e r o f h e r h u s b a n d i n t h e p r e v i o u s p l a y , t h e y m a y 

s u s p e c t t h a t h e r d e a t h i s d e s t i n e d t o o v e r s h a d o w t h a t o f A e g i s t h u s 

i n t h e e n s u i n g d r a m a . He c e r t a i n l y d e s e r v e s t o d i e , e v e n t h o u g h he 

w a s n o t p r e s e n t a t t h e s c e n e 1 0 , a n d t h e c h o r u s s t r e s s e s h i s p a r t i n 

t h e m u r d e r : 

ab 5 ' avSpa x o v 5 e <pfl<; eicov K a x a K x a v e i v , 
u6vo<; 5' I T I O I K X O V xovSe B o u k e u o a i <j»6vov; 

Do you say that you willingly killed this man -
that you alone planned this piteous murder? ( 1613 -4 ) 

H o w e v e r i n t h e p r e v i o u s p l a y A e g i s t h u s ha s b e e n p r e s e n t e d as 

a w e a k a n d p o m p o u s b u l l y , a n d t h e c h o r u s d e c l a r e s t h a t t h e y c a n n o t 

i m a g i n e h i m c a p a b l e o f a s s u m i n g t h e t h r o n e : 

OQ 5r) o u u o t xupavvo<; ' A p y e t w v e o n , 
OQ O U K , ene i5$ i x § 6 ' eBouXeuoou; u6pov, 
o p a a a i x 6 5 ' e p y o v O U K exVnc; auxoKx6v©Q 

As if I shall see you ruler over the Argives, you 
who when you had plotted the death of this man, had not 
the courage to do your deed with your own hand. ( 1633 -5 ) 

I n a d d i t i o n C l y t e m n e s t r a ha s b e e n p o r t r a y e d as a s t r o n g a n d 

c a p a b l e w o m a n t h r o u g h o u t a n d h e r d o m i n a t i o n o f e v e n t s c u l m i n a t e d 

i n t h e s i n g l e - h a n d e d m u r d e r o f h e r h u s b a n d . A t t h e e n d o f t h e 

Agamemnon, s h e t a k e s c h a r g e i n s e t t l i n g t h e d i s p u t e b e t w e e n t h e 

c h o r u s a n d A e g i s t h u s , d e c l a r i n g : 

See F r a e n k e l I I I p763 o n t h e a n c i e n t l e g a l p r i n c i p l e t h a t 
c o n s p i r a c y t o m u r d e r c a r r i e d as m u c h g u i l t as a c t u a l l y d o i n g t h e 
d e e d . 
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Kal o u Souaxwv Kpaxouvxe * * Of joouev KakoQ 

Myself and you as joint masters of this house will 
make all well. ( 1 6 7 2 - 3 ) 

T h u s as t h e Choephori b e g i n s t h e a u d i e n c e m a y be w o n d e r i n g 

w h e t h e r C l y t e m n e s t r a w i l l r e t a i n h e r p o s i t i o n o f d o m i n a n c e n o w 

t h a t t h e n e w o r d e r i s e s t a b l i s h e d o r w h e t h e r A e s c h y l u s w i l l 

p r o c e e d t o p l a c e g r e a t e r e m p h a s i s o n A e g i s t h u s a n d h i s 

a s s a s s i n a t i o n , as i n t h e t r a d i t i o n a l s t o r y . 

C o n t e m p t f o r A e g i s t h u s ' e f f e m i n a t e a n d c o w a r d l y n a t u r e w a s 
1 2 

c l e a r l y e s t a b l i s h e d i n t h e Agamemnon a n d a t t h e k i n g ' s m u r d e r he 

p l a y e d t h e r o l e w h i c h b o t h t h e m y t h a n d G r e e k s o c i a l a t t i t u d e s 

w o u l d n o r m a l l y a l l o c a t e t o a w o m a n . I n t h e Choephori O r e s t e s a l s o 

r e g a r d s A e g i s t h u s as " u n m a n l y " a n d h a t e s t o see h i s c i t i z e n s : 

S u o t v yuvaiKoiv ©6 ' UTIT|K6OU(; n e X e i v 
e f ^ e i a yap <ppfjv 

thus subject to two women! For his mind is womanly. 
( 3 0 2 - 4 ) 

I n a d d i t i o n C l y t e m n e s t r a a p p e a r s t o h a v e r e t a i n e d 

c o n s i d e r a b l e p o w e r i n t h e h o u s e h o l d f o r j u s t as she c o m m a n d e d t h e 

s e r v a n t s i n t h e Agamemnon (10 , 2 5 8 ) , so i n t h e Choephori t h e 

c h o r u s a r e s e n t o u t a t h e r b i d d i n g - l a X x b t ; eic 5 6 u o v . . . u ' laXXei 

50o8eoc; y u v a "I have been sent from the house...the impious woman 

sends me" ( 2 2 , 4 4 ) . T h e a u d i e n c e m a y s h a r e t h i s c o n t e m p t , 

e s p e c i a l l y s i n c e t h e y a r e f a m i l i a r w i t h A e g i s t h u s ' m o r e a c t i v e 

r o l e i n e a r l i e r v e r s i o n s , a n d r e g a r d h i s h e r o i c s t a t u r e as 

o v e r s h a d o w e d b y t h a t o f C l y t e m n e s t r a . 

No te t h e u s e o f t h e d u a l t o e m p h a s i z e t h e i r p a r t n e r s h i p . 

1 2 S e e f o r e x a m p l e 1224-5 a n d 1625. 
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T h u s t h e r e a r e s t r o n g h i n t s t h a t , a l t h o u g h A e g i s t h u s w i l l 

meet a d e s e r v e d d e a t h , C l y t e m n e s t r a r e m a i n s t h e d o m i n a n t f i g u r e 

a n d t h e a u d i e n c e k n o w s t h a t O r e s t e s m u s t k i l l h e r i f he i s t o 

a v e n g e h i s f a t h e r , s i n c e s h e c a r r i e d o u t t h e d e e d u n a i d e d i n t h i s 

v e r s i o n . T h i s i n d i c a t e s t h a t t h e v e n g e a n c e i s t o p r o v e m o r e 

p r o b l e m a t i c t h a n i n t h e e a r l i e s t v e r s i o n s o f t h e m y t h a n d w i l l 

i n v o l v e t h e t e r r i b l e c r i m e o f m a t r i c i d e . O r e s t e s r e f l e c t s t h e 

t r a d i t i o n a l v i e w b y a s s u m i n g t h a t A e g i s t h u s i s t o be h i s p r i m e 

t a r g e t a n d m a j o r c h a l l e n g e a n d m a ke s n o i n d i c a t i o n t h a t he i s 
1 3 

a w a r e t h a t C l y t e m n e s t r a w a s g u i l t y o f t h e m u r d e r . N e v e t h e l e s s , 

p e r h a p s g u i d e d b y t h e i r k n o w l e d g e o f m o r e r e c e n t d e v e l o p m e n t s i n 

t h e m y t h , t h e a u d i e n c e m a y s u s p e c t t h a t t h e k i l l i n g o f 

C l y t e m n e s t r a w i l l p r o v e t h e c e n t r a l e l e m e n t i n t h e e n s u i n g d r a m a 

a n d w o u l d n o d o u b t l o o k f o r w a r d t o t h e d e p i c t i o n o f O r e s t e s ' 

r e v e n g e w i t h g r e a t i n t e r e s t . 

c ) T h e T h r o n e Scene 

A f t e r t h e e x c i t e m e n t o f t h e k o m m o s , O r e s t e s c o n c e n t r a t e s o n 

h i s i m m e d i a t e t a s k o f k i l l i n g A e g i s t h u s a n d l a y s d e t a i l e d p l a n s 
1 4 

f o r t h i s a l o n e ( 5 5 4 f f ) . H i s p l a n t o g a i n e n t r y t o t h e p a l a c e 

d i s g u i s e d as a s t r a n g e r (560) a n d k i l l t h e u s u r p i n g t y r a n t o n 

s i g h t w i l l c o n c e n t r a t e a t t e n t i o n o n t h i s t r a d i t i o n a l m u r d e r o f t h e 

male t y r a n t . O r e s t e s s u g g e s t s t h a t i f he i s n o t i n v i t e d w i t h i n , 

t h e n t h o s e p a s s i n g t h e h o u s e w i l l c r y : 

TV 6r\ nbkryoi T 6 V t K e x r i v a n e i p y e x a i 
A t y i o 8 o < ; , e iTtep o t S e v evSipoc; 7 iap6v; 

" Why does Aegisthus shut his gate against the 
suppliants, if indeed he is present at home and knows 
they are here?" ( 5 6 9 - 7 0 ) 

U n l e s s , as seems d o u b t f u l , t h i s o c c u r s i n t h e m i s s i n g p a r t o f t h e 
p r o l o g u e - see b e l o w . 

1 4 
We s h a l l d i s c u s s l a t e r h i s i n i t i a l n e g l e c t o f p r e p a r a t i o n f o r 

C l y t e m n e s t r a ' s m u r d e r . 
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C l e a r l y t h e n e w l y - a r r i v e d O r e s t e s a s sume s t h a t A e g i s t h u s w i l l 

b e i n c o n t r o l o f t h e pa l ace a n d he a p p e a r s t o k n o w n o t h i n g o f h i s 

m o t h e r ' s d o m i n a n c e i n t h e p r e c e d i n g p l a y . T h e a u d i e n c e , o n t h e 

o t h e r h a n d , w h o w i t n e s s e d t h e q u e e n ' s c lo se c o n t r o l o f t h e pa l ace 

d o o r s t h r o u g h o u t t h e Agamemnon m a y s u s p e c t t h a t O r e s t e s i s 

m i s g u i d e d i n h i s s u p p o s i t i o n t h a t t h e p o w e r o f e n t r y n o w l i e s w i t h 

t h e k i n g . T h u s t h e y m a y w o n d e r i f a n d h o w O r e s t e s w i l l g a i n a 

c l e a r e r i d e a a b o u t w h o c a r r i e d o u t t h e m u r d e r a n d n o w p r o b a b l y 

r e t a i n s g r e a t e s t p o w e r i n t h e pa l ace . 

We h a v e n o t e d h o w t h e d e a t h o f t h e t y r a n t o n t h e t h r o n e w o u l d 

h a v e b e e n f a m i l i a r t o t h e a u d i e n c e t h r o u g h i t s p o p u l a r i t y as a 

s u b j e c t f o r v a s e p a i n t i n g s . O r e s t e s h i m s e l f h i n t s a t t h i s 

s c e n a r i o , i n t i m a t i n g t h a t h e w i l l w a s t e n o t i m e b u t k i l l A e g i s t h u s 

as s o o n as t h e y meet : 

e l 5' ouv aueCf© BaA,6v eptcetwv TIUXOV 
icatcetvov ev 0p6vo io tv eupfioo naxpoq 
r\ taxi uoA,ov e n e i x d uot icaxd ox6ua 
e p e i . . . 

I f only I can cross the threshold of the house 
gates, I shall find that man seated on my father's 
throne, or if he comes up to me to address me face to 
face... ( 5 7 1 - 3 ) 

T h u s t h e a u d i e n c e m a y e x p e c t t h e t r a d i t i o n a l t h r o n e s cene t o 

o c c u r . O r e s t e s c o n t i n u e s : 

n p l v a u x o v e l n e t v "nodomoQ o £ e v o < ; ; " veicpbv 
9f)oo, no56Kei nepiBakwv xa^euuaxt 

Before he can say "from what land is the 
stranger?", I shall strike him dead, piercing him with 
the swift bronze. ( 5 7 5 - 6 ) 

T h u s O r e s t e s makes a s p e c i f i c p l a n f o r h i s e n c o u n t e r w i t h 

A e g i s t h u B a n d t h e r e w i l l be a m o m e n t o f g r e a t s u s p e n s e as he 

a p p r o a c h e s t h e p a l a c e a n d d e m a n d s : 
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xtg evdov, w naX nctt uak' auOtq, ev 56uotc;; 
xptxov x65' eKTiepaua Souaxov icaXw, 
etnep (ptXo^ev' eox^lv AtytoOoo S t a t . . . 
e£eA,6ex<a xtq oouaxov xeA,eoq>6po<; 
yuvh TonapxoQ, avSpa 5' eunpeneoxepov 

Who is within? Boy! Boy! Once again, who is in the 
house? For the third time I call for someone to come out 
of the house, if indeed it is Aegisthus' wont to be 
hospitable...Let someone come out with authority over 
the house, a female ruler, or the man, as is more 
fitting. (654-6, 663-4) 

Orestes ' bang ing a t the door and shouts f o r admit tance w i l l 

serve t o focus a l l a t t e n t i o n upon the palace doors and the 

audience w i l l wonder who w i l l emerge and what w i l l happen next. 

He expects t o meet Aegis thus s h o r t l y , e i the r a t the gates o r when 

he is t aken w i t h i n and i t i s possible t h a t he w i l l meet h is death 

as p lanned . On the o t h e r hand , h a v i n g seen Cly temnes t ra emerge 

f r o m these palace gates so o f t e n i n the Agamemnon, t he audience 

may wonder i f she w i l l now appear and , i f so, whe the r Orestes w i l l 

t r a n s f e r to he r his t h r e a t to exact an immediate revenge . A 

f u r t h e r p o s s i b i l i t y is t h a t the couple w i l l en te r toge the r -

Orestes demands to see x o t o t tcuptotot Soudxov "the rulers of the 

house" (658) - especial ly since t h e y en te red the palace toge the r 

a t the end of the p r ev ious p lay and t h i s image w i l l be f r e s h i n 

the minds of the audience. I t i s most u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we do not 

know how t h i s mat ter had been t r ea t ed i n p rev ious ve r s ions of the 

s t o r y b u t the audience may recognise a l lus ions here to ea r l i e r 

t rea tments of Orestes ' f i r s t encounte r w i t h his v i c t ims . 

F i n a l l y Cly temnes t ra appears i n the doorway to gree t the 

s t r a n g e r s , unaware t h a t she is i n t h e presence of h e r own son 

(658 f f ) . The audience, k n o w i n g t h a t she is des t ined to die a t t he 

hands o f Orestes and , aware as t h e y are o f h is p l an to ac t 

s w i f t l y , may wonder whe the r he r death is imminent and w i l l precede 

The idea of Aeg is thus welcoming a s t r a n g e r w i t h h o s p i t a l i t y may 
r e f l e c t those ea r l i e r ve r s ions i n w h i c h Agamemnon d ied as a guest 
i n h is house - see above. 
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t h a t of Aegis thus . She o f f e r s h e r d i sguised son 9epua Xouxpa 

"warm baths" (670), making an ob l ique r e fe rence t o the murde r of 

Agamemnon, and Whallon suggests t h a t she is "delighting in an 

ironic rememberance of her ruthlessness" (p272). However t h i s is 

more l i k e l y to be unconsc ious ly i r o n i c , apprec ia ted b y the 

audience alone, since, a l t hough were she to recognise her son 

the re is no doub t t h a t Cly temnes t ra would w i s h h i s f a t h e r ' s f a t e 

on Orestes, a t t h i s p o i n t she has no concept ion of the messenger's 

i d e n t i t y and the f a c t t h a t he wishes to k i l l her . Tap l in notes 

t h a t t h i s scene contains many para l le l s t o Clytemnest ra ' s welcome 

of Agamemnon - "again the rightful lord of the house is met by 

Clytemnestra, who again will dictate the terms of his entry into 

the house" (p343). The audience w i l l no doub t apprec ia te the 

v i s u a l pa ra l l e l w i t h the f o r m e r scene as the queen gree ts the new 

a r r i v a l and the s i l en t f i g u r e of Pylades may reca l l t h a t o f 
16 

Cassandra . The v i t a l d i f f e r e n c e i s however t h a t whereas before 

Clytemnes t ra was i n f u l l c o n t r o l of events , the audience knows 

t h a t i t is now the queen herse l f who is deceived and i n grea t 

danger . 

Orestes indica tes t h a t his t h o u g h t s are s t i l l f u l l y on the 

m u r d e r of Aegis thus f o r he hopes t h a t the male r u l e r emerges 

r a t h e r t h a n the female: 

upoq avSpa KaofuiTivev eu<pave<; xeicuap 

For man speaks to man boldly, indicating his 
meaning clearly. (666-7) 

The audience can be i n l i t t l e doub t about the consequence of 

such a meeting. 

I n t he Odyssey, Odysseus is o f t e n assumed to be dead b y those 

dear to him, an idea w h i c h is adopted here b y Orestes who b r i n g s 

Th i s s i m i l i a r i t y w i t h Cassandra is f u r t h e r r e f l e c t e d when he 
s u d d e n l y breaks t h i s si lence 900-2. 
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the news of his own supposed death , a l t h o u g h the l a t t e r i s 

u n w i t t i n g l y welcomed i n t o his own palace b y Clytemnest ra i n 

con t r a s t w i t h the s u i t o r s ' t r ea tmen t of the d i sgu ised Odysseus. 

The queen declares t h a t she w i l l share t h i s i m p o r t a n t matter w i t h 

Aegis thus - KOiv6oouev "we shall share" (673, 716) - and the 

audience may detect here an unconscious a l lus ion to the murderous 

f a t e t h e y w i l l meet toge the r . Thus as the queen leads Orestes and 

Pylades w i t h i n the palace, h a v i n g declared t h a t she in t ends to 

consu l t w i t h Aeg is thus on t h i s mat ter , t he audience may suspect 

t h a t he is a l ready ins ide , and w i l l poss ib ly receive the 

messengers whi le seated on h i s t h r o n e . Thus a l l is p r e p a r e d f o r 

the t r a d i t i o n a l t h r o n e scene and the audience may expect 

Aeg i s thus ' death c r y to fo l l ow s h o r t l y . As i n the p r ev ious p lay , 

the f a c t t h a t Aegis thus is i n f a c t absent f r o m the palace and must 

be summoned f r o m elsewhere may come as a s u r p r i s e to the audience. 

