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PREFACE

The Oresteia is among the greatest works of the human imagination. I do not entirely understand why literature matters, but I believe that it does, and if literature matters, the Oresteia matters very much. That is one reason for writing another book about it, but there are more.

The present book is written out of two convictions: first, that much remains to be said; and second, that these plays are widely misinterpreted. Although the trilogy has been studied for centuries, aspects of it have been left surprisingly unexplored. There is the poetry, for one thing. ‘No great poet has been less appreciated … Aeschylus has been appreciated even less perhaps than Pindar: and in my opinion to enable those who love great poetry to appreciate these two great poets is the task best worth pursuing that remains to scholars.’1 That was Walter Headlam, more than a century ago, and not a lot has changed since then. Much has been written about imagery, not all of it mechanical, and there has been some study of stylistic diction and register, but the kinds of close literary analysis that one might expect to find given to poetry of this calibre barely exist. The theatre of the plays has been better served, but here too there are gaps. Perhaps no character in any play travels on an emotional course as complex or profound as Aeschylus’ Cassandra, yet this psychic journey has gone without description or analysis. In a work as richly made as this, there are also likely to be matters of detail still to be found or discussed, even, as it happens, about the very first word.

In other ways, a student of the Oresteia is exceptionally well served. The past seventy-five years have seen the publication of transformative texts and commentaries, besides books and articles, and these include some of the best scholarship of its time. It is only superficially paradoxical to say that the amount that has been written is a good reason for writing more. Scholarship does make progress, and the firmness of the technical foundation offers a fair prospect of giving better answers to old questions and raising new ones. ‘Few classical scholars,’ K. J. Dover wrote, ‘can resist the temptation, sooner or later, to write about the Oresteia’ – a remark which happily falls short of that master’s usual accuracy.2 If readers want a single book as a guide to the Oresteia, I hope that mine will serve, but this is not its primary purpose: my aim has been to contribute to the understanding of the work, and, as I hope, to improve it. So this is not a carefully balanced examination of all parts of the trilogy: in places where I have had nothing of my own to offer, I have held my peace. Accordingly, I have touched on some areas of the plays lightly, or passed them by. Choephori is a subtle piece, rich in the kind of detail which is better explored in a commentary than a monograph; it is also (I argue) in some respects deliberately simpler than the other plays. I have given most space to Agamemnon, the longest, most complex, most controverted and (as I think) most misunderstood of the plays. It is also the one which lends itself best to close examination of Aeschylus’ lyric poetry (the lyrics of Choephori are bedevilled by textual corruption).

Although progress in scholarship is real, it is not straightforward: there are slips sideways and back. There are brilliant perceptions about the Oresteia from scholars in the later twentieth century which have been neglected in the twenty-first. In these cases, the job for a new writer is to bring attention back to older arguments, and perhaps to build upon them. Any book on the Oresteia must of course spend time among old controversies. Some problems are due to the accidents of time: textual corruption and uncertainty about the meaning of the Greek; others are intrinsic to the work. There are plenty of difficulties to be tackled, and the exercise of debating with scholars has the advantage of encouraging the close study of Aeschylus’ language, style and thought. The good news, I have found, is that the answers likeliest to be right are the ones which do the author most credit. However, there is a danger that problem-solving may become an end in itself, or that it absorbs so much interpretative energy that nothing is left over for the poetry and drama. For example, no topic in Greek tragedy has been more debated than Agamemnon’s dilemma, and I too have indeed examined it at length, but the critic’s task is not only to resolve problems (if possible) but also to ask why the problems exist at all – in this case to examine how the king’s crisis belongs within the tragic song that relates it and how that song is part of a larger whole.

