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INTRODUCTION

My reading of the Oresteia is shaped by the question “why is Orestes acquitted?”” While
the cycle of violence continued by Orestes’ matricide indicates a need for the change in justice,
whether the trial is a legitimate method of creating such a change remains questionable. The
Erinyes seem justified in their dissatisfaction with the outcome because Apollo’s arguments do
not appear to be substantially more convincing than theirs, especially the arguments about
pollution. The Erinyes say that Orestes is polluted, while Apollo asserts that Orestes has been
purified and that the Erinyes are polluted, but there is no clear method for determining whose
view of pollution is correct. However, Apollo’s argument that mothers have no genetic
connection to their children leaves questions of pollution behind and presents an analysis of the
issues through gender. Yet this argument has been treated with much critical scorn for the
implausibility of its genetics and therefore its inability to convince. A desire to understand this
argument and how it could be effective was the starting point for my exploration of gender in the
Oresteia. In attempting to rehabilitate Apollo’s argument, I was forced to open my reading of not
only the Eumenides but the trilogy as a whole to focus on issues of gender and masculine power.
The Agamemnon and the Choephori describe a system of masculine power, which emphasizes
the role of the father to the complete exclusion of the mother and thus fits with the concepts of
Apollo’s argument and requires the acquittal of Orestes. In my first chapter, I look at the
components of this masculine power structure in the Agamemnon and the Choephori, focusing
on single-parent animal imagery, lion imagery, and Clytemnestra as wife and mother. As a

counterpart to the exploration of concepts of gender in support of Apollo, I also found it



important to look at the nature of the Erinyes. While the Erinyes’ position is clear in the
Eumenides, their nature is not consistent throughout the trilogy. In my second chapter, I analyze
passages in the Agamemnon and the Choephori which mention the Erinyes, and suggest that the
Erinyes can be a pro-masculine force. In my final chapter, I look at how both issues of
masculine power and the nature of the Erinyes interact in the Eumenides, suggesting that the
nature of the Erinyes and their arguments, both of which are focused on pollution, are self-
defeating and that Apollo succeeds through his use of the gender concepts which have been
explored in the previous two plays of the trilogy. In looking at such issues of gender, my reading
has been informed, in particular, by the work of Goldhill, Zeitlin, and Foley. Goldhill’s close
reading has informed my approach to the text while his attention to gender has helped hone my
focus. Zeitlin’s “The Motif of the Corrupted Sacrifice in Aeschylus’ Oresteia” has greatly
informed my approach to imagery and its importance, while her “The Dynamics of Misogyny”
has provided vital insight on gender. Foley’s Female Acts in Greek Tragedy has been particularly

helpful in my analysis of Clytemnestra.



CHAPTER 1
GENDER IMAGERY IN THE AGAMEMNON AND THE CHOEPHORI
I. Introduction

In the Oresteia, masculine power is threatened by Clytemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon
and then decisively reestablished with Orestes’ acquittal. Gender and the roles of women and
men are an issue throughout the trilogy. The Agamemnon and the Choephori explore gender
issues through imagery, especially animal imagery. This imagery has a rhetorical slant; it can
support masculine power either by presenting a positive depiction of Agamemnon or by
critiquing those who threaten masculine power, such as Clytemnestra and Helen.

The imagery of the first two plays supports masculine power by reconfiguring human
relationships. The family is redefined on the basis of gender; the father is elevated to the status of
sole parent while the mother is completely removed from the family, allowing for what would be
familial violence.' Because the family has been reduced to only father and children and the
mother has been made into an enemy, the taboo against matricide is avoided. The image of the
animal single-parent, which occurs in both the Agamemnon and the Choephori, implies that the
father is the only head of the family, placing the mother outside of the family. This reevaluation
of the family is explored in section one “Animal Single-Parent Imagery.” This redefinition of the
family also occurs in depictions of Clytemnestra where she is shown as something other than a
mother or wife. Clytemnestra’s crimes are so great that she cannot be defined with human terms.

She is separated from the family by being removed or replaced in the roles of mother and wife.

' Fowler disagrees: “Members of a house, naturally committed to one another, are . . . forced to turn against one
another- and so against themselves- by the compelling force of revenge. B. Hughes Fowler, “Aeschylus’ Imagery,”
ClMed 28 (1967): 54.



Clytemnestra’s connection to these roles is explored in section three “Clytemnestra as Wife and
Mother?”

While the imagery of animal single parents and of Clytemnestra focuses on reshaping the
nuclear family of father, mother, and children, the lion imagery of the Agamemnon focuses on
the relationship of husband and wife. The lion imagery exposes the lack of conformity to gender
roles by Helen, Clytemnestra, and Aegisthus and connects this lack of conformity to adultery.
Helen and Clytemnestra are depicted as unwomanly- more like Homeric heroes than proper
wives. Aegisthus is unmanly- he does not fit the image of a Homeric hero and is cowardly. The
lion imagery connects adultery to xenia, putting the adulterers under the power of Zeus,
minimizing the threat to masculine power. The connection to xenia comes from an emphasis on
hospitality in the lion images. The lion imagery exposes Helen, Clytemnestra, and Aegisthus as
non-conformists in terms of traditional gender roles and violators of xenia. This lion imagery is
explored in section two “Lion Imagery.”

Zeus plays an important but subtle role in the gender politics of the Oresteia. Zeus both
supports Agamemnon as king and father and, as Zeus Xenios, rebukes the actions of
Clytemnestra and Helen. ’In addition, Zeus is the ultimate power in the Oresteia; he determines
what is just and can bend all other divinities, including the Erinyes, to his will.> The description
of Paris at Ag. 396-402 is an example of Zeus’ expansive power and how it undergirds issues of
gender:

Mty 0 dxovel pev ovTig Oedv:

OV & EmicTpOPOV TV

OAOT 8oKOV KaBopel.
olog kai [Tapig E6mV

* Fontenrose sees a very close connection between Zeus and Agamemnon: “Zeus is a divine Agamemnon.” Joseph
Fontenrose, “Gods and Men in the Oresteia,” TAPA 102 (1971): 107.