Cly temnes t ra p r o b a b l y speaks the conc lud ing words (707f f ) 

a f t e r Orestes has en te red the palace, t h u s c r e a t i n g a pa ra l l e l 

w i t h the k i n g ' s ex i t i n the Agamemnon (972), a l t h o u g h here "the 

victim takes her sacrificer into the house" (Tap l in p343). No 

doub t the audience w i l l apprecia te the i r o n y o f t h i s encounter 

between Orestes and his mother whom he is des t ined to k i l l and may 

wonder i f she w i l l appear on stage again. Aeg i s thus ' subsequent 

en t rance i n to the house, d ismiss ing any possible t h r e a t t o 

himself , also f o r m s a pa ra l l e l w i t h the r e t u r n of Agamemnon, who 

b o l d l y i g n o r e d the a t tempts of the chorus to w a r n him of danger 

w i t h i n . Now i t is Aeg i s thus who is l u r e d i n to the palace b y a 

decept ive t r i c k and bo th leave the stage f o r the las t t ime, 

completely i g n o r a n t of t h e i r impend ing doom. A t the pa ra l l e l 

p o i n t i n the Agamemnon, after the en t rance of the k i n g , the chorus 

was i n grea t c o n f u s i o n abou t what was happen ing w i t h i n the palace, 

whereas now t h e y are f u l l y aware o f the murde r p lo t and s t r o n g l y 

s u p p o r t the executors of i t . 

A f t e r the p a r t y d isappears w i t h i n the palace, t h e r e w i l l be 

grea t suspense about wha t i s happen ing w i t h i n and the chorus asks: 
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noxe 5fi oxouaxwv T 

5eC<!;ouev loxuv en' 'Opean; 

How soon may we display the strength of our voices 
in honour of Orestes? (720-1) 

This l y r i c passage is s h o r t and u r g e n t . The w o r d vuv "now" 

i s repeated f o u r times i n as many l ines (723-6) and the chorus 

r e f e r s t o $i<po5n\f |TOi(nv aywoiv "the contest of the deadly sword" 

(729), h e i g h t e n i n g the expectat ions of the audience. However no 

death c r y is heard and ins tead the nur se en te rs to summon 

Aegis thus . 

We cannot t e l l wha t the role o f Orestes ' nu r se had been i n 

the ea r l i e r m y t h b u t she is shown on severa l vases d e p i c t i n g 

scenes f r o m the Oresteia and so wou ld have been a f ami l i a r f i g u r e 

to the audience. She f e a t u r e d i n the Oresteia of Stes ichorus : 

Ktkiooav 5e <pr\oi XTJV 'Opeoxou xpoq>6v, IIiv5apo<; 5e 
'Apotvoriv, 2Tnotx°poq AaoSdueiav 

Aeschylus says that the nurse of Orestes was 
Cilissa, while Pindar says she was Arsinoe and 
Stesichorus that she was called Laodomaeia. (fragment 88 
418 14d) 

Prag suggests t h a t S tes ichorus ' choice of name indicates t h a t 

his poem was p r o - S p a r t a n (p75) b u t t h i s te l l s us n o t h i n g about the 

ro le of the nurse i n t h a t ve r s ion . I t is commonly bel ieved t h a t 

the nu r se had rescued the i n f a n t Orestes a t the t ime of h is 

f a t h e r ' s murde r i n p r e v i o u s vers ions , a l t hough t h e r e is no 

evidence f o r t h i s . I n the Odyssey, e i gh t years elapse be fo re 

Orestes r e t u r n s to exact vengeance (Odyssey 3.306-7, quoted above) 

b u t t h e r e is no i nd i ca t i on t h a t the re is any g rea t i n t e r v a l 

between the k i n g ' s death i n the Agamemnon and the b e g i n n i n g of the 

Choephori and indeed Orestes r e t u r n s to f i n d E l e k t r a and the 

chorus s t i l l mourn ing Agamemnon's death. His l a y i n g of the lock 

of ha i r a t the tomb (Choephori 6) indica tes t h a t he has j u s t 
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reached adu l thood and so i t seems t h a t the necessi ty f o r the 

nur se to rescue him at h is f a t h e r ' s death is om i t t e d f r o m t h i s 

v e r s i o n . We may o n l y speculate whe the r the audience w i l l suppose 

t h a t she p layed any p a r t i n Orestes ' f o r m e r d e p a r t u r e f r o m the 

k ingdom, b u t she herse l f makes no mention of t h i s and r e f e r s o n l y 

to he r care o f him as a baby. 

T u r n i n g to a r t , on Metope 24 f r o m the f i r s t Heraion at Foce 
18 

del Sele a woman is shown r e s t r a i n i n g Clytemnest ra whi le on a 
19 

f r a g m e n t a r y r e d - f i g u r e c u p f r o m V u l c i and an u n a t t r i b u t e d 
20 

f r a g m e n t a r y r e d - f i g u r e c u p f r o m the same pe r iod , a female r u n s u p 

to the t h r o n e toge the r w i t h Orestes, Chrysothemis and E lek t ra . I t 

is u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we cannot state w i t h c e r t a i n t y t h a t the f i g u r e 

i n e i t he r scene is the nu r se , b u t i f he r assistance o f Orestes a t 

the death of Aegis thus were f ami l i a r to the audience, he r 
21 

reappearance on stage w i l l suggest t h a t she w i l l s u p p o r t him here 

also and emphasize the imminence of Aeg i s thus ' murder . 

Whatever the role o f the nur se i n p r ev ious vers ions , i n the 

Choephori she f u l f i l l s s e r v e r a l i m p o r t a n t f u n c t i o n s i n a v e r y 

sho r t time. She expresses a deep love f o r Orestes and reveals 

t h a t Cly temnes t ra and Aegis thus o n l y p r e t e n d to mourn his dea th 

(737f, 742f) . The audience may wonder whe the r she w i l l recognise 

her dear one and be r e u n i t e d w i t h h im, as Euryc le ia recognised the 

d i sguised Odysseus (Odyssey 19.467ff) b u t i n f a c t , l i k e h i s 

f a t h e r , Orestes is denied a r e u n i o n w i t h h is f a i t h f u l se rvan ts . 

See Garvie p50. 

1 8 D a t e d c570-550, see Prag plate 7a. 

1 9 D a t e d 510-500BC, see Prag plate 8. 

20 
See Prag plate 9a-b. 

21 A l b e i t p r o b a b l y unexpected a t t h i s late stage of the drama. 
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The f a c t t h a t the nurse is sent b y Cly temnes t ra to f e t c h Aegis thus 

(734-5), i n f o r m s the audience t h a t he has been absent f r o m the 

palace u p to t h i s p o i n t and reveals t ha t , j u s t as Cly temnes t ra 

wai ted w i t h i n the palace f o r Cassandra, so now Orestes awaits 

Aegis thus before his murderous plans can be p u t i n t o e f f e c t . We 

have noted how the nurse shares the genera l h a t r e d o f the 

household towards t h e i r r u l e r s and i n f a c t t h i s p roves a v i t a l 

element i n t h e i r d o w n f a l l , since i t is t h r o u g h t h i s t h a t 

Clytemnest ra ' s f o r e s i g h t i n w a r n i n g Aegis thus to come to the 

palace to receive the messengers w i t h an armed body of men (769) 

is t h w a r t e d . The chorus of maidservants u r g e the nur se to omit 

Clytemnest ra ' s w a r n i n g , wel l aware t h a t Aegis thus should indeed 

take t h i s p recau t ion : 

uf| vuv ab xaux' ayyeXXe Seonoxoo oxuyet, 
aXV auxov eXQeiv, 

Do not now report that message to our hated master, 
but tell him to come alone. (770-1) 

The nurse ' s compliance is a d i r e c t r e s u l t of the popu la r 

ha t r ed o f the r u l e r s and he r love o f Orestes, eXf l l q 56uwv "the 

hope of the house" (776). Thus the scene w i t h the nurse serves as 

a dramatic r e t a r d a t i o n , j u s t as the Cassandra Scene delayed the 

death of Agamemnon, and her absence a f t e r the m u r d e r stresses his 

i so la t ion f r o m a l l f o r m e r s u p p o r t e r s . 

A t las t Aeg i s thus himself en te r s (839) and remains on stage 

f o r a mere s ixteen l ines . The audience, p r imed b y the nu r se , w i l l 

suspect t h a t h is show of g r i e f is f e i g n e d and apprecia te the i r o n y 

of him p r e t e n d i n g to mourn the death of the pe r son who w i l l i n 

f a c t k i l l h im. Aegis thus c o r r e c t l y t r ea t s the news of Orestes ' 
22 

death w i t h some sceptism (843-47) b u t a r r o g a n t l y assumes t h a t he 

His doubts of i t on t h e g rounds t h a t i t came f r o m a woman may 
r e f l e c t t he c h o r u s ' ea r l i e r sceptism t h a t Clytemnestra ' s news t h a t 
T r o y had f a l l e n was t r u e ( 2 7 2 f f ) . 
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is i n v i n c i b l e : 

ouxoi <ppev' Sv K*,et|feiev comiaxcouevnv 

(This messenger) will not deceive my mind for my 
eyes are open. (854) 

The chorus u rges Aegis thus w i t h i n eoo napeXO&v (849) , 

k n o w i n g t h a t Orestes awaits ins ide and he f o o l i s h l y en ters the 

house unarmed. The audience w i l l no t expect t o see him a l ive 

again and may suspect t h a t h is m u r d e r w i l l be c a r r i e d ou t s w i f t l y 

since the re is now n o t h i n g l a c k i n g to the t h r o n e scene. The 

chorus adds to these expectat ions. 

xoidvSe naXr\v uovoc; av e<pe5po<; 
S ioootq \xk%Xe\. 6eio<; 'Opeoxrjg 
aye tv 

Being the sole challenger against two, godlike 
Orestes is about to wrestle for such a a stake. (866-8) 

The s ingle death c r y of Aegis thus r i n g s ou t some t h i r t e e n 

l ines a f t e r his en t rance (%69) and the chorus demands HOC; 

tceicpavxai Souoic;; "how have things been decided for the house?" 

(871). The audience too w i l l awai t con f i rma t ion of t h e i r 

suspicions t h a t Orestes has success fu l ly k i l l e d Aegis thus and a t 

last the s e rvan t announces: 

Aiyio6o<; O U K & X ' eoxtv 

Aegisthus is no more. (877) 

We do not know whe the r Aegis thus d ied on his t h r o n e b u t l a t e r 

Orestes declares t h a t he w i l l k i l l h is mother not on stage b u t 

7ipi>Q auxov xovSe "near this man" (904). Thus i t is possible t h a t 

i n t he o r i g i n a l p r o d u c t i o n the empty th rones were presen ted on the 

ekkyk lema w i t h the corpses beneath - a v i s i b l e r eminder of the 

f a c t t h a t the r u l e r s h i p of the k ingdom is now vacant . Orestes 

23 See also 851-4. 
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comments: 

oeuvot uev rjoav ev Spovotq T O 6 ' r\\ievoi 

Then they used to sit majestically on their 
thrones. (975) 

This may con t r a s t w i t h the p resen t tableau o r merely be an 

ob l ique h i n t a t the ea r l i e r use of t h i s scenario. 

So the famous Death o f Aegis thus is now accomplished and 

Orestes has completed the task f o r w h i c h he was renowned since 

Homeric t imes. The major f ea tu re s o f the m y t h - t h a t Aegis thus 

was i n v o l v e d i n the m u r d e r o f Agamemnon and t h a t Orestes 

subsequen t ly avenged his f a t h e r - have now been presen ted and the 

backbone of events has remained constant , a t least as f a r as 

Aegis thus is concerned. His death f i l l e d Orestes ' t h o u g h t s as h is 

most immediate and p re s s ing c o n f r o n t a t i o n and o n l y the audience, 

w i t h t h e i r s u p e r i o r knowledge w i l l suppose t h a t Orestes ' 

assessment of the s i t ua t ion i s misguided and t h a t Cly temnes t ra is 

the ch ie f s inner who w i l l p r o v e his major chal lenge. The 

t y r a n n i c i d e is unprob lemat fca l , u n l i k e the matr ic ide , as Orestes 

himself knows we l l : 

AlyCo6ou y a p ov Xeyo u6pov 
e%ei y a p aloxuvTTipoq, OQ vouoq, SCtcnv 

J say nothing of the death of Aegisthus. He paid 
the penalty of one who acted shamefully, as is the law. 
(989-990) 

This suggests t h a t the k i l l i n g of Cly temnes t ra w i l l be a f a r 

g rea te r p roblem, as the audience may a l ready suspect , and t h a t i t 

w i l l b r i n g g rea t s u f f e r i n g to Orestes i n consequence. 

d) E l e k t r a and the Recogni t ion 

E l e k t r a appears to have been a v e r y minor cha rac te r i n the 

p re -Aeschylean m y t h and so the audience may have expected her t o 
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p lay a f a i r l y minor ro le i n the Oresteia. She does no t f e a t u r e i n 

Homer where Agamemnon's daugh te r s are Chrysothemis , Laodice and 

Iphianassa (Iliad 9.144-5) and Hesiod is the f i r s t t o descr ibe the 

o f f s p r i n g of Cly temnes t ra and Agamemnon as Iph imede and: 

' HXeKTpT^v 8' r\ etoo<; epfipiox' a[8av&]xTioiv 

Elektra who rivalled the goddesses in beauty, 
(fragment 2.16) 

Xanthus a t tempts to i d e n t i f y t h i s g i r l w i t h one o f 

Agamemnon's daugh te r s i n the Iliad: 

SavOoq.. .Xeyei xiyv ' HA,e;fcpav too ' Ayau6uvovo<; ou 
xouxo exetv xouvouo; npoxov hXXh AaoSCiaiv. ..aXeicxpov 
ouoav K a l KaxaynpSaav nap86vov 'Apyetoi ' Hk£icxpav 
eKdXeoav 5 i a TO auoipetv otv5p6<; Kal \xi\ ne*eipao8ai 
XeKxpou 

Xanthus says that Elektra, daughter of Agamemnon, 
had not that name previously, but was called 
Laodice...who being unwed and growing old as a maiden, 
the Argives called Elektra because of her lack of a man 
and her inexperience in bed. (fragment 405 LGS) 

Thus i t may be t h a t the s t o r y of E lek t ra , the unmar r i ed one, 

had evo lved i n d e p e n d e n t l y of the s t o r y of Agamemnon and t h a t she 

became his daugh te r a t some stage so t h a t her p u r i t y migh t 

h i g h l i g h t her mother 's p r o f l i g a c y . Pa r t of her f u n c t i o n i n the 

Choephori is c e r t a i n l y to p r o v i d e a s t r o n g con t r a s t to 

Clytemnest ra ' s behav iour i n the Agamemnon, and she he r se l f p r a y s 

t h a t t h i s may be so: 

auxfi xe uot 56Q otxppoveox&pav TIOXU 
urixpOQ yeveoOai %eXph x' euoe0eoxepav 

As for myself, grant that I may be far more prudent 
than my mother and more innocent of deed. (140-41) 

She t rea t s the cho rus o f handmaidens w i t h g rea t respec t and 
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h u m i l i t y , r epea ted ly seeking t h e i r advice and guidance , whi le he r 

j o y f u l and spontaneous welcoming of Orestes p rov ides a sha rp 

con t r a s t w i t h Clytemnest ra ' s d e c e i t f u l l y i r o n i c recep t ion o f 

Agamemnon i n the p r e v i o u s p lay . A t a l l t imes she d isp lays the 

conven t iona l f emin ine modesty of w h i c h the audience wou ld approve , 

t h u s p r o v i d i n g a f o i l to the d e c e i t f u l Cly temnes t ra w i t h he r 

av5poBouA,ov tceap "heart that counsels like a wan" (11) and t h i s 

may r e f l e c t an idea a l ready es tabl ished i n the ea r l i e r m y t h . 

E l e k t r a appears on severa l o f the vase pa in t i ngs d e p i c t i n g 

the Death o f Aegis thus scene, s u p p o r t i n g and encourag ing Orestes 

i n h is act of vengeance. Her name appears f o r the f i r s t t ime on a 
25 

r e d - f i g u r e stamnos b y the Copenhagen Painter and is i nc luded on 

a l l six of the l a t e r ex tan t examples of the scene. We f i n d an 

unnamed female, encourag ing Orestes to k i l l Aegis thus on h i s 

t h r o n e on two f r a g m e n t a r y and u n a t t r i b u t e d vases da t i ng f r o m 
26 

510-500 who may be E lek t r a , a l t h o u g h on a s imilar 
27 

near -con tempora ry vase , t h i s f i g u r e is named as Chrysothemis , 
2S 

Agamemnon's daugh t e r a t Iliad 9 144-5 . There was also a 

r ecogn i t i on scene i n the Oresteia of Stes ichorus and so the idea 

t h a t Orestes could be s u p p o r t e d b y his s i s te r a t t he m u r d e r wou ld 

have been f ami l i a r t o the audience, and i t may be t h a t t h i s role 

was t r a n s f e r r e d f r o m Chrysothemis to E l e k t r a when she came to be 

i d e n t i f i e d as Agamemnon's daughte r . Thus a l t h o u g h the re is no 

r e fe rence to any daugh t e r of the house d u r i n g t h e Agamemnon and 

the audience may have been u n c e r t a i n whe the r t h i s cha rac te r wou ld 

2 4 A t f o r example 87 f f . 