Anyone who asks what a great work of literature is about may be posing the wrong question. The Oresteia resists short summary, and the same may reasonably be said of a book about it: an interpretation of so various and complex a work ought not to be capable of being boiled down to a sentence or two. However, I can offer a few pointers. The density of its detail is essential to the Oresteia, and at the same time the trilogy and each of its plays are a unity, with a great idea, or rather nexus of ideas, running through the whole. Hard though the matter is to analyse, a study of the work should try, however imperfectly, to give a sense of how Aeschylus combined his grand sweep with intensity in the particulars. I have tried to show how the trees make the wood. There is no ideal way of organising a book on a work as tightly interrelated as this is. My method has been mostly sequential: I begin with the first line of Agamemnon and end with the conclusion of Eumenides. Some topics, however, are discussed together in one place; for example, imagery, the representation of women, idiolect, and the treatment of minor characters.

Once upon a time there were those who regarded Aeschylus as almost an Old Testament figure: Swinburne once declared that ‘Aeschylus was the greatest poet who ever was also a prophet’, and he called the Oresteia ‘probably on the whole the greatest spiritual work of man’. By contrast, Dover, reacting against the idea that he was ‘passionately involved in metaphysics and theology’, saw him as ‘one who devotes the powers of his mind to concrete problems of poetic and theatrical technique’.3 Neither picture is entirely satisfactory, but if I had to choose, I would prefer the first. Now it is true that technical difficulty has sometimes stimulated an artist’s imagination, but the idea that a tragedian’s essential business was the overcoming of technical problems is drab. My contention is that the Oresteia is a heroic drama and a work of ethical imagination. This is not the prevalent view today. Most criticism of the first play in the present century, reverting to an outlook common in the 1950s, sees it as a drama about small and disagreeable people: Agamemnon is weak or nasty; Clytemnestra, though strong-willed, is the proper object of hatred. Another interpretation holds that the trilogy celebrates the patriarchy defeating a challenge to its power. I believe all this to be wrong. Rather, the Oresteia is generous in its vision; it is both tragic and moral, but its morality is not bitter or censorious. Much that is said about Aeschylus makes him, in effect, narrow and suspicious, and this book springs in part from dissatisfaction with this way of seeing him. There is no virtue of itself in admiring an author – some classical authors, indeed, are overpraised – but odd though it may be to say so, this one is still underestimated.

Evaluating the greatest works of art presents the critic with a special challenge. One approach is reverential: Aeschylus is among those, said Victor Hugo, ‘whom the true critic approaches with a kind of sacred fear’.4 Another approach is to maintain the professional detachment of a surgeon examining a beauty queen, ready to diagnose imperfections in even the finest passages. There are virtues in each method, and obvious dangers – of gush on the one hand, of aridity on the other – but perhaps a balance between veneration and astringency is possible. I have found that study of the text has shown up some small flaws, but the larger faults that have sometimes been attributed to Aeschylus – confused or primitive thought, clumsy technique – I believe to be wrongly alleged, at least as far as this trilogy is concerned. He has seldom been denied dramatic power and rich expression, but it has sometimes been supposed that he was not very clever. I have myself come to admire his intelligence almost as much as his poetic genius and theatrical force. The Oresteia is the product of deep, coherent and original thought, and far from being awkward, its craftsmanship is superb. Aeschylus here achieved a fusion of intellect, instinct and imagination which has seldom been matched.

Part of his complexity is that he can be simple, speaking to the heart. On 4 April 1968 Robert Kennedy was about to address a rally when he learnt that Martin Luther King had been murdered. He realised that he would have to break the news to his audience; with this came the task of calming and comforting them. So he spoke some lines from Agamemnon, and the quotation was not thought pretentious or effete; rather, it spoke to ordinary people at a bad time. Kennedy realised, what professors have sometimes forgotten, that through that puzzling alchemy by which tragedy gives pleasure Aeschylus’ words might have a spiritual or consoling power. He should indeed be able to speak to all those who are interested in the theatre, in tragedy, in the puzzles of moral living and in the representation of human relations and passions – that is, to just about everyone. A book that quotes ancient Greek seems likely to be guaranteeing itself a small readership, but all quotations are translated, and I have tried to be as clear and simple as the nature of the subject has allowed.