? Fowler comments on Zeus’ justice: “The will of Zeus, which is not immediate Revenge but eventual Justice, is the
force that, temporarily subdued, will prevail.” Fowler, “Aeschylus’ Imagery”: 59.
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€G 0OV TOV ATpeldav

foyovve Eeviav tpame-

Cav Khomaiot yovoukog. (Ag. 396-402)

None of the gods hears his prayer: he destroys the unjust man doing such things. Such

was Paris who having come into the home of the Atreidae dishonored the guest table with

the theft of a woman. *
None of the gods will save Paris because he committed what is specifically described as a xenia
violation. This description is a microcosm of the moral universe of the Oresteia; Zeus ultimately
dictates morality and his concerns (kingship, xenia) become the concerns of the all the gods.
Here, all the gods shun Paris who has wronged Zeus, giving an example of the divine concord
which establishes male power.” Zeus is a “transcendent responsible force” in the Oresteia and as
such his connection to concepts of gender is influential. ® Zeus’ influence can be seen in the
animal single-parent images of the eagle children (Ch. 246-51) where he is called on to support
Agamemnon and Orestes and of the vulture parents (Ag. 48-54) where he sends Agamemnon and
Menelaus against Troy. Zeus’ indirect involvement through xenia is found in the image of the
lion cub (Ag. 728-36). The violence of the cub against the household which took it in as a guest
violates xenia. Zeus’ power shapes the depiction of gender because he is the dominant moral
force of the Oresteia.

II1. Animal Single-Parent Imagery

The image of the single parent most clearly shows the reconfiguring of the human family.

The purpose of these images is to assert that the father is the only parent, removing the mother

from the family. The family is reconfigured from a mother, a father, and the children to one male

parent and children. The role of the mother is completely removed and the father, in place of the

* All translations are my own.

> Goldhill connects the divine rejection of Paris to “the desire for control of narrative events to come.” Knowing
how the gods judge allows the reader to understand the outcome of the trilogy. Simon Goldhill, Language, sexuality,
narrative: the Oresteia: 41.

% Goldhill, Language, sexuality, narrative: the Oresteia: 61.
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mother, takes on a nurturing role and cares deeply about the welfare of the children. This
reconfiguration creates a new model of the family which reduces the genetic and familial
connection between Clytemnestra and her children and legitimizes their antagonism towards her.
Orestes’ revenge for his father against his mother is justified by the model of the family
presented through single-parent images: the familial bond was strong between Orestes and
Agamemnon, but nonexistent between Orestes and Clytemnestra.” These ideas of mothers,
fathers, and children are vital to an understanding of Apollo’s argument about the mother’s role
in the creation of children in the Eumenides; the animal single-parent images implicitly address
issues of parentage and family as they are dealt with by Apollo. There are two of these images in
the Oresteia: the vulture simile in the Agamemnon (Ag. 48-54) and the image of the children of
the eagle father in the Choephori (Ch. 246-51).

The best example of animal single-parent imagery is given by Orestes in the Choephori.
This single-parent image focuses on Agamemnon’s family; Agamemnon, Clytemnestra, Orestes,
and Electra have clear animal counterparts. Agamemnon is the eagle single parent of his chicks
Orestes and Electra:

VENWEAR esﬂ)p(‘)gNTG)VESS TPAYUAT®V YEVOD:

100D 0¢ yévvav goviv aietod matpoc,

BovovTog €v mAeKTOIol KOl CTEPALOCY

deNg €xlOVNG. TOVC O ATWPPAVIGILEVOLG

vijoTig mélet MUAG: oV Yap EVIEAETS
Onpav matpdav tpoceépety oknvnuacwy.(Ch. 246-5 1)*

7 This construction of the family is not based on real experience, as Orestes and Agamemnon would have little time
to form a connection due to Agamemnon’s absence. Despite this absence, Orestes still rejects Clytemnestra in favor
of his father.

¥ Garvie comments on motp@av “The epithet is chosen to suggest the patrimony of Orestes and Electra.” A. F.
Garvie Aeschylus Choephori (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 1.250-1 Fowler also sees a focus on
inheritance. Fowler, “Aeschylus’ Imagery”: 56. This idea of patrimony is important to Orestes’ call on Zeus. I
suggest that this image is also indicative of the ties between family members; Agamemnon needs to be held up as
father to diminish Clytemnestra as mother.



Zeus, Zeus, be the watcher of these deeds: look upon the young lacking the eagle father,

who died in the woven coils of the terrible snake’. Hunger strikes those who are

orphaned: for they are not grown to carry the fatherly prey to the nest.
The eagle family is only Agamemnon, Orestes, and Electra. Clytemnestra is an entirely different
species. Garvie sees the snake as an especially pertinent image for Clytemnestra’s relationship to
her husband and children; the viper was thought to attack its mate and be attacked by its
children.'® However, what is depicted here is not intra-species animal violence; Clytemnestra the
snake attacks a family of another species. This exclusion from the animal family does not lessen
Clytemnestra’s guilt, but instead defines her behavior as that of a hostile outsider. The image
suggests that Clytemnestra acts as an enemy, not as a family member, and should not be
protected by the bonds of family. Clytemnestra has forfeited her role as wife eagle through her
violence against Agamemnon. Clytemnestra’s place in the family and the need for a mother is
completely removed through this animal image. The father eagle alone was the caregiver so in
his absence the chicks go hungry. The family suffers from the loss of the father, not from the
lack of the mother.'' Agamemnon is vital to the welfare of his children and is a nurturing, caring

parent.'” The image of the eagle children depicts Agamemnon as the only parent and

Clytemnestra as an unrelated enemy.

® Fontenrose sees the Echidna as a mythical creature, equivalent to an Erinys. This would separate Clytemnestra
even farther from her family. Fontenrose, “Gods and Men in the Oresteia”: 98.

' Garvie, Ch., 1.247-9. Heath sees a competition with snake metaphors between Clytemnestra and Orestes in the
Choephori. Orestes wins this competition when he defeats the serpents Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Thus the
establishment of this image is closely tied to the search for vengeance and justice; Clytemnestra the snake can be
destroyed. John Heath, “Disentangling the Beast: Humans and Other Animals in Aeschylus’ Oresteia,” JHS 119
(1990): 31.

" Foley also sees the transfer of the nurturing parent from the mother to the father in the confrontation between
Orestes and Clytemnestra. Helen P. Foley Female Acts in Greek Tragedy (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2001), 232. Garvie connects this hunger to Orestes’ and Electra’s need to recover their property. Garvie, Ch., 1.252-
3.