25 
Dated c475-70, see Prag p l 9 - 2 0 and plate 12a-b. 

26 
See Prag p l 3 7 f and plates 8 and 9 a-b. 

27 
A r e d - f i g u r e pe l ike b y the B e r l i n pa in t e r f r o m Caere - Prag 

p l 5 - 1 6 and plate 9 c - d . 

28 See above. 
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appear a t a l l , when Orestes i d e n t i f i e s he r as his s i s te r (16-18), 

t he audience w i l l expect her to s u p p o r t h is vengeance and poss ib ly 

assis t a t the murder - scene i n person . 

As E l e k t r a discourses w i t h the chorus a t t he b e g i n n i n g of the 

Choephori, i g n o r a n t t h a t Orestes is close b y , she reveals t h a t she 

has l i t t l e concept ion of the coming revenge w h i c h must b y now be 

consuming the minds o f the audience. She is slow to g rasp the 

meaning of the chorus when they u r g e he r t o p r a y f o r an avenger 

ooxtq avxanoKxevet "one who will kill in return" (121) and changes 

t h i s i n t o a passive reques t : 

K a i TOUQ KT0tv6vT(iQ avxticax8ave i v 5{.ten 

And may those who murdered die in return with 
justice. (144) 

This scene presents an i n t e r e s t i n g i n v e r s i o n o f the s i t ua t ion 

i n t he Cassandra Scene f o r whereas the re the chorus o f A r g i v e 

e lders could no t g rasp Cassandra's message, here i t is the chorus 

of handmaidens who share t h e audience's awareness of the imminent 

f u t u r e and i t i s E l e k t r a who appears obtuse . She r e f e r s to he r 

mother on one occasion as i) tcxavoua'. . . eufj ye JJ^TTIP "murderess" 

(189) b u t t h i s dec lara t ion is unconnected w i t h any of the p r a y e r s 

f o r vengeance and she appears to have no preconceived ideas of 

murde r . Thus t h i s i l l u s t r a t e s a f u t h e r c o n t r a s t between mother 

and daugh te r , f o r whereas Clytemnest ra was deeply i n v o l v e d i n 

plans f o r m u r d e r d u r i n g the ea r l y p a r t of the Agamemnon, here 

E lek t ra ' s t h o u g h t s are f a r removed f r o m such matters . This 

d i sp lays the p r o p e r femin ine role and also suggests t h a t the 

m u r d e r must be u n d e r t a k e n at the d i v i n e command of Apollo i f i t i s 

to p r o v e j u s t i f i e d . 

Orestes ' l a y i n g of the lock of ha i r a t the tomb fo l lowed b y 

h i s concealment a t the entrance o f h is s i s t e r w i l l p r epa re the 

audience f o r the r e c o g n i t i o n scene w h i c h was a l ready an 

es tabl ished f e a t u r e o f the s t o r y . The r e u n i o n o f b r o t h e r and 
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s i s te r a t t h e i r f a t h e r ' s tomb fea tu res on several vase pa in t i ngs 

and we have at least t h r e e u n d i s p u t e d examples o f t h i s scene 
30 

d a t i n g f r o m between 480 and 460BC . This element also f e a t u r e d i n 

Stes ichorus : 

T O V avay[vopio-
uo]v Sia TOV 0o<rtp6xo[u-
2T]TIOIX6PO ydp eotiv 

(Aeschylus borrowed) the recognition by means of a 
lock of hair. For it is in Stesichorus. (PMG 217) 

I t i s u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we have no f u r t h e r detai ls about how 

the r ecogn i t i on was p resen ted i n t h a t v e r s i o n , no r whe the r i t was 

merely inc luded f o r dramatic e f f e c t to emphasize Orestes ' 

homecoming o r whe the r E lek t r a /Chryso themis proceeded to p lay an 

i m p o r t a n t role i n the drama. I t seems tha t Aeschy lus ' use of the 

lock of ha i r was not o r i g i n a l b u t we do not know w h e t h e r the ideas 

of the f o o t p r i n t s and the woven c l o t h were also i n h e r i t e d o r 

i n t r o d u c e d here f o r the f i r s t t ime. I n f a c t , as o f t e n i n o u r 

s t u d y , i t is most u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we cannot assess how f a r 

Aeschylus exploi ts a scene a l ready fami l i a r t o h is audience and 

wha t cons t i tu tes h is own c o n t r i b u t i o n to his i n h e r i t e d mater ial . 

The r ecogn i t i on of one who has been absent is a common poetic 

conven t ion used to emphasize the f a c t of the newcomer's r e t u r n . 

As p r epa ra t i on f o r a r e cogn i t i on , i t is usua l f o r t h e i g n o r a n t 
31 

p a r t y to express l o n g i n g f o r the r e t u r n of t h e i r dear one and the 

audience w i l l wa tch the cho rus and E l e k t r a i n d u l g e t h e i r g r i e f f o r 

Orestes, naming him repea ted ly (115, 131, 136 and 138), w i t h o u t 

r e a l i z i n g his close p r o x i m i t y . A similar k i n d of i r o n y is 

See Prag plates 33b-34b, on two of these Pylades and another man 
are present . 

30 
See Prag plates 33b, 34a, 35a. 

31 See Murnaghan p51 . 
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explo i ted la te r i n the p l ay when the audience witnesses the nur se 

g r i e v i n g a t t he fa l se news of Orestes ' death when i t is he himself 

who has b r o u g h t t h i s message. 

Recognit ion also p lays an i m p o r t a n t role i n the homecoming of 

the Homeric Odysseus and the audience may detect c e r t a i n paral le ls 

between the two s i tua t ions . Orestes r e t u r n s t o h i s palace a f t e r a 

long absence to f i n d t h a t his pos i t ion as r u l e r has been u s u r p e d , 

j u s t as Odysseus d iscovered the su i t o r s r e v e l l i n g i n his home. 

Both assume a fa lse i d e n t i t y t o ga in ent rance to t h e i r palace and 

t h e n exact a b loody vengeance w i t h the s u p p o r t of o n l y a f e w 

ins ide r s . Odysseus must k i l l the s u i t o r s , j u s t as Orestes s lays 

Aeg is thus , and b o t h sets of v i c t ims are t a k e n o f f g u a r d , w i t h o u t 

ever r ecogn i s ing t h e i r assailant. I n a d d i t i o n , j u s t as there are 

h i n t s a t the end of the Odyssey t h a t t h e r e are f u r t h e r wander ings 

i n s tore f o r Odysseus, t he audience of the Oresteia may foresee 

c o n t i n u i n g h a r d s h i p awa i t ing Orestes, a r i s i n g f r o m his matr ic ide . 

Murnaghan notes t h a t the homecoming of Odysseus i s "only possible 

with the aid of certain human accomplices, whose help is secured 

in a series of private scenes of recognition" (p20). S imi la r ly , 

the d i sguised Orestes con f i rms the l o y a l t y of E l e k t r a and the 

chorus before r evea l ing his t r u e i d e n t i t y . This con t ras t s w i t h 

the homecoming of Agamemnon, whose r e t u r n was hera lded b y the 

beacons and was a mat ter of pub l i c knowledge . Thus these Homeric 

ideas may c o n d i t i o n the expectat ions of t h e audience as wel l as 

the p resen ta t ion of t h i s p a r t i c u l a r r ecogn i t i on i n ea r l i e r 

ve r s ions of the Orestes s t o r y . 

Once Orestes and E l e k t r a are r e u n i t e d , t he re fo l lows the 

kommos w h i c h no doub t was a deeply impress ive piece of thea t re , 

accompanied b y an elaborate choreography . Bro the r , s i s ter and 

chorus are u n i t e d i n a j o i n t desire f o r revenge and Agamemnon 
32 

himself is addressed repea ted ly . I n the Persae o f 472BC the 

3 2 S e e for example KA,U9C VUV, © ndxep "hear now, father ( 3 3 2 ) , ap' 
e£eyeCpn. xotoS' oveCSeoiv, Ti&xep "are you raised up by these 
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i n v o k e d ghost o f k i n g Dar ius ac tua l ly appeared on stage, a l t h o u g h 
33 

t h i s may be a t t r i b u t e d mainly to t h e o r i en t a l s e t t i n g . 

Nevertheless t h e r e w i l l be a s t r o n g impress ion i n the thea t re t h a t 

Agamemnon hears t h e i r pleas and suppo r t s the revenge , and t h i s 

idea may have been enhanced f u r t h e r i f t h e r e had been a c u l t o f 
34 

Agamemnon i n Mycenae and Spar ta since the e i g h t h c e n t u r y . I n 

a d d i t i o n to the audience's r e l i g ious knowledge, the image o f 

Agamemnon's ghos t i n Hades, v e n t i n g his h a t r e d o f Clytemnes t ra and 
35 

f u l l o f i n t e r e s t about h is son was a l ready f ami l i a r to the 

audience and the s u p p o r t o f Orestes b y his f a t h e r w i l l sugges t 

t h a t h i s deed o f vengeance is essent ia l ly j u s t i f i e d . 

As i n the Odyssey, f u r t h e r secrecy is r e q u i r e d f o l l o w i n g the 

r e c o g n i t i o n of an accomplice and Orestes t e l l s his s i s te r how she 

can he lp him:: 

vuv ouv ob uev (puXaooe xav OTK<P Kakog, 
oiw>q av apxiicoAAa ouuBaCvTi x6.de 

Now you keep good watch within the house so that 
all will happen exactly as planned. (579-80) 

Likewise Odysseus bade Telemachus to go w i t h i n the palace and 
3 6 

s u p p o r t h is homecoming and so the audience may note a para l le l 

w i t h E l e k t r a here . 

Thus E l e k t r a remains on stage t h r o u g h o u t the f i r s t ha l f o f 

rebukes?", 495 ap' 6p0ov a tpeic; <pCA.xaxov xo oov icdpa; "Do you not 
raise your dearest head?" (496). 

33 

We discussed t h i s ea r l i e r i n Chapter Two. 

3 4 S e e B u r k e r t p203. 
3*5 

See Odyssey 11.385-464, 24.19-32. 
36 

See Odyssey 16.270ff. 
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the Choephori and her presence at the t h rone scene on vases, he r 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h Telemachus as ass is tant i n the house, and her 

s u p p o r t of Orestes d u r i n g the kommos w i l l a l l create the 

impress ion t h a t she w i l l remain an i m p o r t a n t f i g u r e i n the drama 

and assist Orestes a t t he murder . I n a d d i t i o n a p a t t e r n of 

male/female p a r t n e r s h i p s appears to be emerging - Agamemnon and 

Cassandra, Aegis thus and Cly temnes t ra - w h i c h may also p repare the 
37 

audience to expect Orestes and E l e k t r a to act t oge the r . Thus i t 

may come as a g rea t s u r p r i s e when E l e k t r a disappears f r o m the 

ac t ion e n t i r e l y upon e n t e r i n g the house and the re is no sugges t ion 

t h a t she a t tended the m u r d e r scene at a l l . Tap l in comments "this 

uncompromising abandonment of a named character is 

remarkable...she has played her part and so is dispensed with" 

(p340). Hav ing made a considerable c o n t r i b u t i o n to the drama, 

ne i the r E l e k t r a no r the n u r s e reappears to s u p p o r t Orestes once 

his vengeance is completed and he is l e f t to face the consequences 

alone, isolated f r o m a l l f a m i l y and f r i e n d s . 

e) The mat r ic ide 

We have seen how the death o f Aegis thus i n atonement f o r h is 

e v i l deeds was considered the c e n t r a l even t of the m y t h before 

Aeschylus whi le Clytemnest ra ' s f a t e is l a r g e l y i g n o r e d i n extant 

sources. Homer al ludes to i t o n l y once: 

Kctxct 5* eKTccve TtaTpocpovrja, 
AiytoSov SoXourytw, o o t naxepa K^UXOV S K X C 
r\ xoi 6 xov K x e i v a q 5a£w> xdcpov 'ApyeCoiot 
unxpoq xe oxuyepTK K a i av&A,Ki<5o<; AiyCoOoio 

Orestes killed his father's murderer, treacherous 
Aegisthus, who had slain his glorious father and, having 
killed him, he ordered a grave feast among the Argives 
for his hateful mother and the cowardly Aegisthus. 
(Odyssey 3.307-10) 

Note the use of the dua l , exovxe 254 and v$v at 234, to emphasize 
t h e i r p a r t n e r s h i p . 
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This suggests t h a t the e v i l p a i r d ied toge the r b u t o f f e r s no 

detai ls about the c i rcumstances o f Clytemnestra ' s death. I t has 

been sugges ted t h a t the queen took her own l i f e a t t he o v e r t h r o w 

of Aegis thus i n ea r l i e r ve r s ions , i n w h i c h case Clytemnest ra ' s 

claims to have a t tempted suic ide t h r o u g h g r i e f a t Agamemnon's 

absence i n t h e Oresteia ( 875f f ) may convey an unconsc ious ly 

i r o n i c a l r e fe rence to t h i s . On the o the r hand , Clytemnest ra ' s 

m u r d e r may not have been r e g a r d e d as o f any special s ign i f i cance 

to the s t o r y and the f a c t t h a t i t cons t i t u t ed mat r ic ide may s imply 

have been i g n o r e d . There is c e r t a i n l y no d i r e c t r e fe rence to 

Orestes ' mat r ic ide nor of h is subsequent p u r s u i t b y t h e E r inyes i n 

any o f the Homeric passages, and so i t may be t h a t these were 

la te r add i t ions to the m y t h and t h a t the tale of the mat r ic ide was 

added to the o lder s t o r y of Orestes ' k i l l i n g of Aegis thus as the 

tale developed and expanded i n t o f r e s h t e r r i t o r y . 

The a t tack b y the E r inyes , and t h e r e f o r e p resumably the 
38 

matr ic ide , f e a t u r e d i n Stes ichorus a n d so these ideas wou ld have 

been f ami l i a r to the audience. However the re is no s u r v i v i n g 

a r t i s t i c r ep resen ta t ion of the mat r ic ide i n Archaic or Classical 

a r t , i n con t r a s t to the abundance of the scene d e p i c t i n g the death 
39 

of Aeg is thus wh ich suggests t ha t t h i s theme cons t i tu tes a 

r e l a t i v e l y new stage i n the my th ' s development. Thus i t is most 

u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we cannot assess how f a r Aeschylus showed 

i n f l u e n c e o f o the r recent ve rs ions i n his t rea tment o f the 

mat r ic ide and what cons t i t u t ed his own o r i g i n a l c o n t r i b u t i o n to 

the s t o r y . A l t h o u g h f a r f r o m c e r t a i n , i t may be t h a t Aeschylus 

was the f i r s t t o make Clytemnes t ra the sole murderess o f Agamemnon 

and to make her death the focus of the revenge . 

I n i t i a l l y Orestes avoids a l l d i r e c t mention of the mat r ic ide 

We sha l l d iscuss t h i s f r a g m e n t i n the f o l l o w i n g sect ion. 

See above. 
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and r e f e r s t o the revenge on ly i n genera l terms. 

0 Zev, 56q ue TeCoao6at nopov 
TOXTPOQ, yevou 5h oumia%oq 66Xov euot 

Oh Zeus, grant that I may avenge the death of my 
father, be a willing ally to me. (18-19) 

His v i c t ims are 6f|pav naxpwiav "a father's quarry (251) whi le 

Apol lo has sent him here KtvSuvov nepav "to undertake danger" 

(270) and to k i l l X O U Q a lxCouq "the guilty" (273). He 

concentra tes a l l h is e f f o r t s on p l a n n i n g the death of Aegis thus 

and makes no in t ima t ion t h a t he is aware t h a t Agamemnon's m u r d e r 
40 

was i n f a c t p e r p e t r a t ed b y Cly temnes t ra alone . The audience may 

wonder i f , when and how he w i l l l e a rn o f t h i s and how t h i s 

i n f o r m a t i o n migh t a f f e c t his plans f o r vengeance. Between 5 and 

40 l ines of the p ro logue are miss ing and G r i f f i t h suggests t h a t 

Frogs 1141-3 conta ins a d i r e c t quo ta t ion f r o m t h i s missing passage 

- ptatw<; eK yuvatKeCaq xep6<; S6\OIQ tazepaCotc; 11 by this hand of a 

woman by force with stealthy cunning. An ea r ly r e fe rence to h i s 

mother ' s p a r t i n the m u r d e r wou ld c e r t a i n l y p repare the audience 

f o r the mat r ic ide b u t t h i s is f a r f r o m c e r t a i n and the decision to 
4 1 

k i l l Cly temnes t ra appears to be made l a te r . Even i f the re were a 

r e fe rence to Clytemnestra ' s g u i l t here , t h i s is soon overshadowed 

b y the f r e q u e n t re fe rences to the m u r d e r of Aegis thus and a l l 

in t imat ions are t h a t t h i s is to be cons idered o f ch ie f impor tance 

to Orestes. 
On the o the r hand the audience w i l l be a n t i c i p a t i n g the 

4 2 
matr ic ide f r o m i t s t r ea tment i n ea r l i e r ve r s ions o f the s t o r y and 

also because Cassandra r e g a r d e d Orestes as U T J T P O K T 6 V O V qu tuua , 

A l t h o u g h he is aware of the use of the ba th and ne t - robe - see 
491-2. 