The fashion now is for prize-winners and politicians to declare that they are ‘humbled’ by their success when their feelings are rather obviously the opposite, but Aeschylus does impose humility: brilliant and powerful minds have studied him, but even the best of them come nowhere near his greatness. The critic should be dispassionate, but we may still allow ourselves to be astonished.

Housekeeping
‘Stage’ is used to indicate any part of the performing area. I use ‘act’ as equivalent to the Greek epeisodion. ‘Scene’ may be either a synonym for ‘act’ or mean a smaller section within an act. The translations are my own, though I have gratefully consulted Sommerstein and Fraenkel, and sometimes other versions. They may be inelegant, as they are designed to convey the sense of the original, including uncertainties and double meanings, as far as is possible.

I have used the traditional latinisations of personal names. Aiskhulos has a better ring to him than Eeskillus or Esskillus, but Homeros and Apollon would be obtrusively eccentric. And original spelling logically demands some unfamiliar pronunciations: if Aiskhulos then Plattohn, Sohkrates and Euraipides. The n in Clytemnestra, like the first i in Virgil, arose from error, but the erroneous forms have become part of their afterlives; and since English speakers change the length and value of all her vowels, no hybrid form works well. I have also anglicised most titles; not, however, Choephori and Eumenides, because their English versions are cumbrous and unsatisfactory. Consistency is notoriously elusive in these matters.

I was taught by Helen Gardner to use the term bibliography only for a comprehensive survey of the literature in some field. The ‘list of works cited’ is just that: it contains only those works to which I have referred in my text, and my book leaves some aspects of the Oresteia undiscussed, as any book is bound to do. I stress that the absence of any item does not imply a judgement. The list is leaner than is now common (and with less bias towards the most recent work), but secondary elephantiasis is a morbid condition.5

‘We’: for those who find the first person plural problematic, I offer, not for the first time, Bernard Williams’s defence: that ‘ “we” operates … through invitation… It is not a matter of “I” telling “you” what I or others think, but of my asking you to consider to what extent you and I think some things and perhaps need to think others.’6 If I say that ‘we should’ think this or that, I am indeed appealing for the reader’s consent, but the appeal is open and undisguised. Elsewhere, ‘we’ indicates what I suppose to be the likely reaction of most spectators or readers, which of course does not imply that everyone thinks alike. Although the objection to ‘we’ seems to me finical, I would have avoided it if I could, but I have not found a better alternative.

I owe a great debt to the treasury of past scholarship, especially to the commentators, and here above all, although not only, to Fraenkel (1950), Denniston and Page (1957), Garvie (1986), and Sommerstein (1989). I regret that Medda (2017) and Brown (2018) appeared too late for me to make more than slight use of them and Himmelhoch (2023) and Hall (2024) too recently for me to refer to them at all. I have worked from West’s (1990a) text, but have constantly consulted Page (1972) and Sommerstein (2008). Among modern monographs Taplin (1977) and West (1990b) have especially helped me.

I first read Agamemnon under the inspiring guidance of Charles Willink. Since then many other friends, teachers, colleagues and pupils have played their parts in forming, challenging and changing my views in ways that I can no longer accurately recall, but I am grateful to them all. For more particular help, advice or instruction of various kinds I offer warm thanks to Armand D’Angour, Peter Jones, David Kovacs, Ann Schofield and Michael Sharp, and at Bloomsbury and its associates to Lucy Batrouney, Don Cleeter, Merv Honeywood, Zoe Osman and Alice Wright. Mistakes and misjudgements are, as ever, all mine.