'2 Of course, Agamemnon’s actual involvement in parenting would be miniscule; the image’s rhetorical importance
is not decreased by its lack of depiction of reality.



Orestes attempts to establish a mutual dependence between Zeus and Agamemnon later
in the same passage. Orestes claims that Zeus’s power over mortals depends on whether he saves
Agamemnon’s children and explains why Zeus should save him and Electra:

Kol T0b Butiipog kai oe TiHdVTOG pPéya’”

VEOGGOVG TOVGO ™ Amopbeipag mdOev

gEe1c opoiag xepog evbovov Yépag;

o0t aietod yéveON' amopbeipag, mdAy

néume €yotg v oot evmdf Ppotois: (Ch. 255-59)

Having destroyed the children of the reverent, sacrificing father, from where will you

have a magnificent offering from a similar hand? If you destroy the race of the

eagle, you may not send trusted signs to mortals.

Zeus is personally responsible for the fate of the children because he is the god associated with
kingship; Orestes suggests that if Zeus allows the degradation of the kingly role to continue by
allowing Clytemnestra’s rule to continue, his own power will be at stake.'* Zeus must maintain
the children or he will reduce the honors given to him as a god. °

Zeus’ power may be under threat not only on a mortal level, but also on a divine level.
Orestes’ mention of the race of the eagle and his suggestion that Zeus could lose honors implies
that Zeus’s role as king and father of the gods could also be threatened. The connection between

the roles of Agamemnon and Zeus and the connection between Zeus and the eagle help form the

threat to Zeus’ divine power. Goldhill reads aietod yéveO) as the bird of Zeus. '° If this

13 Heath connects this description of Agamemnon as sacrificing with the sacrifice of Iphigenia. This is certainly the
most notable sacrifice Agamemnon has made, but it was not made to Zeus. However, if the sacrifice of Iphigenia is
included, this would imply that this sacrifice was acceptable to Zeus (see Garvie, Ch.: 1.255). Does this justify the
sacrifice of Iphigenia and anticipate another similar sacrifice, that of Clytemnestra? Heath, “Disentangling the
Beast™:31.

' The connection between Zeus and the Atreidae is strong; Goldhill states that the use of the eagle “refers back to
the omen of the eagles and the hare at Aga. 110ff. . . (linking the Atreidae and Zeus).” Goldhill, Language,
Sexuality, Narrative: the Oresteia: 134.

1% Zeitlin sees this mention of sacrifice as a restoration of the relationship between Zeus and the house of Atreus; this
sacrifice is no longer corrupted. This reading supports Orestes’ claim through this sacrifice that Zeus has a need for
mortals. Froma Zeitlin, “The Motif of Corrupted Sacrifice in Aeschylus’ Oresteia,” TAPA 96 (1965): 505.

'® Goldhill, Language, 135. Conacher notes a connection to the “regal imagery” of vulture simile and the eagle
portent of the Agamemnon (Ag. 491f, 114-38), which would suggest the bird is a symbol of Zeus rather than Zeus
himself. However, Conacher’s emphasis on kingship and both images’ emphasis on family (the vultures have lost
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connection can be tightened to Zeus as the eagle, such as in the myth of Ganymede, rather than
the eagles as Zeus’ messengers, the mention of the aietod yéveOL™ suggests that Zeus’ family,
not only Agamemnon’s, is threatened. The relationship between Zeus and his children and
Agamemnon and his children are arguably similar; the children support and increase the power
of their father. Although Zeus is the all-powerful king and father god, his power is increased if he
can use his children to carry out his will. The importance of Apollo and Athena, as well as the
interest in Hermes, in the trilogy is part of a divine patrilineal power structure. The conflation
between the divine and the human lines of descent increases the threat to Zeus; if he does not
maintain the line of Agamemnon, his own power through his descendants could be at stake. If
Zeus’ children can also be seen as the aietod yéveOL’, Orestes warns Zeus he could lose control
over gods as well as humans.

The destruction of the race of the eagle could also attack Zeus’ credibility. Garvie
describes the outcome of destroying the race of the eagle: “If [Zeus] betrays the offspring of the
bird that is especially sacred to him, no one will believe his word again.”'” This would be
catastrophic to the divine justice system which is established in the first two plays through
imagery and invocation and in the third through civil institutions. The concept of justice is based
upon Zeus; he must answer those who are wronged but also ultimately defines what is just. If
Zeus cannot bring justice to mortals, the power behind Agamemnon and Orestes crumbles. If
Zeus does not maintain his connection to mortals through the eagle and thus to the system of
justice based on his power, the resolution brought about in the Eumenides will not be possible.

The eagle children passage, as an animal single-parent image, illustrates the connections

between Agamemnon’s family. Agamemnon is the single-parent, the eagle father. Agamemnon

their children, the eagles devour the pregnant hare) suggest that Zeus’s role as king and father should be considered.
D. J. Conacher, Aeschylus’ Oresteia (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987), 107.
7 Garvie, Ch.: 1.259.



provided all the necessary care for the nestlings, Orestes and Electra, who starve in his absence.
Because Agamemnon fulfills all the parental duties, there is no need for an eagle mother. Thus,
Clytemnestra, as the snake, is not a mother but an enemy. She has lost her place in the family
through her violence against Agamemnon and is excluded from the family by her depiction as
another species. This depiction of the family suggests Orestes’ innocence; Agamemnon deserves
revenge and Clytemnestra is not protected by the bonds of family. This animal single-parent
image shows a family comprised only of father, Agamemnon, and children, Orestes and Electra.
Clytemnestra is not a part of the eagle family but instead a predator of another species.

The eagle children passage also establishes a connection between Agamemnon and Zeus.
Agamemnon faithfully sacrificed to Zeus, and if Zeus allows his line to die out, he will cease to
receive sacrifice from Agamemnon’s family and lose his ability to communicate to mortals.
Zeus’ connection to Agamemnon is therefore an intrinsic part of Zeus’ connection to all mortals
and his own family. This connection draws on Zeus’ roles as god of kings, a source of justice,
and a divine father. Orestes argues based on this relationship that Zeus must support his revenge
or risk losing his power. The eagle children passage also attempts to legitimize Orestes’ murder
of Clytemnestra by asserting that violence against Clytemnestra is not violence against a mother
and Zeus must aid Orestes to return to power through such violence. If the relationships Orestes
depicts are true, his actions against Clytemnestra are just and divinely mandated. Orestes argues
that Zeus’s power rests on maintaining the correct relationship with Agamemnon and his
descendants.