41 
A t 435-38, quoted below. 

42 I t occurs i n Stes ichorus and poss ib ly elsewhere. 
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nowaxop Tiaxpoq "the offspring who slays his mother and avenges 

his father" (Agamemnon 1281). Clytemnest ra ' s increased role i n 

the m u r d e r makes her dea th inev i t ab le i f Agamemnon is t o be 

avenged and t h e Greek idea of r e t r i b u t i o n r e c u r s t h r o u g h o u t the 

t r i l o g y , as when the cho rus o f Handmaidens cr ies : 

a v x l 8e nXr(yr\$ <povta<; q>ovCav 
nhr\yr\v xtv^xo. Sp&oavxa na0etv 

Let murderous blow be the payment^gor murderous 
blow. The doer s u f f e r s . (Choephori 312-3) 

Orestes agrees t h a t Clytemnest ra ' s a t tempts to appease the 

s p i r i t of Agamemnon are f u t i l e : 

xh n&vxa ydp xi<; etcxecu; av6' aTuaxoc; 
evoq, U & T T ) V 6 \XO%QOQ 

For should someone pour away all they own in 
atonement for one deed of blood, the labour would be all 
in vain. (52.0-1) 

Thus Clytemnest ra ' s death is i nev i t ab l e , and the audience 

w i l l wonder how t h i s w i l l be presen ted and how i t w i l l re late to 

the death of Aegis thus . Orestes ' avoidance o f the s u b j e c t w i l l 

no t d imin i sh t h e i r i n t e r e s t . 

Orestes is f i n a l l y p r o v o k e d to declare h is i n t e n t i o n to k i l l 

h is mother when he learns of her shameful t r ea tment of the corpse 

of Agamemnon: 

•naxpbQ 6*' a t t u w o i v apa xetoetc; 
eicaxi u&v Saiuovov 
etcaxi 5' auav xepwv 
enetx' eyfo vooquoac; (o') oXotuav 

You will pay for this dishonour to my father by the 
help of the gods and by the help of my own hands. When I 
have killed you may I perish! (435-8) 

Compare Hesiod fragment 286. 
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However immediately a f t e r t h i s dec la ra t ion Orstes a t once 

r e t u r n s his a t t e n t i o n to the immediate task of k i l l i n g Aegis thus 

and no detai led p lan is l a id f o r the m u r d e r of Clytemnestra . The 

cho rus advises Orestes no t to f a l t e r once he has murde red 

Aegis thus b u t to k i l l C ly temnes t ra a t once: 

enavoaq Opoeouoq 
" T & K V O V " , "epy(p+iiaTp6(;"|au5a, 
tea! nepa iv ' avert Ouou<pov axav 

And as she cries, "my child!", you must say "for 
the deed against my father", and accomplish a revenge 
that none can blame. (82ft-30) 

This is the f i r s t ac tua l p l an made f o r Clytemnest ra ' s death 

b u t Orestes is no t the re to hear t h i s advice and i n f a c t Aeschylus 

chooses to delay the mat r ic ide i n o r d e r to emphasize i t s 

importance. 

Clytemnest ra appears on many vases p o r t r a y i n g Orestes ' m u r d e r 

of Aeg i s thus , o f t e n be ing r e s t r a i n e d b y the nur se o r Pylades and 
44 

f r e q u e n t l y w i e l d i n g an axe agains t he r son . The axe seems to 

appear c o n c u r r e n t l y w i t h the spate of Death o f Aegis thus vases 

a r o u n d 500BC w h i c h suggests t h a t the idea t h a t Orestes murde red 
45 

his mother i n se l f -de fence may have been i n t r o d u c e d a t t h i s t ime . 

I f Orestes ' homecoming i n d isguise also f e a t u r e d i n the ea r l i e r 

m y t h , i t is even conceivable t h a t Cly temnes t ra a t t acked her son 

i g n o r a n t of his i d e n t i t y i n some vers ions . 

4 4 S e e Prag plO-34 and plates 6-21. 

45 
There i s some d i spu te abou t the weapon used b y Clytemnes t ra and 

t h i s is not c lear f r o m the t ex t . Davies believes t h a t the snake 
w i t h a b loody head i n Stes ichorus suggests t h a t she s t r u c k her 
husband on the head w i t h an axe whi le Sommerstein suggests t h a t 
Cly temnes t ra en te rs bea r ing Aeg i s thus ' sword a f t e r the m u r d e r 
whi le he himself en te rs unarmed. 
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When Clytemnest ra ushe red Orestes and Pylades w i t h i n the 

house, she declared her i n t e n t i o n to take the news s t r a i g h t t o 

Aegis thus : 

T\\ieiQ 5e xauxa xotQ Kpaxouot Swu&xov 
KOtv6oouev xe K O U onavt£ovxe<; iptXov 
0ouA,euo6neo9a xr\ode ouuipopaq n e p i 

We shall consult the master of the house about 
these matters and, not lacking ^ friends, we shall take 
counsel about this event. (716-8) 

This repeated dec la ra t ion t h a t she i s go ing to j o i n Aegis thus 

- KOtvooopiev (673, 717) - w i l l sugges t t h a t Clytemnest ra he r se l f 

w i l l a t t e n d the c o n f r o n t a t i o n , as i s o f t e n shown on vases, and the 

presence of b o t h Pylades and t h e nu r se i n the drama may p repa re 

the audience f o r t h e i r r e s t r a i n i n g of t h i s v i o l e n t woman w i t h he r 

axe. However a f t e r Aegis thus is dead i t becomes appa ren t t h a t 

Cly temnest ra was i n f a c t absent f r o m the scene, f o r Orestes calls 

f o r t he womens' gates to be u n b a r r e d (878-9) and demands nou 

KA,uxaiuf|Oxpct; xC 5pa; "where is Clytemnestra, what is she doing?" 

(883). The audience w i l l share his c u r i o s i t y and wonder whe the r 

Clytemnest ra ' s a t tack w i t h the axe and death w i l l ensue 

immediately. Ins tead the queen sudden ly appears on stage (884) to 

f i n d o u t wha t the clamour is about , and i t becomes apparen t t h a t 

Aeschylus w i l l p resen t the f i n a l c o n f r o n t a t i o n between mother and 

son on stage. I n answer to he r ques t ions , t he s e r v a n t declares: 

xov £wvxct tcatveiv X O U Q xeBvnicoxac; Xeyo 

I say the dead are slaying the living. (886) 

Clytemnest ra i n s t a n t l y solves the r i d d l e and declares: 

5oXoiQ oA,ouue6' woTtep ouv etcxetvauev 
doit] XIQ avSpoKutyta neXeKvv O Q x&xoq-

There is some dramatic i r o n y i n t h i s l ine f o r the w o r d 
0ouA,euo6neo6a may reca l l t he m u r d e r - p l o t and ouuqjopag is s u i t a b l y 
ambiguous - see also 672-3. 
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eld*ouev e l vncouev ri viic6ue6a 

We shall die by treachery just as we murdererd. 
Someone bring me a manslaying axe as quickly as 
possible. We shall see if we are conquerers or 
conquered! (888-90) 

Davies believes t h a t t h i s c r y f o r the axe "presupposes an 

earlier successful use of it against her husband" (p69) b u t i t is 

more l i k e l y to be an a l lus ion to he r a t tack o f Orestes i n ea r l i e r 

ve rs ions when he was f o r c e d to k i l l he r i n self defence. Thus 

l i k e Cassandra she i s aware o f he r imminent f a t e , a l t hough she 

accepts i t f a r less s to ica l ly and calls f o r a weapon. I n f a c t an 

axe does no t appear and Rober t comments, "here we see the 

independantly creative artist in conflict with poetic legendary 

tradition" ( B i l d u n d L i e d ) . However t h i s ca l l f o r the axe 

i l l u s t r a t e s Clytemnest ra ' s w i c k e d na tu re and h a t r e d of her son, 

whi le a t the same time h i g h l i g h t i n g Aeschy lus ' decis ion to d i v e r g e 

f r o m the ea r l i e r m y t h . Ins tead o f a t t a c k i n g her son w i t h an axe, 

Cly temnes t ra bares her breas t and Orestes must k i l l h is 

defenceless mother de l ibe ra t e ly as she pleads f o r he r l i f e . 

47 
The b a r i n g of the mother ' s b reas t w o u l d have been deeply 

s t r i k i n g i n the thea t re , and ins tead o f a t t a c k i n g Orestes, 

Clytemnest ra c r i es out : 

en toxeq , © n o t , xovSe 5* a t S e o a i , tetcvov, 
uaoxov, npoQ (? ob noXXh 5fi BptCwv Sua 
ouXototv e£f|ueX£<*C euTpatpeq yaXa 

Cease, my son, show respect for this breast, my 
child, at which you often sucked the nurturing milk with 
your gums as you dozed. (896-8) 

Clytemnest ra ' s claims w i l l be unde rmined b y t h e recen t scene 

w i t h the nu r se who revealed t h a t i t was she who was the t r u e 

A l t h o u g h t h i s cou ld not have been presen ted r ea l i s t i c a l l y on 
stage since the ac tors were male! 
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mother o f Orestes: 

ov e£e0pei|«z jnytpoOev de5ey\ievr\ 

I reared him, having received him from his mother. 
(750) 

Prag believes t h a t Aeschylus makes the nur se i n t o "a 

garralous and ineffective old woman" (p75), b u t i n f a c t he r 

r eve la t ion t h a t Cly temnes t ra i s not the t r u e mother o f Orestes b u t 

t h a t she w i l l s ec re t ly r e jo i ce a t the news of he r son's death 

(737) make a v i t a l c o n t r i b u t i o n to the d r a m a 4 8 . Margon suggests 

t h a t Clytemnest ra ' s w o r d s o f g r i e f a t 691-99 con ta in no h i n t of 

f a l s i t y and t h a t the nurse ' s sugges t ion is mis leading, des igned 

merely to revea l he r as a possible a l l y . He complains t h a t i f t he 

audience were not to r e g a r d Clytemnes t ra as Orestes ' t r u e mother, 

t h e n " the pleas she makes for her life would seem hollow and 

self-serving out of mere desperation" (p297). This is s u r e l y 

Aeschy lus ' i n t e n t i o n however and the audience w i l l see t h a t 

Clytemnest ra is l y i n g even on the po in t o f death, adop t ing the 

role o f the c a r i n g mother j u s t as ea r l i e r she p re t ended to be the 

f a i t h f u l w i f e . 

However Clytemnest ra ' s b a r i n g of he r breas t does cause 

Orestes to waver and , a t t h i s moment of g rea t drama, he appeals to 

his companion: 

Uvka&r], T I Sp&oo; UTytep' al<5eo6« tcxaveiv; 

Pylades, what shall I do? Shall I shrink from 
killing my mother? (899) . 

E l e k t r a also denied t h a t Cly temnes t ra is a t r u e mother a t 190. 

49 
A t 831-2 the cho rus encouraged Orestes to ac t l i k e Perseus, and 

Loraux notes how Orestes may t u r n away f r o m t h e s i g h t of h i s 
mother j u s t as Perseus had to k i l l h is mother t h e Gorgon w i t h 
a v e r t e d eyes. U n f o r t u n a t e l y f o r Clytemnest ra , Orestes ' eyes f a l l 
upon Pylades who encourages him i n h is t a sk (p90). 
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A t las t he descr ibes his ac t ion c l e a r l y and speaks o f 

Cly temnes t ra as his mother, as t h o u g h o n l y now app rec i a t i ng t h a t 

the vengeance of Agamemnon's dea th enta i l s mat r ic ide . The 

audience w i l l also apprecia te h is dilemma and see t h a t he cannot 

avenge his f a t h e r w i t h o u t commit t ing a g rea t s in . Pylades is 

Orestes ' ass i s tan t i n the Nostoi a n d is o f t e n shown on vases, a t 
50 

the tomb of Agamemnon w i t h Orestes and E l e k t r a . He has been 

s i l en t u p to t h i s p o i n t and the audience may suppose he w i l l 

remain a K«<i)6v 7ip6oonov especial ly since he i s the lesser o f a 

f i x e d p a i r of c h a r a c t e r s 5 1 . As the audience migh t an t ic ipa te , when 

he does speak i t i s t o w a r n Orestes to obey the oracle (900-1) and 

to r eca l l him to h is f o r m e r resolve t o avenge h i s f a t h e r : 

anavxac; e%0pou<; T O V 0eov Tiyou nkeov 

Make all men your enemies rather than the gods. 
(902) 

We have a l ready noted t h a t Pylades ' en t rance i n t o the palace 

w i t h Orestes may sugges t t h a t he w i l l r e s t r a i n Clytemnest ra f r o m 
52 

i n f l i c t i n g mor ta l blows upon her son w i t h he r axe . However 

n o t h i n g is said about his presence at the m u r d e r and he never 

reappears as Orestes ' companion i n the ensu ing drama, c o n t r i b u t i n g 

to t he sense of Orestes ' i so la t ion . 

Cly temnes t ra makes repeated passionate appeals to he r son, 
53 

(908f f ) b u t these are o f course weakened b y the ea r l i e r 

c o n t r i b u t i o n o f the nurse . A t las t she accepts t h a t the mat r ic ide 

5 ° S e e Prag plates 33b, 34b and 35 a-b. 

5 1 See Tap l in p334. 

52 

See f o r example Prag plate 12c-d. 

5 3 T h e w o r d xeicvov appears f o u r t imes. 
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is i nev i t ab le : 

KTevetv eoiKac;, © xeicvov, T T I V urycepa 

It seems, my child, you will kill your mother. 
(922) 

The w o r d s "child" and "mother" are jux taposed f o r maximum 

e f f e c t and the h o r r o r of Orestes ' r evenge i s now s ta ted c lea r ly . 

As he leads he r w i t h i n , the audience w i l l no t expect to see 

Clytemnest ra a l ive again a n d indeed the two corpses are s h o r t l y 

revealed (970), poss ib ly a r r a n g e d i n a s imilar manner to those o f 

Agamemnon and Cassandra ea r l i e r i n o r d e r to s t ress the para l le l i sm 

of t h e i r fa tes . 

Orestes is now i n c o n t r o l o f the palace doors , and Tap l in 

notes severa l paral le ls w i t h the en t rance o f Agamemnon 

"different people, a new generation; but still the same deed, 

vengeance taken on kindred" (p357). He notes t h a t aga in a man and 

woman d i spu te over e n t e r i n g the palace, i n b o t h cases the v i c t o r 

h a v i n g the f i n a l comment. On the o the r hand , whi le Clytemnest ra 

acted f r o m her own s e l f i s h desire and g lor ies i n he r wicked deed, 

Orestes acts i n v o l u n t a r i l y and f e a r f u l o f the consequences, 

conpel led to m u r d e r b y the command of Apollo and his f e a r of the 
54 

ne the r gods . Thus whi le t h i s may be the f i r s t occasion when 

Orestes k i l l s his mother de l ibe ra te ly and not i n self defence, 

the re are s t r o n g ind ica t ions t ha t he w i l l be f i n a l l y absolved f r o m 

g u i l t f o r his murderous ac t ion , even i f the p u r i f i c a t i o n w i l l 

p rove a d i f f i c u l t process. 

Thus Aeschylus makes the mat r ic ide the climax of Orestes ' 

revenge , not the death of Aegis thus as i n the t r a d i t i o n , and the 

A f t e r the m u r d e r bo th Clytemnest ra and Aegis thus claim to be 
d i v i n e l y - a p p o i n t e d avengers (1500ff and 1577ff r e s p e c t i v e l y ) . 
There is no evidence t h a t t h e i r act ions e n j o y e d d iv ine s u p p o r t 
here, a l t h o u g h t h i s may have been the case i n o the r , ea r l i e r f o r m s 
of the s t o r y . 
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audience w i l l suspect t h a t he must answer f o r t h i s i n the 

f o l l o w i n g p lay , even t h o u g h t h e y w i l l expect a p a t t e r n o f j u s t i c e 

to emerge b y the end of the t r i l o g y . Le t us now t u r n o u r 

a t t e n t i o n to the problems ra i sed b y Orestes ' vengeance as 

Aeschylus now becomes less concerned w i t h the myth ica l w o r l d o f 

Argos and the scene moves to a more con tempora ry locat ion i n 

Athens f o r the t h i r d p lay of the t r i l o g y . 
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Chapter E i g h t 

The Er inyes i n the Oresteia 

A) I n t r o d u c t i o n 

The t h i r d p lay of the t r i l o g y presents the consequences o f 

Orestes ' vengeance and his atonement f o r the m u r d e r of h is mother. 

There is no h i n t i n the Homeric summary t h a t Orestes s u f f e r e d i n 

any sense f o r h is act of vengeance: 

r\ OVK a i e i q o t o v KXBOQ e\Xafie Stoq 'Opeoxrv; 
Tidvxou; en ' av6p67ioug, e n e i eicxave naxpotpovria, 
A i y i o 6 o v SoXouTytw, o o l Tiaxepa KXuxbv etcxa; 

Have you not heard what glory noble Orestes won 
among all mankind for killing his father's murderer, 
wily Aegisthus who killed his glorious father? (Odyssey 
1.298-9; 

However the f a c t t h a t the consequences of the mat r ic ide 
2 

f e a t u r e d i n the Oresteia o f S tes ichorus , suggests t h a t the theme 

of Orestes ' p u r i f i c a t i o n was coming to prominence i n more r ecen t 

t rea tments o f the m y t h of Agamemnon, as the m y t h developed and 

expanded i n t o new t e r r i t o r y . Nevertheless t he re may have been 

considerable v a r i a t i o n i n the t r ea tment o f t h i s new theme of 

Orestes ' abso lu t ion f r o m g u i l t i n these l a te r ve r s ions and these 

elements p r o b a b l y remained i n a h i g h l y f l u i d state b y the time of 

the Oresteia. Thus i t seems l i k e l y t h a t the role of audience 

fo reknowledge w o u l d have been cons ide rab ly lessened as the drama 

p rogressed away f r o m the o lder , more es tabl ished p a r t of the m y t h 

and much of the t h i r d p l ay may cons t i t u t e Aeschy lus ' own 

c o n t r i b u t i o n to the legend. Le t us consider the p resen ta t ion o f 

Orestes ' v i n d i c a t i o n i n t h i s f i n a l p l ay of the t r i l o g y . 