CHAPTER 1

A WATCHER

The Oresteia turns through many unexpected shifts and twists; it is full of surprises, beginning with its first words, or even before them. We might have thought that this mighty drama would open mightily, but instead it starts with a servant grumbling on a roof. Presumably his clothing showed his lowly status, which was then confirmed by what he says. This is how he breaks the silence:


θεοὺϲ μὲν αἰτῶ τῶνδ’ ἀπαλλαγὴν πόνων,

φρουρᾶϲ ἐτείαϲ μῆκοϲ, ἣν κοιμώμενοϲ

ϲτέγαιϲ Ἀτρειδῶν ἄγκαθεν κυνὸϲ δίκην

ἄϲτρων κάτοιδα νυκτέρων ὁμήγυριν,

καὶ τοῦϲ φέρονταϲ χεῖμα καὶ θέροϲ βροτοῖϲ

λαμπροὺϲ δυνάϲταϲ ἐμπρέπονταϲ αἰθέρι;.

[I ask the gods for release from these troubles, from a year’s length of watching, in which lying on the roof of the Atreidae, on my elbows like a dog, I have come to know the assembly of the stars of night and those bright potentates conspicuous in the heaven that bring winter and summer to mortals.]



The first line is a clause complete in itself. That is not especially common at the beginning of a Greek tragedy; it is not found in Sophocles. Shakespeare did it in Twelfth Night, with Orsino’s ‘If music be the food of love, play on.’ When a first line is self-contained, we may expect it to have an aphoristic force, to encapsulate some quality in the speaker or story. Orsino’s command gives us the flavour of himself and his Illyria – cultivated, aesthetic and touched with self-indulgence. The Watchman’s line contains three ideas: gods, trouble, the uncertain hope of beneficent change. That is already the Oresteia in a nutshell. Meanwhile, although the line forms a complete clause, it also pulls forward: not ‘troubles’ merely but ‘these troubles’; the specificity anticipates, calling for explanation. And μέν looks forward to an answering δέ (which in fact never comes). The language is strong in its simplicity; this is plain speaking, in common words.

θεοὺϲ μέν – the words are ordinary but pregnant. θεούϲ advises us that this drama gives high importance to the gods; μέν suggests that it is none the less, and above all, a study of mortal men and women (the gods, on the one hand, but …). μέν is the second word in four of Aeschylus’ extant plays and in Prometheus Bound. Sophocles also liked it in this place: it comes as second word in three of his extant works though in only two of Euripides’. Pindar was more elaborate: ἄριϲτον μὲν ὕδωρ – ‘Best (on the one hand) is water, but gold (ὁ δὲ χρυϲόϲ) shining like fire …’ – as we hear this, we think at first that the disjunction is between two substances, a liquid and a metal. However, then comes this: ‘But if (εἰ δ’ …) you wish to sing of games, my heart, …’ (then there is nothing greater than Olympia).1 So in retrospect the first δέ comes to seem hardly adversative at all: the disjunction is between two substances on the one hand and something entirely different: sporting competition. The pull against μέν of first one δέ and then another draws the listener forward into the heart of the stanza; it gives the language impetus.

The first word of Aeschylus’ Suppliants is ‘Zeus’. That announces the importance of the divine order to the story with lapidary force. The beginning of Agamemnon is stealthier, and yet although this is a slave muttering, there is a tinge of epic colour. Both Iliad and Odyssey begin with a noun in the accusative case (Virgil and Lucan were to imitate the practice). Agamemnon is the only extant tragedy to begin with an accusative; the play’s opening is modest but also Homeric.2 Of the three tragedians Aeschylus is the most varied in his beginnings. In his case and Sophocles’ the sample is too small for us to be sure that this is significant, but the Aeschylus of Aristophanes’ Frogs does mock Euripides for lacking variety in his openings.3 Four of Sophocles’ plays begin with a vocative phrase (two or possibly three of them with ὦ).4 Two begin with a nominative noun and μέν. Ajax begins with an adverb and μέν, followed immediately by a vocative phrase (with ὦ). All begin in iambics, and with two characters in dialogue. All Euripides’ extant plays begin with a character, usually alone, setting the scene in an extended speech.5 Three begin ἥκω (I have come), six begin with a vocative phrase, and the others are more varied. Six of the speakers are gods or goddesses, seven are mortal women, three are mortal men, and one is a ghost.