The simile of the parent vultures who have lost their young in the Agamemnon can also
be seen as an animal single-parent image, among other things. The similarity of this image to that

of the Choephori is clear: both involve birds, the loss of part of the family, and refer to

10



Agamemnon. However, the extreme polyvalence of this vulture image makes single-parent
nature of the image less obvious. Because of this polyvalence, it is useful to consider the eagle
children image as a paradigm. The eagle children image presented an image of single-fatherhood
which illustrated the necessity of the father to the family and the father’s connection to divine
justice from Zeus. The strong statements made by Orestes in the eagle children passage serve as
a tool to explore and organize the complexity of the vulture simile. Within this framework, the
vulture simile is the first example of single-parents and represents the first step in the re-
gendering of parenting needed to make Apollo’s arguments in the Eumenides convincing.

The vulture simile presents another image of male single-parentage: Agamemnon and
Menelaus are male parent vultures who have lost their young. With regard to only Agamemnon,
the parent-child relationship is most appropriate: the simile shows Agamemnon’s connection to
his children, just as the eagle children passage. However, the simile complicates Agamemnon’s
role as parent by alluding to Iphigenia. Whether Agamemnon is culpable for the sacrifice of
Iphigenia determines the effect of the vulture simile; does this image of male parentage support
of vilify Agamemnon? With regard to Menelaus, the parent-child relationship is less appropriate:
Menelaus has lost his wife, not his children. This representation of Menelaus provides strong
support for the Trojan War. The chorus uses the vulture image to show the different ways that
Menelaus and Agamemnon are single parents caring for their young:

Mevéhaog dvaé no° Ayoapéuvov,

.u'?iyow €k Bopod KAdlovteg Apn

TPOTOV aiyvmdV, 0iT” €KmaTiolg

dAyeol moidwv Vmatol Aeyémv

GTPOPOSVODVTOL

TTEPVYWOV EPETUOTOLY EPECCOUEVOL,

depvioTnpn
novov dpTariymv dAécavtes: (Ag. 42, 48-54)
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Lord Menelaus and Agamemnon, shouting a great war cry from their spirits like vultures,

who wheel high above their nests, sped along by the rowing of their wings, with

excessive pain, having lost the at home toil over their chicks.'®
Agamemnon and Menelaus become the male parents of nestlings. They are depicted as
concerned parents, mourning their lost young, whom they worked hard for. Parallel with the
eagle children passage, this passage focuses on the nurturing, parental role held by Agamemnon
and Menelaus but also equates the role of general with that of parent. The male is the only one
needed on the battlefield and in the home. Certainly, this is not a “single” parent image because
there are two parents, but there is a single gender for the parents. Agamemnon and Menelaus, as
vultures, are male parents, sufficient for their children without a mother.

Although this reading of the animal single-parent imagery suggests that such a depiction
reinforces male power, making Agamemnon the father and then Iphigenia the lost chicks
complicates this pro-male reading. Because Agamemnon and Iphigenia fit best into the
father/child relationship structure, however, the reference to Iphigenia is unavoidable. The
inclusion of Iphigenia can suggest that Agamemnon is culpable for the sacrifice of his daughter

and therefore can fulfill neither the role of general nor father. Such culpability rests on

determining both the chorus’ and Agamemnon’s perspectives on the sacrifice of Iphigenia and

'® Fraenkel notes that maidov makes a connection to human rather than animal parents. Eduard Fraenkel, Aeschylus
Agamemnon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962), 1. 50.

¥Goldhill asserts that Agamemnon and Menelaus should be seen as one household. This would completely erase the
place of the mother. Goldhill, Language, 15. Heath challenges this concept of male parentage: “The care and painful
effort in raising children is not a central element in the life of Agamemnon or Menelaus.” In the single-parent
reading of the image, veracity is not the goal. Certainly, both the families of Agamemnon and Menelaus are two
parent, two gender families and women took the burden of raising children. This imagery distorts the actual family
for rhetorical purposes; seeing the father as the only parent increases his power over the household and his
connection to his children. The Atreidae both have problematic wives; emphasizing their power within the family
helps deal with the issue of adulterous and possibly murderous wives. The wife/mother is not a threat to the paternal
power; she is excluded from the family. Heath, “Disentangling the Beast,” 19. Heath suggests that the care for the
vulture babies makes Clytemnestra a more suitable vulture; as discussed with the eagle children passage and in the
upcoming section “Clytemnestra as Wife and Mother”, Clytemnestra does not take part in the care and raising of her
children, Orestes and Electra. Neither Clytemnestra or Agamemnon realistically fits the image of the nurturing
animal parent. Heath, “Disentangling the Beast,” 20.

12



the Trojan War. Reading Iphigenia as the vulture chicks can undermine the pro-Agamemnon
reading suggested by connecting this single-parent image to that of the Choephori.

Moreover, reading the vulture simile as representing Agamemnon mourning the loss of
Iphigenia critiques Agamemnon’s lack of fatherly feeling and choice of the army over his
daughter. Such a reading offers an implicit critique by depicting Agamemnon as he should have
responded, rather than how he does respond. Agamemnon does not mourn the loss of Iphigenia
as the vultures mourn their chicks and thus does not act correctly as a father. The critical aspect
of this reading depends on two assumptions: 1. The sacrifice of Iphigenia was a wholly negative
act. 2. Agamemnon is morally responsible for the sacrifice. Neither of these conditions can be
assumed. To determine the extent to which these conditions are true, it is necessary to examine
Agamemnon’s perspective on the sacrifice (Ag. 205-217) and the chorus’ perspective on the
sacrifice and the Trojan War.