1 See also Odyssey 1.30, 3.196-205 and 3.306. 

2 
See PMG 217, schol ion to E u r i p i d e s ' Orestes 268, quoted below. 
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a) Orestes and Apol lo 

A t the b e g i n n i n g of the t h i r d p lay , the Py th i a declares t h a t 

a l l hope of ban i sh ing the Er inyes now res t s w i t h Apollo (60-63). 

The audience may have been expec t ing t h i s god to s u p p o r t Orestes 

here , as i n the Oresteia of Stes ichorus: 

2 T ] T I O I X 6 P © yap e o x w [ 
. . ] . , E f u j p u u o T K Se x6 X [ 6 £ O V 
xb 'Opeoxou oxi e o x l v 8e[5o-
ue lvov aux© 5©pov 7ia[pa 
x]ou ' AHOXXQVOQ • nap© 
y ] a p Xeyexai- Sbc; x6£a u [ o t 
K]epouA.K&, 6(5pa Ao^iou, [o i<; e i -
n ' ] 'AnoAAwv U ' e £ a u u [ v a o ] 6 a i 
6]ea<;- naph 5h SxiTaixopw- x o -
^a ] xd5e 56a© 7taA,d-
u a j t o t v euaiot KeKaoueva 
. . ] . . [ e iTuicpaxeoQ fi&.\Xeiv • 

For this is in Stesichorus...Euripides that the bow 
of Orestes was given to him by Apollo as a g i f t , for he 
says, "Give to me the bow drawn by horns, the gift of 
Loxias, with which Apollo told me to ward o f f the 
goddesses". This is in Stesichorus - "I shall give the 
bow, well-fitting my hands...to strike powerfully". (PMG 
217) 

I t is u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we know n o t h i n g f u r t h e r conce rn ing t h e 

a t tack of the Er inyes i n t h a t v e r s i o n , b u t t h i s f r a g m e n t s t r o n g l y 

sugges ts t h a t some so r t o f phys i ca l c o n f l i c t had t aken place 

between Orestes and the E r inyes i n the ea r l i e r m y t h and t h i s may 

be r e f l e c t e d l a te r a t E u r i p i d e s ' Orestes 251ff where the maddened 

Orestes f i g h t s the i n v i s i b l e E r inyes w i t h h is bow. 

We f i n d no re fe rence to t h i s i n o u r o the r sources however and 

the scene showing Orestes and the E r inyes i s not f o u n d i n 
3 

pre -Aeschy lean a r t . This scene became popula r o n l y a f t e r the 

Two pre -Aeschy lean scenes show a y o u t h d e f e n d i n g himself f r o m 
g ian t snakes - see Prag p44-51 and plates 28b, 28d and 29a - b u t 
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p r o d u c t i o n of the Oresteia "in this episode in the story as in no 
4 

other" (Prag p48), ove r shadowing i n p o p u l a r i t y the famous Death 

of Aegis thus scene. Thus the idea t h a t Orestes must f i g h t the 

snake-monsters may have been a r e l a t i v e l y r ecen t a d d i t i o n to the 

s t o r y , poss ib ly even i n t r o d u c e d b y Stes ichorus himself . I t is 

impor t an t to note however t h a t the idea t h a t Apol lo f o u g h t and 

defeated a g i an t snake i n o r d e r to w i n the Delphic Oracle wou ld 

have been f i r m l y es tabl ished i n the audience 's minds and i t may be 

t h a t the tale of Orestes and the E r inyes had developed f r o m t h i s 

much o lder m y t h .The P y t h i a a l ludes to t h i s s t o r y at the beg inn ing 

of t he p lay ( I f f , a l t h o u g h i n he r v e r s i o n the oracle is 

s u r r e n d e r e d b y Themis w i l l i n g l y - ou5e npc-q fiiav xivog without 

violence towards (or from) anyone (5) - and Apollo himself warns 

the E r inyes to leave h i s temple: 

ixr\ teal taxBouoa 7iTnv6v hpyr\air\v o<ptv 
%pvaf\Xdxov 66uiyyo<; e£opn6uevov 
dvfic VTI' aXyovQ iieiav' an* av6p6nov a<ppov, 
euouoa 9p6u0ou<; out; acpetXicuaac; <povou. 

Lest you may receive a winged glistening serpent 
speeding from the golden string and in pain disgorge the 
dark foam of men, vomitting the clots of blood that you 
have sucked. (181-3) 

Thus i t is possible t h a t the idea of Apollo 's p r o t e g e Orestes 

f i g h t i n g the snake-Er inyes developed f r o m the o lder s t o r y and 

indeed the god was bel ieved to overcome the p y t h o n w i t h the v e r y 

weapon w h i c h he presents to Orestes i n o r d e r t o de fend himself 

agains t the E r inyes i n Stes ichorus - o<; X T \ y' avxidoeie , <p£peo>c£ 

Hiv a t o i u o v W&P> ivptv ye ot l o v e<prvce a v a £ eicdepyog ' AnbXkav 

Kapxepov "everyone who met (the dragoness) met his fateful doom 

the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f Orestes here i s f a r f r o m c e r t a i n and the 
f i g u r e i s more l i k e l y to r ep resen t Cadmus o r Apollo. 

4 

See Prag plates 30b, 31b-c and 32a. 

5 I t is r e l a t ed i n the Hymn to Apollo 300-74. 
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until far-shooting Lord Apollo shot a strong arrow at her" (Hymn 

to Apollo 356-8). T h e r e f o r e the audience may apprecia te t h a t the 

t r i a l and f i n a l appeasement o f the E r inyes a t the end o f the 

Oresteia depar t s f r o m ea r l i e r myths i n w h i c h the c o n f l i c t between 

the Olympian gods and the o lder , ne the r powers was se t t led f a r 

less peace fu l ly , r e i n f o r c i n g Aeschy lus ' message of d i v i n e ju s t i ce . 

b) Orestes ' P u r i f i c a t i o n 

The s u p p o r t o f Apol lo migh t have been r ep resen ted on stage b y 

Orestes ' c a r r y i n g o f a bow, b u t i n f a c t the god himself appears i n 

person and declares o u x o i JipoS6o« "I shall not betray you" (64). 

A f t e r the murde r Orestes cr ies : 

eoQ 5' ex ' ejwppov e l u t , K T I P U O O O ipCXotq 
icxavetv xe <pTpi uiycep' O U K aveu S L K T K , 

naxpOKx6vov u taoua ical 8eov axuyog. 

While still sane, I proclaim to my friends and say 
I killed my mother not without justice for she was the 
polluted killer of my father and a hateful thing to the 
gods. (Choephori 1026-8) 

The chorus o f the Choephori also r e g a r d s his mat r ic ide as 

aventnonipov axav "an act of horror none can blame" (830) and 

declares Ao£ta<; 5e 7ipoa6iyci)v e\e66ep6v oe xov6*e nm&TW tcxtoei 

"the touch of Loxias will set you free from these afflictions" 

(1059-60). However the theme of r e t r i b u t i o n has f e a t u r e d w i d e l y 
6 

i n the ea r l i e r drama, and the audience's moral and r e l ig ious 

bel iefs w i l l w a r n them t h a t Orestes must atone f o r h is murderous 

deeds i n some way. Orestes himself r ega rds the vengeance as a 

c lash between two ju s t i ce s - "Apty; "Apet %o\\$aXeX, Aitay ALK<Z 

7 
"might shall clash with might, justice with justice (461) - and , 

whi le he considers the murde r of Aegis thus as f u l l y j u s t i f i e d 

See f o r example Choephori 313 - Spdoavxa 7ta6etv. 

Possibly fo re shadowing the t r i a l a t t he end o f the t r i l o g y . 
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(987-90) he says of h is mother: 

eicaveq ov ou %pr\v, teal T O U T I %peov nade 

You killed one you should not and now s u f f e r as you 
should not. (930) 

I t seems l i k e l y t h a t the necessi ty f o r Orestes to be absolved 

f r o m g u i l t had en te red the s t o r y as the ro le of Cly temnest ra and 

the mat r ic ide came to prominence and i t may be t h a t i n i t i a l l y he 

t r a v e l l e d to Delphi and was completely absolved f r o m g u i l t b y 

Apol lo . This is where he f lees as an exile f o r the murde r o f 

k i n d r e d at the end o f the Choephori (1035ff ) and , a t the opening 

of the t h i r d p l ay , the P y t h i a descr ibes the scene w i t h i n the 

temple: 

op© 5' en' ou<paA.$ uev avSpa Qeo\ivor\ 
eopav exovxa 7tpooTp6iKuov, aiuaxi 
OT&£ovTa %eXpoQ, Ka l veoonaSec; £t<po<; 
e%ovT' eA,aCa<; 6' uyiyevvTyrov KX&5OV 
Xfivet ueytOTO awppovog eoTeuuevov, 
apyrjTi [iakti$ 

I saw on the omphalos a polluted man sitting on the 
suppliant seat, his hands dripping with blood and 
holding a freshly-drawn sword and a high-grown branch of 
olive wreathed carefully with a large amount of wool, a 
bright fleece. (40-45) 

Thus the image of Orestes as a po l l u t ed supp l i an t a t Delphi 

may have been fami l i a r t o the audience and i t seems l i k e l y t h a t 

t h e y wou ld know ve r s ions i n w h i c h his abso lu t ion the re p r o v e d 

success fu l . The P y t h i a declares: 

eneiTa U & V T I Q elq 0p6vouc; KaOt^dvw... 
uavxeuouai yap ©q av fiy^xai 0e6<; 

Now I shall take my seat as prophetess...for I 
shall prophesy as the god dictates. (29, 33) 

Thus the audience may expect Apol lo 's advice to Orestes t o 

t ake the f o r m of an oracle , as w i t h the o r i g i n a l command to k i l l 

Aegis thus and Clytemnest ra , b u t ins tead the god himself appears i n 
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person . He i n f o r m s Orestes t h a t a simple v i s i t t o the Delphic 

oracle w i l l not be s u f f i c i e n t to cleanse him of b l o o d - g u i l t and 

t h a t he must con t inue to Athens ( 7 9 f f ) , where UT\3cava<; eupfioouev 

W O T ' ec; T O 7iav oe T O V 5 ' dnaMd^ai novov "we shall find means to 

release you from this distress altogether" (82-3) . The audience o f 

the Oresteia may have been a n t i c i p a t i n g ne i the r the appearance o f 
8 

the god nor Orestes subsequent j o u r n e y to Athens . 

The ques t ion of whe the r o r not Orestes r ece ived any f o r m of 

p u r i f i c a t i o n a t De lph i remains ambiguous and has p r o v o k e d a g rea t 

deal o f debate. L loyd-Jones , i n h is commentary ( p l 4 ) sugges ted 

t h a t the blood on Orestes hands as he s i t s i n the temple (42-3, 

quoted above) is p i g s ' blood w h i c h was used i n the r i t u a l of 

p u r i f i c a t i o n f o r homicide and so he i s a l r eady cleansed of g u i l t 

when the p lay begins . This is not the case however f o r Orestes i s 

descr ibed as po l lu t ed t h r o u g h o u t the scene a t Delphi (41, 176, 

205) and Apollo again calls him rcpooTpoiraioc; "the one seeking 

purification" j u s t be fo re the scene changes to Athens a t 234. Thus 

the audience w i l l r e g a r d t h i s blood as symbolic o f Orestes ' g u i l t , 

r e f l e c t i n g the common Greek bel ief t h a t t h e blood o f a v i c t i m 

c l ings to the hand of a m u r d e r e r u n t i l he is c l e a n s e d 1 0 and i t 

remains upon Orestes ' hands i n some sense u n t i l he reaches Athens 

(280), enab l ing t h e E r inyes to t r a c k him t h e r e (253, 2 6 1 f f ) . 

However on a r r i v i n g i n Athens , Orestes begs Athene to receive him 

as a supp l i an t w i t h the declara t ion: 

ou upooTpoTiaiov ouS' OKpoiBavTOV %epa, 
akX' auBkuv r\br\ npooTSTptuuevov Te npo<; 
aAAoioiv otKotq tea! nopeuuaoiv BpoTov 

not requesting purification nor with unclean hands, 
but (my guilt) is already blunted and rubbed away in 

See below. 

See Pa rke r Append ix 6 p370-74. 

° S e e Pa rke r chap te r 4 p l 0 4 f f . 
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other dwellings and by journeys with men. (237-9) 

and s h o r t l y a f t e r w a r d s declares: 

BpL^et yap atpia Ka l ^ p a i v e x a i xepoq, 
UTyrpoicxovov u laoua 5' eicnXuxov Ti&Jtei-
n o x a t v i o v yap ov npc-q e o x t a 6eou 
$>olBoi> Kaeapuotq f)A,a8n xotpoKx6votQ. 

The blood on my hands is slumbering and fading, the 
pollution of the matricide has been washed away. For 
while still fresh, it was driven out at the hearth of 
the god Phoebus with purges of slain swine. (280-3) 

On meeting the goddess he declares: 

O U K e l u l Tipooxponaioi;, ouS' ex©v HVOOQ 

Ttpbq xetpl TT][iTi xo obv e<peC6uT)v 0p6xa<; 

I am no suppliant in need of purification nor with 
pollution on my hand did I take my seat near your image. 
(445-6) 

and states t h a t he has rece ived r i t u a l p u r i f i c a t i o n a t many 

o the r houses on his j o u r n e y (451-2). I n a d d i t i o n , before the 
11 12 

t r i a l begins , b o t h Athene and Apollo acknowledge t h a t he is now 

p u r e . However t he re was no ind i ca t ion t h a t Orestes was p u r i f i e d 

b y Apol lo be fo re l eav ing Delphi and Hermes was i n s t r u c t e d to t ake 
13 

him s t r a i g h t to Athens (90) , and we have noted t h a t he a r r i v e s i n 

Athens w i t h blood s t i l l on h is hands (246-7). Thus the re remains 

a c e r t a i n a m b i g u i t y ove r whe the r o r no t Orestes rece ived 

p u r i f i c a t i o n f r o m Apol lo , p r o b a b l y because Aeschylus wished to 

1 1 A t 474 - I K S X T K npoo?iA,ee<; KaOapbc; aBXa3Ti<; 56uotc; "you have come 
to my house as a suppliant pure and harmless". 

1 2 A t l ine 578 - tpovou 5e x$S' eyo Kaedpoioc "I have cleansed him of 
murder". 

13 
The god p r o b a b l y d i d no t appear on stage, b u t t h i s may be an 

a l lus ion to some ear l ie r , poss ib ly non-dramat ic v e r s i o n i n w h i c h 
Hermes f e a t u r e d as Orestes ' escort . 
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combine the o r i g i n a l s t o r y of Orestes ' v i s i t t o Delphi w i t h the 

tale o f his f u r t h e r wander ings to Athens . Aeschylus chose to 

avoid the ques t ion of w h e t h e r Apol lo had r e f u s e d to p u r i f y h is 

s u p p l i a n t o r whe the r somehow t h i s r i t u a l had f a i l e d to release him 

f r o m the Er inyes , and ins tead stresses Apol lo 's s u p p o r t of Orestes 

and h i s deep invo lvemen t i n the process o f his v i n d i c a t i o n i n 

Athens . Thus the poet re ta ins a close connect ion w i t h the ear l i e r 

m y t h i n w h i c h the p u r i f i c a t i o n was p r o b a b l y completed b y Apollo 

himself . 

The f a c t t h a t Orestes i s a p p a r e n t l y p u r i f i e d b y his 

subsequent wander ings may be l i n k e d to the Greek custom whe reby a 

pe r iod of exile was imposed upon those g u i l t y o f homicide, 

a l t hough Parker po in t s ou t t h a t t h i s normal ly fo l lowed a t r i a l 

r a t h e r t h a n preceded i t as here (p387). U n i n t e n t i o n a l homicide 
14 

r e q u i r e d an exile of one year and a p e r i o d of exile ' may have 

f e a t u r e d i n those ve r s ions i n w h i c h the m u r d e r of Cly temnes t ra was 

f i r s t i n t r o d u c e d as an act of self defence. Orestes ' exile i s 

ended b y the decis ion o f the j u r y i n his f a v o u r (755) and , as 

Parker comments, "the Erinyes in a sense correspond to the 

victim's relatives, whose pardon was necessary before an 

involuntary killer could return from exile" (p387). 