No other extant tragedy begins with a speaker as utterly ordinary as the man on the roof. He is called φύλαξ (guard or sentinel) in our texts, but he is not a soldier on guard or even a night watchman but simply someone who has been told by Clytemnestra to remain every night to look out for the beacon fire. He is therefore merely a servant, a slave.6 Two other extant tragedies open with a slave, but these are important personages: the Tutor in Sophocles’ Electra is a venerable figure, counsellor to Orestes and his sister; the Nurse in Medea is a trusted confidante. But Aeschylus’ man is a person of no consequence, merely someone on whom has been loaded the uncomfortable and tedious task of watching endlessly for a message that never comes. Euripides’ Electra begins with the Farmer, a free but humble man. The play makes much of this humbleness, and of the man’s nobility of character in spite of it. Although lowly, he is special. Pure ordinariness is in Aeschylus alone, and he draws no attention to it: he simply lets the Watchman’s speech happen.

The third line brings the first imagery. ‘Like a dog’: the likeness is found in common life. Animal images are frequent in epic poetry – lions, wolves, eagles – but those are wild and majestic creatures, and this simile is homely. Later, when the Watchman says that he will keep mum about other matters, he adds, ‘A big ox has walked on to my tongue’ – again a domestic image, this time with the flavour of a folk proverb. Besides conveying his ordinariness, these expressions give him character, revealing a wry, dour humour. There is a quaintness too in his complaints about the damp, his description of singing or humming to keep himself awake, and, after he has spotted the beacon, the declaration that he has thrown a triple six. These are dashes of naturalism, not the full thing, for this is, after all, a verse drama.7 At line 4 the language already begins to warm and swell a little; it admits the first touch of metaphor (the stars as an assembly), and the thought lifts outwards and upwards to the sky. At the same time the words create a setting and an atmosphere: the Watchman is forming a night scene, doing what in an indoor theatre would be done with lighting or its absence. There is a curious resemblance to the opening of Hamlet on the battlements of Elsinore, also high up on a royal house at night, and again an effect relying on language alone in Shakespeare’s theatre. ‘The whole company of heaven’ overarches this little patch of ground called Argos where the action will unfold, and a four-word line brings the sentence to a resonant close.8

Briefly, the Watchman explains about the beacon that will announce the fall of Troy, adding


                    ὧδε γὰρ κρατεῖ

γυναικὸϲ ἀνδρόβουλον ἐλπίζον κέαρ;.

[For thus commands a woman’s male-planning hopeful heart.]



Again, a four-word line rounds off the sentence, this time unforgettably.9 Every word is laden: she thinks and plans; she is a woman who thinks like a man; she thinks with her heart; and she hopes. The compacted force of this shows the power of abstraction: Clytemnestra is decision and emotion, feeling and will. The Watchman never names her (a little later she will be ‘Agamemnon’s wife’), and the sense of something veiled or unspoken thickens the air of foreboding. And at the same time there is also the atavistic, archetypal mutter about the one indoors, the female presence and absence, the activity or influence behind the scene. And there is another, more puzzling silence: although Clytemnestra is not named, there is no doubt who the woman is, but where is her paramour? In the Odyssey it is Aegisthus who kills Agamemnon, and even if other versions gave the leading role to the queen, they are unlikely to have left him out of account altogether. Aeschylus’ audience will have been expecting to learn about him, but scene follows scene, and there is still no word. Not until Cassandra utters does he begin to emerge from the shadows. Meanwhile, the Watchman murmurs about the house ‘not being excellently managed as it was before’, a phrase the more sinister for its understatement.