According to the chorus, Agamemnon does not mourn Iphigenia in Ag. 205-217. Instead,
he is resolute when choosing the war over his family. Whether this choice can be critiqued as a
failure of Agamemnon as a father depends on his culpability for the sacrifice. Agamemnon
logically decides that sacrificing his daughter is the better of two bad courses of action:

dvo 8 O mpéoPug 10T Eime PLVMV:

‘Bapeia pev knp 1o pn mOEcOar,

Bapeia o, &1 Tékvov dai-

Eo, dOP®V dyaipa,

waivov tapbevocedyototy

peiBpoig maTpdovg xEpag

nehoG Popod: T T@VO dvev Kakdv,

OGS ATOVOLG YEVMLLOUL

Euppayiog apuapTdv;

TavcavEROL Yap Buciog

napBeviov 6 aipartog op-

Y0 Tep1dpywg Embu-

eiv &g, ev yap €.’ (Ag. 205-217)
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The most important leader then said speaking: It is a terrible punishment to not obey,
But also terrible, if I kill my child, the beauty of my house, staining my fatherly hands
with streams of virgin blood near the altar; what is without evils, how can I desert the
fleet harming my allies? For stopping it is correct for her to wrathfully desire sacrifices of
virgin blood. May it be well.
Here Agamemnon is aware of his obligations as a father. He weighs the demands of fatherhood
with the demands of war leader, but ultimately it is the unnamed Artemis who tips the scales.
That it is not right for Agamemnon to kill Iphigenia, while Artemis has a right to demand such a
sacrifice is the real paradox Agamemnon must deal with.”® His decision has an oddly pious feel;
by doing wrong, Agamemnon is doing the will of the gods.*' Goldhill notes “Certainly, here it is
disobedience to Zeus that is described in negative terms, while the sacrifice is expressed

99 22

positively. Fraenkel also notes that obligations to Zeus trump other obligations: “The nature

of Zeus’ almighty power is exemplified in Agamemnon’s resolution to take upon himself the

2% Lloyd-Jones “It is no use trying to water down the final word 0éuc.” He, however, still holds Agamemnon
responsible. Lloyd-Jones, “Zeus,” 191.

2! There are many arguments against this position. Zeitlin argues that Atreidae are corrupted by their involvement in
the war; because they become agents of vengeance, they deserve Artemis’ anger. Zeitlin, “Sacrifice,” 482. Lloyd-
Jones attributes Agamemnon’s choice to a loss of judgment: “Zeus has taken away Agamemnon’s judgement, but
that does not absolve Agamemnon from the guilt his error will incur.” Lloyd-Jones, ‘“Zeus,” 192. Winnington-
Ingram sees a more personal motive: “Ambition led him to sacrifice Iphigeneia.” Winnington-Ingram, "Vote,” 113.
Goheen sees Agamemnon as wholly culpable: “He has put himself in the wrong directly with the sacrifice of
Iphigenia. Thereby he propagated a chain reaction of violence in his own house.” Goheen, “Aspects,” 129. Fowler
credits Agamemnon’s motives to a degree but still holds him responsible: “the persuasion or delusion that made him
continue out of one motive, originally good, upon a wrong course of action” is the forces that convince Agamemnon
to value the army over his daughter. Fowler, “Aeschylus’ Imagery”: 29. See also Zeitlin, “Sacrifice,” 493;
Sommerstein, “Tangled,” 167. Heath’s analysis focuses on the human rather than the divine level, but provides a
contradictory reading of animal imagery. Heath, 29 suggests that Iphigenia is “denied her place in the community”
when she described with animalistic language. In my reading, animal imagery separates the referent from humanity
to allow violence against them; if Iphigenia is turned into an animal through language, she can be sacrificed. Heath
thinks Iphigenia inhabits both the bestial and human realms, and this partial animalization should cause discomfort
over her sacrifice. Fowler provides another explanation for Iphigenia which does not implicate Agamemnon: the
sacrifice is the result of the curse on the house of Atreus. In previous generations, the slaughter of children is
preceded by an act of adultery. Fowler points out that “the troubles of in the house of Atreus began with a seduction:
Thyestes’ of his brother Atreus’ wife.” Fowler, “Aeschylus’ Imagery”: 23. The cause of familial violence is also
cyclical: in the next generation, Paris seduces Helen. Seeing the adultery and slaughter as a pattern innate in the
curse decreases human agency but reduces the blame on Agamemnon. This decrease in agency is part of Fowler’s
reading of the Agamemnon; he believes that “all its characters are caught up in a chain of catastrophe, in a
succession of sin and destruction” Fowler, “Aeschylus’ Imagery” 25. Although this reading is also concerned with
the opposition of the female and the male, this focus on chaos and the curse removes the human agency which
allows blame to be placed on Clytemnestra and makes Agamemnon’s righteousness necessary to support.

** Goldhill, Language, sexuality, narrative: the Oresteia: 29.
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sacrifice of his daughter.” ** Although Agamemnon’s lack of mourning for Iphigenia raises
questions about his parenting ability, ultimately his obligations to Zeus are more important than
his obligations to his daughter and parenting ability is, in this case, inconsequential compared to
martial ability. Thus, criticizing Agamemnon as a father is inappropriate because Agamemnon is
required to act as a commander, not a father.

Although Agamemnon sees the sacrifice of Iphigenia as demanded by the gods, the
chorus may not agree with him. However, the chorus’ view is difficult to determine; they present
anti-war statements and pity Iphigenia (Ag. 228-246), but they also describe the Trojan War as
mandated by Zeus (Ag. 60-62). The chorus had questioned Agamemnon’s decision to go to war:

oV O£ 1oL TOTE PEV GTEAAMV GTPUTIAY

‘EAévng Evek’, 00 YGp o’ €mKebow,

Kapt’ (}no HOVGMG Noba YEYPAUUEVOG,

o000’ eV Tpamidwv ofoka véuwv (Ag. 799-802)

When you were readying the army on account of Helen, I will not deceive you,
for me you were painted entirely evilly not guiding well the rudder of the mind.

However, this specific period of questioning is in the past.* This objection to Helen must be
weighed against the chorus’ assertion that Zeus, particularly Zeus Xenios, mandated the war.
Helen’s and Paris’ transgression is the reason Zeus Xenios is involved; in this passage the chorus
seems to focus on the human sphere and find Helen an unsuitable exchange for the loss of life,
which could include Iphigenia’s. However, the Trojan War is dealt with in a divine context
earlier in the play:

obtm 8" Atpéwg moidog O Kpeloomv

En’ AleEavopm méumetl EEViog
720 ToAVAVOPOG AULOL YOVOIKOG

> Fraenkel, Ag., 1. 205. Fontenrose also agrees that Agamemnon acted justly: “To Zeus he was not guilty because he
acted as king and commander with sovereign right, doing what he had to do.” Fontenrose, “Gods and Men in the
Oresteia”: 83.