I t is u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we do not know whe the r Orestes ' 

j o u r n e y to Athens to rece ive h is f i n a l v i n d i c a t i o n was a l ready an 

es tabl ished p a r t of t h e m y t h . He spends time as an exile t he re i n 

the Odyssey (3.305-8) b u t t h i s occurs p r i o r t o the vengeance, as 

does his exile t o Phocis near Delphi i n the Nostoi. On the o the r 

hand , the a r r i v a l o f the po l lu t ed Orestes i n Athens may have been 

an o ld s t o r y and B u r k e r t suggests t h a t t h i s is r e f l e c t e d i n the 

Athen ian Day of the Choes, p a r t of the s p r i n g f e s t i v a l , the 

An thes t e r i a , w h i c h dated back to the s i x t h c e n t u r y . On t h i s day 

the c i t izens were not al lowed to en te r the temples o r share a 

See Inscriptiones Graeci 1.3 104. l l f . 
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communal meal, b u t each had t h e i r own table and p i t c h e r - "the 

clear antithesis of the usual festival meat' ( B u r k e r t p219) - to 

r e f l e c t t he way t h e i r ancestors had eaten when Orestes a r r i v e d i n 

t h e i r c i t y , not w i s h i n g to r e f u s e him h o s p i t a l i t y o u t r i g h t b u t a t 

t he same time u n w i l l i n g to share a meal i n the normal way w i t h a 

po l lu t ed man. Thus i t may be t h a t the pe r iod o f exile was 

t ransposed to fo l low Orestes' murderous acts a t some stage of the 

my th ' s development, a l t h o u g h the f i r s t occasion when he is 

e x p l i c i t l y connected w i t h t h i s custom is f o u n d at E u r i p i d e s ' 

Iphigenia in Tauris 947-60, and so we do no t know when the l i n k 

was es tabl ished. I t is u n f o r t u n a t e too t h a t we know so l i t t l e 

about the Oresteia of Stes ichorus and whe the r the E r inyes p u r s u e d 

him to Athens i n t h a t v e r s i o n o r merely harassed him u n t i l he 

could be p u r i f i e d , poss ib ly b y Apollo at Delphi o r b y a pe r iod of 

exile. 

Thus the re seems to be some v a r i a t i o n about when exact ly 

Orestes v i s i t e d Athens o r Delphi and o lder ve r s ions name b o t h o f 

these as his place of banishment whi le s t i l l a c h i l d . He s u f f e r s 

a double exile i n the Oresteia and i t may be t h a t h is f i r s t v i s i t 

to Athens is postponed u n t i l a f t e r the m u r d e r here f o r the f i r s t 

t ime. Even i f the audience d i d know of ve r s ions i n w h i c h the 

po l lu t ed Orestes t r a v e l l e d to Athens , the open ing of the t h i r d 

p lay suggests t h a t the drama w i l l be set i n Delphi and the 

audience may be most s u r p r i s e d when the scene sudden ly s h i f t s to 

the immediate v i c i n i t y o f the thea t re i n w h i c h t h e y are s i t t i n g . 

This change of locat ion r e q u i r e s some unusua l s t a g i n g 1 5 such as a 

vacant stage, and a t ime lapse w h i c h shows t h a t Aeschylus is 

p r epa red to go to considerable l eng ths i n o r d e r t o i nc lude bo th 

Delphi and Athens i n the process o f p u r i f i c a t i o n . Thus i t may be 

t h a t he wished to merge the newer s t o r y of a t r i a l on the 

Areopagus w i t h the o lder m y t h of Orestes ' p u r i f i c a t i o n a t Delphi 

and to extend events i n t o new t e r r i t o r y whi le s t i l l r e t a i n i n g the 

1 5 S e e Tap l in p377-9. 
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v i t a l elements of his i n h e r i t e d mater ia l , above a l l the s u p p o r t o f 

Apol lo . I t is most u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t we do no t know to wha t ex ten t 

Aeschylus was a l l u d i n g to ea r l i e r ve r s ions i n these mat ters b u t i t 

seems to be a reasonable assumption t h a t much of wha t happens i n 

Athens is o r i g i n a l . 

B) The Appearance o f the Er inyes 

That the Er inyes were i n v o l v e d i n aveng ing m u r d e r was an 

ancient idea and the bel ief t h a t t h e y embodied the curse o f a 

w r o n g e d pa ren t goes back a t least as f a r as H o m e r 1 6 . Le t us see 

how Aeschylus may a l lude to these monsters i n the ear l i e r p a r t o f 

the t r i l o g y and how t h i s c o n t r i b u t e s to the t e r r i b l e moment of 

t h e i r appearance on stage, w h i c h may not have been an t i c ipa ted b y 

the audience. 

a) The Nether Powers 

We have seen how an a t tack on Orestes b y the E r inyes of h is 

mother had a l ready f e a t u r e d i n Stes ichorus and so the audience may 

be on the a l e r t f o r r e fe rences to these monsters d u r i n g the 

ear l i e r p a r t of the drama. I n f a c t Cassandra is the f i r s t to 

ment ion these c rea tu res when she receives a v i s i o n of them 

bes ieging the palace of Agamemnon: 

Kai UTIV nenoKoc; y ' , o>q 9paouveo6oti TiXeov, 
Ppoxetov a i u a Kwuoq ev Souotq ueve i 
Suoiteuntoi; e£©, ouyyovwv 'Ep tvuov 

And to be sure having drunk deep of human blood, so 
as to be the more insolent, they remain in the house, 
hard to expel, a band of kindred Erinyes. (1188-90) 

La te r the chorus of the Choephori repeats the o ld belief: 

1 6 S e e Iliad 9.454, 571-2, 21 .412 , Odyssey 2.135, 11.280 - the 
Er inyes i n t r o d u c e themselves to Athene i n t h i s p l ay as Apa! 
"Curses" a t 417. 
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^o$. y a p A,oiy6<; ' E p i v u v 
napa xuv rcpoxepov <p6iuev©v axnv 
exepav endyouoav en' axri 

Murder summons up the Erinys of those who perished 
before, who brings one ruin on top of another. (402-4) 

Cly temnes t ra he r se l f warns Orestes t h a t , b y k i l l i n g her , he 

may p r o v o k e the w r a t h of he r E r inyes : 

ouSev oePtCo yeve8A,Cou<; apdq, x e i c v o v ; . . . 
opa, <puXa£ai uTytpo<; eyicoxoui; KUV<XQ 

Do you not fear a parent's curse, my child?...Take 
care, beware the angry hounds of your mother! (912, 924) 

The audience w i l l suspect t h a t Orestes w i l l indeed be 

t r o u b l e d b y these monsters of vengeance, a l t hough i n f a c t 

Cly temnest ra he r se l f must s p u r them i n t o act ion at the b e g i n n i n g 

of t he t h i r d p lay ( 9 4 f f ) . Conacher notes t h a t "the ghost of 

Clytemnestra...is the only shade to play such an aggressive role 

in extant Greek tragedy" ( p l 4 1 ) b u t much mater ia l has been los t 

and we can say l i t t l e about the convent ions o f ghos t ly behav iour 
17 

on stage . Orestes sums u p his dilemma i n h is r e p l y : 

xotc; xou Tiaxpoc; <5e TCOQ <puyw nape lq xa«5e; 

But how do I flee those of my father, if I fail to 
do this (ie to kill my mother)? (925) 

and he r e f e r r e d ea r l i e r to the t e r r i b l e f a t e th rea tened b y 

Apollo i f he d isobeyed the oracle: 

a^Xag x ' e<p6vei npot^oX&Q 'Epivuwv 
eK xwv raxp^wv a l u d x o v xeXouuevaq 

He spoke of other attacks by the Erinyes, arising 
from my father's blood. (283-4) 

See Hickman. 
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The f u t u r e invo lvement of t he E r inyes i s f u r t h e r suggested b y 

the r e c u r r i n g theme t h a t the ne the r s p i r i t s take a keen i n t e r e s t 

i n events above. Cly temnes t ra supposes t h a t Agamemnon's s p i r i t is 

deeply concerned w i t h the u p p e r w o r l d , an idea f ami l i a r f r o m 

Odyssey 11.385ff, and she sends o f f e r i n g s to appease him ( 2 2 f f ) , 

whi le t he snake dream is t h o u g h t t o s i g n i f y tha t : 

ueiupeodai TOUQ y a q vep8ev 7iepi6G|i<*; 
TOLQ KxavouoC T' eyicoTetv 

Those beneath the earth complain bitterly and are 
angry with the killers. (40-1) 

The kommos also emphasizes t h i s idea t h a t the ne ther powers 

are closely i n v o l v e d i n events i n the u p p e r w o r l d and hear the 

whole appeal. I t is descr ibed as Qeov (x©v) Kaxh yaq o5' uuvoq 

"this hymn to the gods beneath the earth" (475) and the chorus 

s ings o f how Zeus sends aven g in g harm K&T©6ev "from below" (382). 

E l e k t r a calls upon the E r inyes to he lp i n t h e i r r evenge - KXVTB 5e 
Ta xQoviov xe x i u a i "hear, Oh Earth and you honoured Nether 

Powers" (399) and Orestes also addresses himself t o vepx^pov 

xupavvi<5e<; "the rulers of the underworld" (405), c e r t a i n t ha t h is 

f a t h e r suppor t s his act of vengeance (583-4). Pylades meanwhile 

says n o t h i n g d u r i n g t h i s appeal to the ne the r gods, and he speaks 

o n l y to r e i t e ra t e the Olympian decis ion, s t r e n g t h e n i n g Orestes ' 
18 

resolve to obey Apollo (900-2) . Thus the theme of the ne the r 

powers i s p rominen t i n the ear l i e r p a r t of the drama and t h i s w i l l 

he lp t o p repare the audience f o r the l a te r p a r t i c i p a t i o n of the 

E r inyes . 

b) The Snake Theme 

Le t us now explore Aeschy lus ' use of the snake theme i n the 

ea r l i e r p a r t of the t r i l o g y and cons ider i f and how t h i s p repares 

Cassandra f a i l e d to obey t h i s same god and met a c r u e l f a t e - see 
Agamemnon 1208. 
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the audience f o r the appearance on stage of the snake-ha i red 

E r inyes i n the t h i r d p lay . Clytemnest ra ' s dream f e a t u r e d i n the 

Oresteia of Stes ichorus and so wou ld have been a f ami l i a r idea to 

the audience: 

xa 6k Spdicwv edoKiyse \xo\eXv icdpa peppotonevoc; aicpov, 
eK 5' apa xou fkxoiAeix; tlXeioQevidac; e<pavn 

A snake seemed to come to her, the top of its head 
stained with gore, from which appeared the Pleisthenid 
king, ( f r a g m e n t 219 PMG) 

Presumably the snake represen t s Agamemnon, f r o m whom Orestes 
19 

arises . I t is s t r i k i n g t h a t t h i s appears to omit the ro le of the 

mother and d u r i n g the t r i a l Apollo p u t s f o r w a r d the a rgumen t t h a t 
20 

the mother is not the t r u e pa r en t o f the c h i l d . I n the Oresteia, 

Orestes himself is t he snake-baby b o r n to his mother i n the normal 
21 

manner, w h i c h may l i n k him more closely to Agamemnon , i f the 

snake was k n o w n to symbolize his f a t h e r i n p r ev ious ve r s ions . 

The audience may wonder whe the r Clytemnest ra w i l l experience 

a s imilar so r t of dream d u r i n g the Oresteia and Aeschylus exploi ts 

t h i s b y his use of the r e c u r r i n g themes of bo th dreams and snakes 

d u r i n g the ea r l i e r drama. A t the v e r y b e g i n n i n g o f the t r i l o g y 

the Watchman bewails the f a c t t h a t he dare not sleep: 

euvryv ovetpoic; OUK eniotcoTiounevriv 
euf|v 

No dreams visit my bed. (13-14) 

See Devereux p l 7 3 f f on Greek conceptions about the b i r t h o f 
snakes. The schol ion on Hesiodic f r a g m e n t 194 states t h a t 
Pleisthenes is Agamemnon's f a t h e r so t h i s l ineage may have 
co-exis ted w i t h , o r even predate , t he decent f r o m A t r e u s . 

20„ , n See below. 

2 1 Whom he never meets on stage. 
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Late r the chorus supposes t h a t Cly temnes t ra believes t h a t 

T r o y had f a l l e n because of a dream (274), an idea w h i c h she 

dismisses w i t h contempt: 

ou S6£av av Xdpotu i BptCouoric; <ppevo<; 

I would not accept the fancy of a slumbering mind. 
(275) 

However Cly temnes t ra is deeply d i s t u r b e d b y her subsequent 

dream of the snake and immediately sends o f f e r i n g s to t r y and 

appease Agamemnon. Cly temnes t ra mentions he r dreams once again 

when she claims to have awoken a t the s l i gh te s t noise i n h e r 

husband ' s absence (Agamemnon 891-3), and so the audience may have 

been p repa red to hear of he r dream of the snake d u r i n g the 
22 

Choephori . 

The chorus descr ibes Clytemnest ra ' s dream to Orestes: 

Xo. xeiceiv Spaicovx' e d o £ e v , wg abx$) Xeyei. 
Op. KCtl Ttot xeXevxai tea! tcapavouxai A,6yo<;; 
Xo. ev onapyavoio i 7iai56q opu toa t 5tKT |v . 
Op. TLVOQ 0opac; xPTlCovxa, veoyeveq Satcoc;; 
Xo. auxTi npooeoxe uaoxbv ev x o v e t p a x i . 
Op. Kai 7i2)(; axpwxov ou0ap T̂V uno oxuyouq; 
Xo. oox' ev y&XaKXi 8p6uBov aiuaxoc; onaoat . 

Chorus She seemed to give birth to a snake, so she 
herself says. 

Orestes And what is the conclusion and sum of her 
account? 

Chorus She wrapped it in swaddling clothes like a 
baby. 

Orestes What food did it want, this new-born monster? 
Chorus In the dream she herself offered her breast. 
Orestes Surely the teat was wounded by the beast? 
Chorus So that amongst the milk it sucked a curd of 

blood. (529-33) 

The theme of sleep and dreams cont inues i n t o the t h i r d p l ay where 
Cly temnes t ra he r se l f appears as a dream image - ovap (116), e £ 
oveipdxwv' (155) - and the s leeping Er inyes dream of t r a c k i n g 
Orestes (131-2). 
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This w i l l con t r a s t s t r o n g l y w i t h the Nurse 's l a t e r 

d e s c r i p t i o n of Orestes as a v e r y normal i n f a n t ( 7 4 8 f f ) , and the 

f a c t t h a t the snake drew blood f r o m his mother ' s breast is a c lear 
23 

r e fe rence to the coming mat r ic ide . On hea r ing t h i s account , 

Orestes declares: 

etc5p(XKOvTO0e!<; 6*' eyo 
KTetvo v i v , QQ xouvetpov e w e n e t xbde 

Becoming a snake, I shall kill her, as this dream 
foretells. (549-50) 

and l a t e r does indeed d raw blood f r o m his mother ' s breast , 

even t h o u g h she bares i t i n supp l i ca t ion , j u s t as she o f f e r e d i t 

to the snake i n he r dream - npooeo%e uaoxbv (530). 

La te r , a t the moment o f death , Cly temnest ra too appreciates 

the f u l l meaning o f he r dream: 

o t ' y w , xetcouoot T 6 V 5 ' o<piv eSpey&uTiv 

Alas is me, I nourished a serpent when I bore this 
son. (928) 

I n the Agamemnon Cly temnest ra was descr ibed as an 

Amphisbaena, a two-headed se rpen t (1233) and l a te r i n the t r i l o g y 

Orestes speaks of his f a t h e r as: 

9av6vxoQ ev n k e K T a i o i ical OTietpduaoiv 
SeivTK e%CdVry; 

(The one) who died in the coils and meshes of a 
dread viper. (Choephori 248-9) 

A f t e r t he vengeance is completed Clytemnest ra is twice more 

descr ibed as a snake (994 and 1047), 

See Devereux f o r a p sycho -ana ly t i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h e dream 
P l 8 2 f f . 
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N a t u r a l l y t h i s snake imagery i n t h e ear l i e r p a r t of the 

t r i l o g y w i l l se rve to remind the audience o f the role of the 

Er inyes i n t h i s m y t h since t h e y were o r i g i n a l l y conceived as 

s p i r i t s o f the dead who could appear a t tombs i n the f o r m of a 
24 

snake . Thus t h i s emphasis on the t r a d i t i o n a l f o r m of Er inyes as 

snakes may sugges t t o the audience t h a t t h e y cannot appear on 

stage and so w i l l add g r e a t l y to the impact of t h e i r ent rance . 

c) The Ent rance o f t h e E r inyes 

The Life of Aeschylus relates: 

x i v e q 8e <paoiv ev xf t e i u S e i £ e i xov EuuevCowv 07iopd5r|v 
e loayayovxa xbv xopbv xooouxov eKnX.r\£ai xov 5?iuov xct 
uev v f y u a e iqn j£<u , xa 5h eufjpua e^cm^a>Qr\va\. 

Some say that at the performance of the Eumenides, 
by bringing on the chorus one by one, Aeschylus so 
terrified the audience that children fainted and fetuses 
were aborted. (Vi ta Aeschy l i 9 Pollux 194 4.110) 

N a t u r a l l y we cannot r e l y upon the v e r a c i t y of t h i s anecdote 

b u t one may suppose t h a t i t has i t s basis i n t r u t h and t h a t the 

appearance of the chorus of E r inyes p r o v o k e d an immense and 

v i o l e n t response among the audience of the Oresteia. The ex ten t 

of t h i s r eac t ion may have become exaggerated w i t h the passage of 

time b u t Calder r e f e r s t o a s imilar recep t ion of the German 

premiere of Shakespeare 's Othello i n Hamburg 1776 a n d i t may have 

been cus tomary f o r the Greek audience to express t h e i r emotional 

reac t ion w i t h g rea t f reedom i n the thea t re . 