Aeschylus also introduces, and perhaps here invents, another technique of anticipation. The protagonist is kept out of the first scene, but mentioned by a minor character, sometimes with a lack of explicitness to whet our curiosity. ‘Let us impart what we have seen tonight Unto young Hamlet,’ says Horatio. So similarly the very first words of King Lear, ‘I thought the king’ – like the Watchman’s ‘woman’, not yet identified – ‘had more affected the Duke of Albany’, and the bloody sergeant’s praise of ‘bold Macbeth’; or, to turn the tone from tragic, in Pride and Prejudice, ‘I must throw in a good word for my little Lizzy.’ Aeschylus builds expectation: the Watchman speaks darkly of Clytemnestra’s will, the elders invoke her, their urgent questions meet with no reply, and then at last her entry is explosive.

There is one more character (so to speak) making a first appearance here, and that is the house. As in English, ‘house’ can be both building and family, and that doubleness is constant throughout the Oresteia. As soon as they entered the theatre, Aeschylus’ audience saw a palace façade in front of them. His earlier plays are not set at a house, and the presence of a stage building may be an innovation for this very work. ϲτέγη, ‘roof’, is a common metonymy for ‘house’, another doubleness which the playwright exploits in the very first sentence. The Watchman is ϲτέγαιϲ Ἀτρειδῶν, both ‘at the house of the Atreidae’ and literally on their roof. Right from the start Aeschylus displays his habit of giving metaphor physical embodiment.

The idea of beginning with a prologue was older than Aeschylus, and he may even have been original in opening two of his plays with a chorus.10 Prologue figures can be divided into two classes: those who reappear later in the play and those who do not. Thus in Euripides Medea’s Nurse and Dionysus in the Bacchae will be important characters, whereas Aphrodite in Hippolytus and Polydorus’ ghost in Hecuba will not be seen again. The latter class is the harder to bring off, because here the device risks becoming stiff and inorganic; yet this is the class to which the prologue characters of Agamemnon and Eumenides belong, who, moreover, have no influence on the events in the play. Euripides’ Polydorus comes to set the plan of revenge in motion, and his Aphrodite reveals that it is she who has engineered the tragedy to come, but the Watchman and the Prophetess effect nothing. However, each of these prologues is unusual in another way: they are interrupted by a dramatic surprise. The Prophetess sees the Furies inside the shrine and the shock transforms her from a figure of authority to a terrified creature scuttling on hands and knees. The Watchman sees the beacon and his gloom is converted into joy; he even does a dance. In each case lively movements animate what we might expect to be a static scene, and there is event, a striking change which moves the story forward. These prologues thrust momentum into the plays rather than delaying it.

The Watchman is also unusual among prologues in that his speech approaches nearer to the condition of soliloquy. Once the chorus has entered, strict soliloquy is usually impossible in Greek drama: Sophocles achieves a special effect in Ajax when he takes the chorus off stage so that the protagonist may speak to himself in pure solitude. Prologue characters are usually alone, but they almost always seem to be addressing the world (the Prophetess gives a theological lecture). The Watchman, however, really does come across as a man talking to himself. Four lines give us a necessary explanation about the beacon, but even these are skilfully made part of the Watchman’s feelings toward Clytemnestra. The consequence is that we get inside his head, and meet him as a person. He is an engaging character: few people, surely, reach the end of the scene without liking him.

Compared to most prologues in Greek tragedy, this one is short: less than forty lines in all, about two dozen up to the moment at which the Watchman spots the light and the story is set in motion. It is concentrated, yet seems casual. In a brief space the playwright sets a scene, creates an atmosphere, introduces images – house, darkness, light – that will recur through the trilogy, mingles joy and foreboding.11 He also introduces the two principals. The Watchman’s words about Clytemnestra mix wariness and admiration, but he has both admiration and affection for the king: the place was excellently managed when he was around, and the Watchman looks forward to clasping again his well-loved hand.12 The first judgement of Agamemnon, we should note, is entirely favourable, presenting him as both affable and effective.

Does any play begin better? This is a quiet, modest opening in which every hearer nonetheless senses the beginning of a great and tragic work.13 This is the art that conceals art, both light and grave, compact and yet easy, subtle, charming
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