** Lloyd-Jones sees the chorus as more critical. Hugh Lloyd-Jones, “Zeus in Aeschylus,” JHS 76 (1956): 193.
Fontenrose agrees that the chorus has finished critiquing Agamemnon. Fontenrose, “Gods and Men in the
Oresteia”:76.
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TOALO TohoiopoTo Koi yuloPapt

YOVOTOG KOVIOIGY EPEIOOUEVOV

SKvolopévng T &v mpoteleiong

Képoxog ONocwv Aavaoict

Tpwoi 0” 6poimg. (Ag. 60-67)

Thus the stronger one, Zeus Xenios sends the sons of Atreus against Alexander, for the

sake of a many-husbanded woman making many battles and weighting the leaning

knees into the dust in the offering of the scraped spear for both Danaans and Trojans.

In this passage, the chorus still sees Helen as the cause of the fighting, but ultimately sees Zeus
supporting the conflict. The chorus notes the loss of life that will occur, but does not hold the
Atreidae responsible for the war. Thus the chorus reacts to the war on two levels; when
considering only human causation, they hold Agamemnon responsible for the war, but when the
chorus considers divine causation as well, they remove this blame from Agamemnon. Because of
this conflict in causation, if the gods demand that Iphigenia must be sacrificed, Agamemnon is
less culpable according the chorus and therefore it is possible to read the vulture passage in a
way that does not hold him responsible.

The vulture simile can be read as questioning Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia, but
also represents Menelaus as the vulture parents and Helen as the lost chicks. > The “at home
toil” of the vultures emphasizes that Helen has been removed from her proper place in Sparta and
the war must be fought to return her. Helen’s departure has upset the home just as the loss of
children would upset the vulture nest. This vulture passage warns of the disturbance if all the
family relationships are not maintained.

The need to return Helen is reinforced by the invocation of the three gods in Ag. 55-59

and Zeus’ role in Ag. 60-67. Menelaus the vulture shows the problematic effect of breaking up

** Heath also connects the vultures to Helen, but finds Clytemnestra a more convincing referent. Heath,
“Disentangling the Beast,” 18. Goldhill comments that “the results of her action are for society disruptive”- the
vultures show the social disruption on the family level. Goldhill, Language, 14. Zeitlin also notes the connection.
Zeitlin, “Sacrifice,” 482.
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the family, while the involvement of the gods legitimizes the resulting war. The connection of
these gods to the Atreidae clarifies the morality of the Trojan War; the Atreidae were wronged
and acted under divine guidance.

The uncertainty of which god hears the cry of the vultures in Ag. 55-59 illustrates the
breadth of divine support for Agamemnon and Menelaus.

Umotog & diwv 1 Tig AmOA @V

7 [lav f| Zevg oiwvobpoov

Y60V 0ELVPOAV TAOVIE PETOTK®OV

VOTEPOTOVOV

néunel mapoPacty Epwvov. (Ag. 55-59)

Some uppermost god, either Apollo, Pan, or Zeus perceiving the shrill, birdy wail of the
foreigners sends an Erinys avenging the transgression.

That the cry could be answered by Apollo, Pan, or Zeus implies that any of these gods would be
sympathetic to Atreidae. Further, the mention of Zeus Xenios in Ag. 60-67 makes the support for
answering Menelaus’ grief with war explicit. If the vultures are agents of Zeus Xenios, they
should mourn the loss of Helen, the reason Zeus sends them against Paris.”® Zeus is a protector
of the family unit, concerned with the rights of the husband against the outsider.”” Menelaus’ cry
is answered in a way which confirms his place in the vulture simile and lends divine support to
the Trojan War.

As vultures, Menelaus and Helen provide an image of the family broken by adultery. The
need to correct this break is enforced by the invocations to the gods following the vulture simile.
Therefore, Menelaus’ loss is divinely confirmed as a proper reason for war. Agamemnon as a

vulture presents a less clear justification for war. The possibility of Iphigenia as the dead chick

*®Alan H. Sommerstein, “The Tangled Ways of Zeus,” in The Tangled Ways of Zeus (Oxford: Oxford University
Press: 2010), 165.

*7 Goldhill “Zeus the god of social relationships.” Goldhill, Language, sexuality, narrative: the Oresteia: 14.
Fraenkel notes the importance of the family: “The kind of adultery which violates at the same time the sanctity of
the home and the mutual bond between host and guest has been reckoned since earliest times a particularly heinous
wrong.” Fraenkel, Ag., 1. 60f.
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brings Agamemnon’s choices into question, although Agamemnon may not be entirely culpable
for her sacrifice. The vulture simile is also the first example of animal single-parent imagery;
seeing Menelaus and Agamemnon as male parents presents an idea of fatherhood which is part
of the reshaping of the family necessary to free Orestes from the charge of murder. This
reshaping is continued by the eagle children passage in the Choephori. The eagle children
passage depicts Agamemnon as a single parent to separate Clytemnestra from the family, which
allows violence against her. Orestes calls for Zeus’ support in the eagle children passage, using
sacrifice and Agamemnon’s association to win Zeus’ favor. Both animal single-parent images
suggest that the male is the only parent and his place in the family is divinely supported.
III. Lion Imagery

Lion imagery represents the transgressions of Helen, Clytemnestra, and Aegisthus as a
perversion of gender norms. The lion cub in Ag. 728-36 represents Helen and Clytemnestra as
violent, unfeminine women as well as violators of xenia. The depiction of Clytemnestra as a lion
at Ag. 1258-60 illustrates the unnatural power dynamic in her relationship with Aegisthus. The
lion passage at Ag. 1223-6 shows how Aegisthus does not fit the traditional role of the brave,
heroic man. The lion imagery roots the other transgressions of Helen, Clytemnestra, and
Aegisthus, such as adultery or violating xenia, in their lack of conformity to normative gender
roles.

The lion cub at Ag. 728-36, most clearly represents Helen, but can also represent
Clytemnestra. The chorus speaks of the destruction caused by Helen’s marriage immediately

preceding the lion cub passage, suggesting that they are using the lion cub as a simile- Helen is
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taken into the house, like the cub, through marriage and causes the destruction of the Trojan
War.?® Helen is described as a violent lion by the chorus:

ypovicOeic & amédeitev -

00o¢ 10 TPOG TOKEWV: YAPLY

YOp TPOPEDSIY AUEIPmV

UNAOPOVOIGY £V ATaug

duit’ dkéAlevoTog Etevtey:
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péya 6ivog ToAVKTOVOV.