We saw i n the p r e v i o u s sect ion how the theme of snakes may 

remind the audience o f the f u t u r e invo lvement of the Er inyes i n 

the f a t e of Orestes. Prag notes how be fo re the Oresteia the 

s p i r i t of a dead person seems to be denoted i n a r t b y a l a rge 

This was a popu la r decorat ion f o r tombs - see Prag plate 33b-c 
and H a r r i s o n p214. 
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snake or snakes, and o n l y a f t e r the Oresteia do t hey appear as 

women w i t h snakes i n t h e i r hands o r ha i r , o f t e n w i t h w ings (p48). 

Pausanias comments: 

npoto i ; 6e oipioiv Alo%vhoQ Spaicovxat; enotiroev ouou xai<; 
ev x f i Keq>a\r\ O p i ^ l v e t v a t 

Aeschylus was the first to depict them as having 
snakes amongst the hair on their head. (1.28.6) 

I f indeed the Er inyes had always been conceived i n s n a k e - f o r m 

p r i o r t o the Oresteia, the audience w i l l have no i n k l i n g t h a t t h e y 

w i l l appear on stage i n the f o r m of women w i t h snakes i n t h e i r 

ha i r , and even t h o u g h Cassandra saw a chorus of E r inyes a t t he 

house (xop6q Agamemnon 1186), t h e y may no t have expected them to 

f o r m the chorus of the t h i r d p lay . The poet s k i l l f u l l y delays 

r e v e a l i n g these t e r r i b l e women to v iew i n o r d e r to enhance the 

impact of t h e i r f i n a l en t rance and t h i s may indeed have been t h e i r 

f i r s t appearance i n a dramatic p resen ta t ion . Le t us see how the 

r eve l a t i on o f the E r inyes is delayed f o r dramatic e f f e c t . 

We do not know whe the r the idea t h a t Orestes was maddened b y 

the E r inyes was t r a d i t i o n a l o r not b u t i t f ea tu res i n the l a t e r 
25 

p lay b y Eur ip ides and t h e chorus of the t h i r d p lay s ings of i t s 

power to do t h i s (329f) . Thus the audience may not be s u r p r i s e d 

when Orestes appears to be d r i v e n mad at the s i g h t of E r inyes 

w h i c h are v i s i b l e o n l y to himself (Choephori 1048f f ) . He 

descr ibes them c lea r ly : 

+5uo ia l+ yuvaiicec; a t5e ropyovwv SIKT^V 
(paioxtxoveq teal 7ie7iA,eKxavrm6vai 
HUKVOtC Sp&KOUOlV... 
oaq>©<; yap a'£5e unxp6<; eyicoxot KUVBQ... 

a i 5 e 7tA.n6uouoi 5r\, 
«ca£ ouuaxwv ox&£ouoiv a t j i a 5uoquXe<; 

Here are + slave women*, like Gorgons, dark-robed 
and entwined with swarming snakes...clearly these are 

Orestes 251f f . 
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the angry hounds of my mother...they are growing in 
number and from their eyes they drip hateful blood. 
(1048, 1054, 1057-8) 

He te l l s the cho rus u u e i q uev oi>% opaxe x d o 5 \ eyh 8' 6p3 

"you do not see these but I do" (1061) and the audience may 

suppose t h a t t h e y w i l l appear o n l y i n Orestes ' imagina t ion , as i n 

the case of Cassandra (at Agamemnon 1186f f ) . However a t the s t a r t 

of t he t h i r d p lay the P y t h i a c rawls f r o m the temple on a l l f o u r s , 

overcome b y the abominable s i g h t o f the monsters w i t h i n . She too 

declares t h e y are a l i t t l e l i k e gorgons o r ha rp ies (47-51) bu t : 

anxepot ye UTJV t S e t v 
auxcu, ueXatva i 5 ' , IQ XO nav p'SeXuKxponot, 
peyKouat 8' ov Tikaxotot (puoiduaoiv, 
en 8' ouudxwv XeCBouoi 8voq>iXr\ kifia... 

These appear wingless, black, altogether horrible 
in their ways and they snore out blasts that none can 
approach, while from their eyes they drip hateful drops. 
(51-4) 

Thus the E r inyes are once again c l ea r ly descr ibed to the 

audience w i t h o u t be ing seen, w h i c h may lead them to suppose t h a t 

t h e y w i l l remain w i t h i n the temple, r epresen ted b y the skene, 
2 6 

t h r o u g h o u t the drama . Thus the f i n a l ent rance of the Er inyes 

must have been deeply impress ive i n the thea t re , and Goldman 

comments t h a t i t was p r o b a b l y the "sight of certain features, 

hitherto associated only with the supernatural, in combination 

with a more human countenance, (which) aroused the horror and 

disgust" ( p l 4 0 ) . However, much of the dramatic impact of t h e i r 

f i r s t appearance must have a r i sen f r o m the detai led desc r ip t ions 

of these h o r r i b l e monsters and the devas ta t ing e f f e c t t h e y have on 

Orestes and the Py th ia . This in tense r e v u l s i o n at t he s i g h t of 

N a t u r a l l y t h e y w i l l have no concept ion t h a t the scene w i l l 
s h o r t l y be t r a n s f e r r e d to Athens . 
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the E r inyes , no d o u b t combined w i t h the gro tesque and deeply 

t e r r i f y i n g behav iour of these monsters on stage, s u r e l y created 

f a r more h o r r o r t h a n , say, any a t tempt to mimic snake-ha i r i n the 

f i f t h - c e n t u r y cou ld eve r do and , as o f t e n , I believe t ha t the 

p h y s i c a l appearance of the ac tors was of r e l a t i v e l y minor 

importance i n the drama. 

d) The Moment of E n t r y 

The Er inyes are no t p resen t on stage f r o m the b e g i n n i n g since 

the P y t h i a reemerges f r o m the temple to descr ibe the scene w i t h i n 

( 3 4 f f ) and indeed t h e r e is g rea t c o n t r o v e r s y ove r the ques t ion of 

p rec i se ly when and how these hideous c rea tu res f i r s t appear before 

the audience. They are hea rd f o r the f i r s t t ime as t h e y groan i n 

t h e i r sleep i n answer to the ghost of Cly temnes t ra (118f) , w h i c h 

suggests t h a t t h e y cannot have en te red t h e stage on f o o t b y t h i s 

po in t . The schol ion M on 64 reads: 

OTpcupevTci yap urixavfinaTa evdrfra n o t e ! xa tcata T O 
uavxeTov wq e x e i - ica! yCvexat oyiQ xpayiicri 

For the turning of the device makes visible the 
things in the sanctuary and it is a fearful sight. 

Many, i n c l u d i n g Sommerstein, have assumed, w i t h the 

scholiast , t h a t the tableau of Orestes and the s leeping Er inyes 

was revealed to the audience a t l ine 64 b y means of the ekkyk lema 

and B r o w n postula tes the use of "a specially enlarged and 

strengthened ekkyklema" (p28) i n answer to Tapl in ' s comment t h a t 

the f i f t h - c e n t u r y device could not ho ld so many ac tors a t once 

(p370). Conacher also believes t h a t the s leeping Er inyes were 

revealed to the audience a f t e r the ex i t of the P y t h i a a t 64 

t h r o u g h the opened doors of the temple ( p l 4 0 ) . However I believe 

w i t h Tap l in t h a t the Py th ia ' s de sc r i p t i on w o u l d be r e d u n d a n t i f 

Orestes f lees f r o m the stage i n t e r r o r whi le the pr ies tess c rawls 
f r o m the temple on a l l f o u r s . 
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the i n t e r i o r scene were revealed to the audience a mere f o u r l ines 

l a t e r and tha t a f a r be t t e r dramatic e f f e c t is c rea ted i f the 

appearance of the E r inyes is delayed f o r as long as possible. 

Thus i t may be t h a t the E r inyes do not appear on stage u n t i l l ine 

140 when f u l l dramatic a t t e n t i o n is devoted to them and the 

audience is no longer d i s t r a c t e d b y the presence of the Py th i a o r 

Orestes and Apollo. 

However p r i o r to t h i s , Apol lo declares to Orestes: 

tea! vuv aA,ouoa<; xaoSe xaq n&pyovq opaic. 

And now you see that these monsters are overcome. 
(67) 

and the ghos t of Cly temnes t ra also appears to address the 

Er inyes face to face - opa 5e TiAjyyaq xaode tcapSCa oeSev "see with 

your heart these wounds" (103). However Sommerstein suggests t h a t 

the phrase KapSCg oeQev is equ iva len t t o "in your mind's eye", ie 

as you sleep, and so i t is unnecessary f o r Clytemnes t ra to be 

v i s i b l e to them at t h i s po in t . F l i c k i n g e r sugges ted t ha t ne i the r 

the queen nor the Er inyes were v i s i b l e d u r i n g the ghos t scene b u t 

t h a t t h e i r voices were heard f r o m beh ind the skene, w h i c h was 

a f t e r a l l a new device i n the ea r ly stages of exper imenta t ion . 

Tap l in po in t s ou t t h a t i f o n l y the ac tor ' s voice were heard , the 

audience may have been confused about who begins speaking at 94 

(p367), b u t s u r e l y the audience w i l l be p repa red f o r the queen to 

encourage her Er inyes i n t h i s manner, poss ib ly f r o m t h e i r 

knowledge of the p r e v i o u s m y t h o r a t least f r o m the dramatic 

contex t i t se l f . Tap l in f u r t h e r notes how i t wou ld be unnecessary 

f o r Cly temnes t ra to come o u t onto the stage i n o r d e r to address 

those w i t h i n the skene (p366), b u t i n f a c t we know n o t h i n g about 

the convent iona l en t rance of ghosts and t h i s charac te r may have 

en te red v i a one of the eisodoi o r even b y some more spectacular 
28 

means such as a t r a p - d o o r . Thus F l i c k i n g e r ' s t h e o r y t ha t not 

See Sommerstein plOOf. He suggests t h a t the ghost wou ld wear the 
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o n l y the Er inyes b u t also Cly temnes t ra were hea rd f r o m o f f - s t a g e 

wou ld c e r t a i n l y solve many problems conce rn ing the s t ag ing of the 

ghos t scene, and i t is u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t t he re is no evidence to 

s u p p o r t his idea. 

Thus i t is possible t h a t b o t h Apollo and Cly temnes t ra merely 

ges tu re towards the skene as t h e y mention the Er inyes and indeed 

the queen's r e fe rence to SeiVTK SpaKatvng UEVOQ "the dread 

serpent's power" (127) may f u r t h e r mislead the audience i n t o 

suppos ing t h a t these monsters take a f o r m w h i c h cannot be shown on 

stage, a l t hough n a t u r a l l y as time passes the audience w i l l wonder 

i n c r e a s i n g l y of whom the chorus w i l l be composed. I n a d d i t i o n the 

idea t h a t the E r inyes were i n v i s i b l e , f o u n d a t t he end of the 

Choephori, cou ld also be be ing explo i ted here , and the m u r m u r i n g s 

of t he unseen Er inyes may cause the audience to wonder whe the r 

t h e y w i l l p l ay a role i n the drama w i t h o u t man i fe s t ing themselves 

on stage. Thus a l t h o u g h any decis ion on t h i s ques t ion is h i g h l y 

s u b j e c t i v e , I believe t h a t the l a t e r en t rance of the E r inyes (at 

140) w i l l have a g rea te r dramatic impact t h a n i f t h e y were 

revea led a t 64 s t r a i g h t a f t e r the Pyth ia ' s de sc r ip t i on . 

Fol lowing the ex i t of Orestes and Apol lo a t 139 t h e r e f o r e , 
29 

t he t e r r i b l e women may revea l themselves one b y one , c r e a t i n g the 

impress ion of a m u l t i t u d e of monsters. A t t h i s po in t , u n l i k e 

p r e v i o u s l y , f u l l dramatic a t t e n t i o n is on these t e r r i b l e monsters , 

whi le a t the same t ime, as Tap l in notes, the c o n f r o n t a t i o n between 

Orestes and his pe r secu to r s is e f f e c t i v e l y delayed (p369). Much 

of the E r i n y e s ' hideousness must have a r i sen f r o m a dramatic 

cho reography as t h e y j o i n e d toge the r i n a t e r r i f y i n g dance: 

same clothes as p r e v i o u s l y b u t w i t h blood s ta ins and tears b u t 
t h i s is unnecessar i ly rea l i s t i c . 

The t e rm 07topd5nv "one at a time" is f o u n d i n the Life of 
Aeschylus 9. 
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aye 5f| ica! %op6v aywuev, e n e l 
pouoav oxuyepav 
ancxpaCveoeat SeSoKTpcev, 
%e£ai xe Xaym xa icax' av6pwnou<; 
QQ enLvouai oxdotq ctuf| 

Come let us join in the dance, since we have 
decided to display our hateful song and tell of the 
destiny of mortals, how our company allots iL 
(307-311) 

The thea t re would have been f i l l e d w i t h noise and movement 
31 

and elements such as b l o o d - d r i n k i n g and t r a c k i n g l i k e hounds 

(131-2) may have been r e f l e c t e d i n t h e i r s in i s t e r and t e r r i f y i n g 

movements. Thus the en t rance of the E r inyes i s p resen ted w i t h 

g rea t e f fec t iveness and i t makes an enormous c o n t r i b u t i o n to the 

impact o f the f i n a l p lay . 

C) The Appeasement o f the Er inyes 

a) The T r i a l 

The t h i r d p lay o f the t r i l o g y en te rs the realm of the 

s u p e r n a t u r a l , and the deep invo lvement of Apollo and Athene i n 

Orestes ' v i n d i c a t i o n may r e f l e c t the m y t h i n w h i c h the f i r s t ever 

t r i a l f o r homicide was t h a t o f Ares before a j u r y o f Olympian gods 
32 

- hence Areopagus , the h i l l of Ares . A l t h o u g h we f i n d no 

r e f e rence to t h i s s t o r y be fo re Aeschylus , i t s d i v i n e s e t t i ng 

suggests t ha t t h i s is t h e o ldes t f o r m of the m y t h conce rn ing a 

t r i a l on the Areopagus and so Aeschylus may a l lude to h is 

audience 's knowledge of t h i s s t o r y d u r i n g h i s p resen ta t ion o f the 

T h e i r dance is r e f e r r e d to again a t 370-376. 

31 
Mentioned at Agamemnon 1188, Choephori 66-7 and f r e q u e n t l y i n 

t h i s p l ay . 

3 2 S e e E u r i p i d e s ' Elektra 1258-62 and Iphigenia in Taur is 945-6 - he 
was t r i e d f o r the m u r d e r of Poseidon's son H a l i r r o t h i u s who had 
raped h i s daughte r . 
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t r i a l . When Orestes f i r s t mentions a t r i a l as a possible so lu t ion 

to h is dilemma, he calls upon the sun god Helios: 

QQ Sv napxi | i o t j idprug ev StKf l noxe 
©<; xovo*' eyo nexr\XQov evSticwc; <j>6vov 
X O V UT|Xp6<; 

So he will be present as witness to me at a trial 
one day, how I justly murdered my mother. (Choephori 
987-9) 

and i n the f o l l o w i n g p lay Apol lo 's advice to Orestes is t o go 

to Athens where: 

5C»ca<; 5h IlaMcu; xwv5' enonxeuoet 6ed 

The goddess Pallas Athene will oversee the trial of 
this case. (224) 

Thus the re are s t r o n g in t imat ions t h a t the gods w i l l p lay a 
the 

p rominen t role i n t h i r d p l ay w h i c h may mislead the audience i n t o 
f\ 

suppos ing t h a t Orestes too w i l l be t r i e d be fo re a d i v i n e j u r y . 
33 

A c c o r d i n g to Hellanicus , t he t r i a l s of Cephalus f o r k i l l i n g h i s 

w i f e P roc r i s and of Daedalus f o r k i l l i n g h is nephew Talos also 

preda te t ha t of Orestes, and these myths may also have been 

fami l i a r to the audience i f t hey p re -da te the Oresteia. However 

i n the t h i r d p lay , Athene declares t h a t she is now i n s t i t u t i n g 

Tipoxag Sttcac; aiuaxot; %UTOV "the first trial for the shedding of 

blood" (682) and claims t h a t the h i l l of Ares is so cal led because 

the Amazons, defeated b y Theseus, se t t led the re and made 

sacr i f i ces to t h e i r god of war (685 f f ) . Thus the audience w i l l 

apprecia te t h a t the t r i a l of Orestes is to supp lan t the o lde r 

s t o r y and Aeschylus may explo i t elements f r o m the o the r m y t h , o r 

myths , d u r i n g his p re sen ta t ion o f the t r i a l i n the t h i r d p lay . 

Most of the male Athen ian c i t izens i n the audience would s i t 

Scholion to E u r i p i d e s ' Orestes=FGH 1.82. 
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on a j u r y at some time of their lives and so they would have had a 
close acquaintance wi th Aeschylus' references to the contemporary 
judicial process. For example, the Erinyes binding song - uuvov 
Seoutov (306) - may be related to the specific k ind of curse 
tablet used in f i f t h century Athens which was intended to bind the 

34 

opponent's abi l i ty to th ink and speak clearly i n court . Before 
the t r i a l , i t is clear that both sides have a degree of justice on 
their side and no doubt the audience wi l l have enjoyed the closely 
reasoned debate: 

Op. ctvSpoKxovouoa naxep' eiibv Kaxeicxavev. 
Xo. x t y a p ; ou u&v r\ 5' eXevQkpa <pov^. 
Op. x i 5' OUK eKetvnv £5oav ifaauvec; (puyft; 
XO. OUK T|V OUCUUOQ <PWTOQ ov K a x § K x a v e v . 
Op. Iy6 5e UTyrpbg TT\Q B\XT\Q ev a t u a x i ; 
Xo. TISC; y a p o* e6pet|/ev evxoc;, w utatipove, 

Orestes She was her husband's murderess and killed my 
father. 