€k g0 J 1epelc Tig d-

TG OO0 TPOoseOPEPON. (Ag. 728-36)

Having matured, it returned the accustomed thing to the parents; giving thanks to the
adoptive parents unbidden it made feasts in sheep-slaying ruin: the house was dyed with
blood, an unbearable grief and a murderous pain for the household. Some priest of ruin
was raised by the god against the house.
My reading of the lion cub image has two important facets: gender and xenia. Connecting Helen
and Clytemnestra to the lion cub makes them masculine and heroic because of the similarity of
this lion image to the heroic lion similes of the Iliad. Comparing the lion cub as representative of
Helen or Clytemnestra to Agamemnon’s lion simile in the /liad shows the heroic and masculine
nature of the lion cub, and thus of Helen and Clytemnestra. Xenia and hospitality are an issue
because the lion is a guest in the household and because the lion is a metaphor for the destruction

of Troy, which is carried out by Zeus. The lion cub thus captures the unfeminine violent nature

and the transgressions of xenia common to both Helen and Clytemnestra.”’

*¥ Knox asserts “The context suggests that the lion is Helen. . . The parallel is exact and significant.” Knox, “The
Lion in the House,” 17.

%% Zeitlin makes a similar connection between Aegisthus and Paris when she states: “In his erotic susceptibilities, he
is not unlike his barbarian counterpart Paris, who also commits adultery with a daughter of Tyndareus.” Froma
Zeitlin, “The Dynamics of Misogyny: Myth and Myth Making in the Oresteia,” in Playing the Other: Gender and
Society in Classical Greek Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 92.
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The lion cub defeminizes Helen by associating her with the heroic lion.*® Because of
Agamemnon’s importance to the Oresteia, the lion simile from the /liad makes the most
interesting comparison to Helen the lion cub. Agamemnon is described as a lion during battle:

G 0& AE®V ELAPO10 TOEINS VAT TEKVOL

PNidimg cvvéase AaPmv kpatepoicty 030DV

EMDmV €ic edVNY, AoV Té 69  ftop dmmopo: 11.113-115

As the lion easily breaks the infant children of the swift deer, seizing with strong teeth,
coming into the bed, he takes their tender heart.

Both lions prey on those weaker than them, preserving the natural order. Both similes are images
of war, although the gender of the warrior differs. The image of the lion cub can be seen as a
reworking of the Homeric paradigm to lay blame on Helen. In this sense, the lion cub shifts the
focus from the men fighting the war to the woman who caused it. The application of the
Homeric, heroic lion to Helen explains how she caused the war; she is an unnatural woman who
brings violence to the house. Although the household of the lion is more clearly Paris’, the
violence in the house can also refer back to Helen’s destruction of Menelaus’ household, the
result of her adultery with Paris.*' Helen, as the lion, exemplifies the gender abnormality that
caused the Trojan War.

Besides becoming a perversion of the Homeric hero, Helen the lion breaks the rules of
xenia. The violence extends from the stable to the family household, breaking the compact that

was made when the lion was taken into the house. Because the lion’s destruction affects the

* Making normative, gendering statements about lion imagery is supported by Dennison, Page, and Fraenkel’s
reactions to the description of Aegisthus as a lion. Denniston and Page, Ag., 1. 1224, Fraenkel, Ag., . 1224. See also
the discussion of the Aegisthus lion later in this section. Knox asserts that the raising of the lion has specific Iliadic
parallels, but does not continue them into the attack of the lion. Knox, “Lion,” 17

°! Adultery was also depicted with death in the household in the vulture simile.
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entire household, the destruction of the lion is a violation of xenia.** The lion commits violence
against those who have offered it hospitality (or at least their property).

The involvement Zeus Xenios in the destruction Troy makes the connection of the lion
cub to xenia stronger.®> Zeus’ involvement in the destruction of Troy provides an apt
comparison to Helen as the lion cub and helps focus on issues of Helen’s culpability for the
destruction of Troy and violation of xenia.

TAi 8¢ kfdoc 6pb-

MOVLHOV TEAEGTIPPOV

unvig Haoev, tpoamélag ati-

LOGY DOTEP® YPOV®
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TPOGGOUEVA TO VOUPATL-

LoV HEAOG EKQATMC TIOVTOG,

vuévaiov, (Ag. 701-706)

Rage, working its will, sent a wife, rightly called a grief to Troy, at a later time, avenging

the dishonoring of the table and of Zeus of the shared hearth against the outspoken

singers of the bridal song.

The marriage of Helen and Paris brought Zeus’ wrath down upon Troy. In this passage, the
attack on Troy comes as vengeance from Zeus, through Helen. ** In the lion cub passage the
attack comes directly from Helen. In this respect, the images are parallel. However, they differ in
who violated xenia. In Ag. 701-706 the Trojans are culpable and deserve the punishment of Zeus;

their violation of xenia is the explicit reason for their destruction. In the lion cub passage, the

household is not condemned for taking the lion in the house, the lion attacks “unbidden.” The

3 Denniston and Page, Ag., 1. 727ff. Fraenkel , Ag., 1. 372. Denniston and Page suggest that not only sheep are the
victims of the lion, while Fraenkel suggests that in the move to the house we are leaving the lion simile.

3 Macleod gives a very broad definition of xenia: “Paris offends against a social institution, xenia, and the god who
guarantees it. He is thus attacking society as a whole, not merely Menelaus or even Menelaus’ city.” The lion breaks
social compacts in a similar way. Colin Macleod, “Politics in the Oresteia, ”” in Collected Essays (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 40.

** Lloyd-Jones on the contrary, sees Helen as a demonic force, unallied with a specific divinity. Lloyd-Jones,
"Zeus,” 194. This would still connect her to Clytemnestra; Lanahan sees both as demonic “Like her sister Helen,
she is the demonic instrument of divine retribution on the sons of Atreus.” William F. Lanahan, “Levels of
Symbolism in the Red Carpet Scene of Agamemnon” Classical Bulletin 51 (1974): 26.
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two passages present differing accounts of Helen’s actions. Although Troy deserved vengeance
from Zeus, *° the vengeance was carried out incorrectly through the attack of the lion.® Helen is
both an agent of Zeus, but also a violator of Zeus’ laws. This paradox stems from Helen’s
corrupted nature; because Helen, in addition to Paris, has committed adultery, ignoring the bonds
of marriage, she cannot simply be a tool of Zeus’ vengeance. Making Helen an agent of Zeus
decreases her agency and her threat to the husband’s control of the wife. However, her adultery
must also be depicted as fundamentally wrong and un-feminine. The need to show both the
power of Zeus and the evil of Helen results in varied depictions of her role and culpability in
regard to the Trojan War.