Chorus And what of it? While you live, she is freed 
from guilt by her death. 

Orestes Why did you not drive her into flight when she 
was alive? 

Chorus She was not related by blood to the man she 
killed. 

Orestes And am I of the same blood as my mother? 
Chorus How else did she nourish you within her womb, 

polluted one? (602-608) 

The audience wi l l watch wi th interest to see how this 
d i f f i c u l t problem wi l l be solved on the nearby Acropolis by their 
own democratic process of law. Taplin believes that the text of 
Athene's inaugural speech is cor rupt and that many details have 
dropped out, such as the calling and registration of witnesses, 

35 

and the ju ror ' s oath (p395ff) . However since Athene is not 
really laying down a prescription fo r f u t u r e tr ials on the 
Areopagus, but merely giving a general impression of the practices 

See Faraone pl50. 

He suggests a lacuna of some f o r t y lines. 
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which were already familiar to the audience, precise details are 
unnecessary at this point. 

Athene's declaration that she casts her vote i n favour of 
clemency in the event of a tie (734ff) may also allude to the myth 
in which she herself was a member of the divine j u r y . Conacher 
believes that "to many readers" (!) the fact that Athene's lack of 
a mother leads to Orestes' acquittal would seem disappointing 
af ter "so much dramatic energy has been spent in distinguishing 
Orestes' bloody deeds from those which have preceded them" (pl67). 
However the audience may not have considered the actual reason f o r 
the "vote of clemency" of great importance and this may have 

3 6 

varied from myth to myth . Far more important is the idea that 
the Athenian custom that the equal vote always ends in an 
acquittal has a divine or igin . I t seems unlikely that Athene had 
a double vote, that is, as one of the ju rors and then the silent 
vote in favour of clemency as some believe, since she is stressing 
the fact that the decision lies with the Athenian people 
themselves. 

I t is unfortunate that we do not know whether Aeschylus was 
the f i r s t to associate the idea of a t r i a l on the Areopagus wi th 
Orestes. As we noted above, Burker t asserted that the Athenian 
celebration of the Day of the Choes indicates that the a r r iva l of 
the polluted Orestes in Athens was a long-established idea (p222), 
but even i f this were t rue, i t does not necessarily follow that he 
had stood t r i a l there in any previous version and he may have 
received some other form of puri f icat ion i n that c i ty by which to 
r i d himself of the Erinyes. Nor do we know whether a t r i a l had 
featured in the Oresteia of Stesichorus, although Clytemnestra's 
dream that Agamemnon in the form of a snake engendered his son 
without his wife's aid (fragment 89 PMG) may be alluded to dur ing 

I n Euripides' Elektra (1266-9) fo r example the equal vote acquits 
Orestes because the matricide was instigated by Apollo. 
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the t r i a l when Apollo declares: 

OUK eOTl u f |T ip T) KBKXmeVT] T6KV0U 
TOKeug, xpo<p6c; Se Kuuatoc; veoo7i6pou. 
T l K T E l 5' 6 epwtoKOV 

The so-called mother is not the parent of the 
child, but the nurse of the new-sown embryo. The father 
gives it birth. (658-8) 

37 

This may have been a familiar argument to the Greek audience 

and i t is possible that the argument that the mother is not the 

t rue parent of the child was used by Apollo i n Orestes' defence i n 

Stesichorus, although naturally this need not have occurred dur ing 

the course of a legal t r i a l . Even i f this argument released 

Orestes from the Erinyes' pursui t in that version however, and 

this is pure speculation, i t proves f a r less effective here, 

although the equal vote ensures Orestes' acquittal. Thus Orestes 

is f ina l ly vindicated and the audience wil l witness how the 

dispute, which may have led to physical confl ict i n earlier 

versions, is now ended peacefully with the appeasement of the 

Erinyes. The t r i a l provides a highly satisfying solution to the 

problem of the matricide and although as we have seen there may be 

allusions to the treatment of this theme elsewhere, many elements 

of this t h i r d play may be the creation of the poet himself. 

b) The Transformation 

On seeing the hideous band of Erinyes, Athene cries: 

0auua 6' ouuaoiv n&pcr 
xtvec; TIOT' e o t e ; 

Wonder is before my eyes - who are you? (407-8) 

Aristotle in The Generation of Animals 4.763b 31-3 ascribes the 
idea that the man provides the seed and the women merely the 
receptacle to Anaxagoras. 
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Harrison comments "the audience must have waited breathless 
to hear what answer the Erinyes would make to the question when 
officially challenged" (p250). They reply: 

Tinetc; ydp eouev N U K T O C alavri xeicva 
'Apal 5' ev O I K O I Q yr\Q unai KeKXiyieQa 

We are the terrible children of Night and in our 
home beneath the earth we are called the Curses. (416-7) 

However Hesiod describes how the Erinyes were born of Gaia 
from the blood shed by castrated Ouranos and how they had the 
power of f e r t i l i t y over the land . Harrison believed that as 
older Greek beliefs about the nether powers were overlaid by 
stories of the Olympian gods, the beneficial side of these 
goddesses was eclipsed and their role as avengers unduly 
emphasized (p206). Thus when the Erinyes are honoured by the 
Athenians as goddesses of f e r t i l i t y and given a dwelling-place on 
the Acropolis at the end of the t r i logy, she claims that Aeschylus 
was merely restoring them to their former status and cheating his 
audience into believing that they were transformed into something 
new (p250). However Aeschylus promotes the idea that the Erinyes 
had been goddesses of both good and bad since ancient times by 
setting their transformation, not in contemporary Athens, but long 
ago in the mythical past, and he probably wished to establish an 
early association between them and the Semnai Theai, goddesses of 
f e r t i l i t y who were worshipped by the Athenians at a cave near the 
Areopagus. However the transformed Erinyes are called neither 
Semnai Theai, nor Eumenides, by Aeschylus and so we cannot be 

39 
certain that the audience would have regarded them as such . 

Thus Aeschylus provides a peaceful means of soothing the 

38 
See Theogony 183 - 85. 

39 
The t i t le "Eumenides" may have been added to the play much later 

- see Verrall p35. 
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defeated Erinyes by giving them respectable functions and honours 

and they promise blessings in r e tu rn (916ff), while at the same 

time retaining their darker powers as avengers of murder as 

necessary fo r a stable society (490f). Athene declares: 

<poivttcc$a7tToi<; evSuxotc; eo8fjuaot 
t t u a x e , K a t x a (peyyoq opyaoe© nvpbq, 

Honour them with donned garments dipped in 
blood-red dye and let the blazing fire move on. (1028-9) 

and all depart in a joyous procession, the chain of murder 
40 

now broken and the Erinyes appeased . Thus the dreadful chain of 

murders portrayed in the t r i logy is f ina l ly ended and all depart 

amidst a mood of great gladness and rejoicing. 

D) Conclusion 

Many have detected political allusions i n the t h i r d play of 

the t r i l ogy and events are certainly more closely linked to 

contemporary Athens here than in the earlier part of the drama. 

The scholion to Euripides' Orestes 46 (549 PMG) reads "Ouipoq Se 

ev MuKTjvaig p i p ! x a BaatXeux 'Ayaueuvovoc;, 2TT\oi%opoQ 5e K a l 

SIUXOVISTK ev AatceSatuovt "Homer says that Agamemnon's palace was 

in Mycenae, Stesichorus and Simonides say in Sparta". Thus 

Aeschylus' decision to set the t r i logy in Argos may reflect the 

recent alliance made wi th Athens, which marked the end of the 
4 1 

t radit ional l ink wi th Sparta and Orestes himself appears to refer 

to this new alliance: 

This colour would recall the red path crossed by Agamemnon and 
i l lustrate that i t is no longer the symbol of death but of 
appeasement and reconciliation, although we do not know that i t 
was actually shown in the theatre - even Taplin doubts this , 
assuming that Athene is giving a prescription fo r the fu tu re , thus 
presumably r e fe r r ing to contemporary Athenian practice (p413). 

4 1461-460BC, see Thujpcidides 1.102. 
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Kxfjoexat 5' aveu Sopoc; 
auxov xe K a l y^v K a l xov 'Apyeiov Xeov 
ntox6v SiicaCoq ec; T O nav xe ouuuaxov 

(Athene) shall gain without the use of the spear 
myself and my land and the Argive people in a firm bond 
of justice and eternal alliance. (289-91) 

I t is also thought that Athene's claim that she was absent 

from Athens in the Trojan region when Orestes arr ived (397ff) may 
4 3 

be designed to j u s t i f y Athenian claims to t e r r i t o ry i n that area . 
However the main political message of the play is thought to lie 
in Aeschylus' presentation of the court of the Areopagus whose 
powers had been reduced to jur isdic t ion over cases of homicide by 

44 

Ephialtes' recent reforms of 462-1 . This seems to be a 
reasonable assumption, although i t remains impossible to establish 
whether Aeschylus wished to support these reforms or not through 
his drama. On the one hand the stress on the ant iqui ty and status 
of the Areopagus as a homicide court, combined wi th the references 
to the new reformist alliance with Argos, suggests that the drama 
was intended to support the recent changes. However on the other 
hand Athene declares lines which may be interpreted as 
ant i-reformist in nature: 

auxov noXixav uf| ' Ttucaivouvxwv VO^OUQ-
KaKatg enippoa tot Boppopxp 6' u5op 
Xaunpbv uiatvov ouno8' evpr\oeiQ TIOXOV 

Justice will be preserved as long as the citizens 
themselves do not try to make new laws. If you pollute 
clear waters with evil influxes and mud, you will never 
find water to drink. (693-5) 

He refers to f r iendship between the two nations again af ter the 
t r i a l at 762-74. 

43 
See Sommerstein pl51f , who gives a good summary of contemporary 

Athenian politics p25-32. 

44 
See Aristotle Athenian Constitution 5.2 and 27.1. 
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Naturally we should not assume that words spoken by a 
dramatic character express the poet's own sentiments but here i f 
anywhere we might expect Aeschylus to address the Athenians 
directly through the mouth of their patron goddess. Dodds ( 
interprets K a K a i g enippoa 101 "evil influxes" as the impending 
measure to open the Archonship and hence membership to the 

45 

Areopagus to the Zeugitae , but this is f a r f rom certain and these 
words would appear to be a condemnation of the recent reforms. 

Dodds suggested that Aeschylus wished to promote the view 
that the recent reforms were acceptable but should go no fu r the r , 
while Sommerstein suggests that he made a clear distinction 
between foreign and domestic policy (p32). Dover meanwhile 
regarded the above lines as a defence of the original judicial 
funct ion of the Areopagus. However i t seems more l ikely that they 
allude to the recent attempts to make major changes to Athenian 
law and so i t may be that Aeschylus was being deliberately 
ambiguous on this point, not wishing to promote any particular 
view of contemporary politics and r u n the r i sk of alienating any 
specific faction of his audience. As Sommerstein comments, 
"everybody could agree that crime must be repressed, the country 
defended, and anarchy and despotism avoided, and likewise that the 
Areopagus council must be vigilant, upright and 
incorruptible...all else is ambiguous, and each spectator will 
understand it in the light of his own preconceptions" (p218) 4 6 . 
Thus i t seems l ikely that Aeschylus did not over t ly support either 
the reformists or the conservatives among his audience and his 
diplomatic treatment of this theme may be reflected by the fact 
that the t r i logy won f i r s t prize and so must have met wi th general 
approval. 

45 
Which was actually passed in 458-7 wi th in a year of the Oresteia. 

4 6 See also MacLeod on the view that any political message was 
secondary, or merely incidental to the drama. 
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This concludes our review of the t h i r d play of the t r i logy 
and indeed of the Oresteia as a whole. The audience have 
witnessed the murder of Agamemnon, the punishment of the gui l ty 
and Orestes' f ina l absolution from gui l t f o r a deed executed at 
the wi l l of the gods. As the action progresses away from the 
older, established part of the story, much more of the drama may 
represent the original contribution of the poet, and the role of 
audience anticipation arising from their background knowledge of 
the myth diminishes. Nevertheless a review of the f ina l play of 
the t r i logy from the viewpoint of the audience has proved ve ry 
rewarding and hopefully has revealed much about the dramatic 
impression sought by the poet. 
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Conclusion 

This concludes our study of the influence of myth on the 
f i f t h - c e n t u r y audience's understanding and appreciation of 
Aeschylean tragedy and we have seen how foreknowledge and 
anticipation played a v i t a l role i n the impact of the original 
performances. I n Chapter One we noted how the audience of the 
Persae, our earliest surv iv ing tragedy, would have been aware of 
the Persian defeat at Salamis from the very beginning of the play 
and wi l l witness how the revelation of this brings great distress 
to those on stage, knowing that they themselves had participated 
in this event in reality. 

The dramatic effect of the Seven Against Thebes is greatly 
enhanced by the fact that the audience is aware that the brothers 
are destined to k i l l each other by the terms of their father 's 
curse and wil l have been awaiting the realization of this by those 
on stage. We considered how the audience may have known many 
tales about the exploits of the various heroes on the battlefield 
at Cadmeia, before this story became linked to the myth of 
Oedipus, and how Aeschylus exploits the audience's ignorance about 
the exact ident i ty of the seven warriors to great dramatic effect, 
delaying the revelation of the f ina l pairing un t i l towards the end 
of the drama. Since this is the t h i r d play of the t r i logy we have 
some d i f f i c u l t y in establishing not only the audience's 
conceptions of the pre-Aeschylean myth, but also how certain 
elements had been depicted on stage in the preceding drama, 
part icular ly the curse and dream. Nevertheless they wi l l have 
been aware that Polynices is among the attackers, even though this 
fact is entirely suppressed during the earlier part of the drama, 
and wi l l await an acknowledgement of this by those on stage 
together with a realization of i ts implications for the 
fu l f i l lment of the curse of Oedipus. Eteocles' sudden 

appreciation of the fact that he is fated to meet his own brother 
at the seventh gate is presented to great dramatic effect and the 
audience witnesses his noble acceptance of his appointed fate. 
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We noted how in the Supplices the audience's foreknowledge 
that the Argives would of fe r protection to the Danaids wi l l 
influence their whole perception of the supplication and how their 
attitude towards these helpless suppliants wi l l be greatly 
affected by their suspicion that they are destined to murder their 
husbands on their wedding-night. We also considered the question 
whether the terr ib le punishment of the Danaids in Hades, whereby 
they are condemned fo r eterni ty to carry leaking pitchers, may 
also be foreshadowed dur ing this f i r s t play of the t r i logy. 

Turning to the Oresteia, we concentrated more f u l l y on the 
text itself in order to trace the exploitation of audience 
anticipation throughout a connected t r i logy. I n the Agamemnon the 
audience's awareness of both the adultery of Clytemnestra and 
Aegisthus and the murder plot plays a v i ta l role in the dramatic 
portrayal of the king's homecoming from war and they wil l have 
f u l l y appreciated the queen's great powers of deceit and 
manipulation. We noted how Aeschylus sk i l l f u l l y created the 
impression that Cassandra wil l silently enter the house and take 
no active role i n the drama but in fact her visions play a v i t a l 
role in confirming the audience's suspicions that the murder of 
the k ing is imminent. She also offers strong hints that these 
murders wi l l be executed by Clytemnestra alone, in contrast to the 
audience's expectations, and thiB is f ina l ly revealed to great 
effect. 

The audience may have expected Orestes' k i l l ing of Aegisthus 
to constitute the climax of the Choephori, since this seems to 
have been the most well-known element of the myth before 
Aeschylus, but instead this is overshadowed in importance by the 
murder of Clytemnestra and the matricide becomes the focal point 
of the drama. The audience may have anticipated the recognition 
at the tomb between Orestes and his sister f rom their knowledge of 
the earlier myth and the fai lure of Elektra to reappear on stage 
af ter the murder serves to highl ight Orestes' isolation as he 
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faces the consequences of his deed. The role of the nurse may 
also have been anticipated by the audience and this is exploited 
to great effect here. As the t r i logy progresses towards i ts 
conclusion, the mythical knowledge of the audience may be severely 
lessened as Aeschylus strikes out into less familiar t e r r i to ry . 
However their suspicions that Orestes wi l l be ultimately 
vindicated fo r his deed wi l l prove a great influence on the 
presentation of his purif icat ion in the t h i r d play of the t r i logy 
and they may have suspected that he would receive divine support 
from their knowledge of the earlier myth. The appearance of the 
Erinyes on stage may have been most unexpected and we saw how this 
was delayed to great dramatic effect . The f ina l appeasement of 
these monsters and their transformation into more benign deities 
may have been a new idea, as may the t r i a l , and the audience would 
have enjoyed the fact that this complex problem is solved at their 
very own court of the Areopagus which lay close to the theatre. 

Thus I hope that our attempt to establish the mythical 
knowledge of the audience, which would have proved a deep 
influence on their expectations of the dramatic action dur ing the 
tragedies, has helped us to gain a clearer idea of Aeschylus' 
dramatic intentions. A study of this k ind can never be exhaustive 
since our attempts to reconstruct the pre-Aeschylean versions of 
any particular story are severely handicapped by the amount of 
ancient Greek l i terature which has been lost and the often 
fragmentary state of those sources which do survive. Thus perhaps 
the value of this study is to emphasize how l i t t le we do know 
about the myths presented to the audience i n dramatic form, but i t 
is to be hoped that we have come a l i t t le closer to a t rue and 
fa i r appreciation of the tragedies of Aeschylus by seeking to 
establish the effects sought by the poet in his original 
production. 
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