Clytemnestra can also be seen as the lion; the same issues of marriage and xenia which
applied to Helen can also be applied to her.>” Clytemnestra can be criticized in the same way as
Helen, for she has also committed adultery and violated xenia. Clytemnestra also is depicted with
varying amounts of agency; she is held culpable so Orestes can carry out his revenge, but her
threat to marriage and the power of the husband is also diminished. As with Helen, Zeus’
invocation before the lion simile both diminishes Clytemnestra’s agency by suggesting that she
is an agent of Zeus and focuses on her violation of xenia. Clytemnestra, like Helen, is an agent of
Zeus and thus the destabilizing force of her murder of Agamemnon is limited. However,
Clytemnestra has also violated xenia. Xenia demands that Clytemnestra welcome a stranger into

her house and show them hospitality. That Clytemnestra cannot show hospitality to her own

%% Knox asserts “Troy which took in Helen has got what it deserved.” Knox, “Lion,” 18.

% Zeitlin sees the lion as a priest of corrupted sacrifice. Zeitlin, “Sacrifice,” 467.

37 Knox connects the lion cub passage with the descriptions of Clytemnestra, Agamemnon and Aegisthus as lions
based on the animals, eventually concluding that this lion also represents Agamemnon. This association maintains
the kingship associations of the lion, but fails to deal with the “irony” of Aegisthus as a lion and the importance of
the original female referent, Helen. Knox, “Lion,” 19. Lloyd-Jones makes a closer connection, stating “pervasive . .
. is the parallel between the fate of Helen and the fate of Clytemnestra.” Lloyd-Jones, “Zeus,” 192. The association
of Helen and Clytemnestra begins early on the Agamemnon; see R. P. Winnington-Ingram, “Clytemnestra and the
Vote of Athena,” JHS 68 (1948): 130. Helen can serve as a template to understand the murder of Agamemnon; see
Foley, Female Acts, 215.
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husband and uses the bath, a part of correct hospitality, to kill Agamemnon emphasizes the
degree of her transgression of xenia.”® Her adultery can also be seen in the context of xenia.
Goldhill sees “parallelism between the destructiveness of the wrong female desire of
Clytemnestra and of Helen,” which connects the two sisters by their acts of adultery.*” The
adultery of Helen is clearly within the context of xenia (Paris violates his xenia relationship with
Menelaus (Ag. 60-2), the Trojans are condemned for accepting Helen (Ag. 700-706), Helen as
the lion cub violates the xenia shown to her by the Trojans). Through her connection with Helen
and association with the lion cub which violates xenia, Clytemnestra’s adultery becomes
associated with the violation of xenia. Like Helen, Clytemnestra has committed adultery, which
has been followed by violence. * Thus, Clytemnestra, as the lion cub, both is brought under
power of Zeus and convicted of a xenia violation.

Clytemnestra can also be linked to the lion cub through the similarity of her imagery of
violence to that of the lion cub. The destruction made by the lion cub is similar to that made by
Clytemnestra: @ovov 8001 mvéovoty aipatootayt], “the homes breathe slaughter reeking of
blood” (Ag. 1309) Here Cassandra describes the house stained with blood, just as the blood
spilled by the lion stains the same house. The result of Clytemnestra’s slaughter and the lion’s
are the same. While the lion has metaphorically stained Troy with blood, Clytemnestra has
actually stained her home with blood. The connection through violent imagery reinforces the
similarity of Clytemnestra’s and the lion cubs’ wrong doing. In addition, Clytemnestra appears

as a lion elsewhere in the Agamemnon at 1258-60. This later association of Clytemnestra with a

*¥ Macleod notes the ritual nature: “the bath which marks the homecoming of the master of the house.” Colin
Macleod, “Clothing in the Oresteia,” in Collected Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 42. Notably, this
is not a ritual carried out for a stranger, but is still a hospitality ritual.

%% Goldhill, Language, sexuality, narrative: the Oresteia: 92.

* Foley finds this to be a “traditional poetic cliché. . .which finds the root of all ills in women and their adultery.”
Foley, Female Acts, 215-6. If adultery is the ultimate cause of the violence within the lion cub simile, adultery then
causes the violation of xenia.
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lion suggests that the earlier image of the cub, because of the animal used in the simile, is also
appropriate for Clytemnestra. Thus, Clytemnestra should also be seen as the lion cub.

Clytemnestra is also depicted as a lion in Ag. 1258-60. This lion image is also concerned
with the issues of female violence and adultery, strengthening the connection between
Clytemnestra and Helen. Clytemnestra is shown to prefer an unequal, adulterous relationship
over her marriage and to commit violence against a member of her household. Cassandra
describes Clytemnestra as a lion:

abtn dimovg ALava GLYKOTUOUEVN

MK®, AéovTog e0YevoDg Amovaia,
KTEVET pe TNV tdAavay: . . .(Ag. 1258-60)

She the double footed lion lies with the wolf, in the absence of the well-born lion, she

will kill me, a wretch:
The intra-species relationship signifies the adultery. Agamemnon is also a lion: Aéovtog gvygvoig
amovoiq, but Clytemnestra choses to mingle with a wolf. The wolf-lion relationship illustrates
the reversed, unequal power dynamic in Clytemnestra and Aegisthus’ relationship, within which
Clytemnestra is clearly the more dominant member. *' Although Agamemnon and Clytemnestra
should be a couple because they are the same species, Clytemnestra chooses a relationship
outside of her species in which she is dominant. The intra-species relationship shows the
unnaturalness of a woman-dominated couple. This lion image depicts Clytemnestra as unnatural
in choosing an adulterous relationship where she is in charge.

Besides characterizing Clytemnestra’s relationship with Aegisthus as unnatural, the
depiction of Clytemnestra as a lion links adultery and household violence. Adultery perverts the

entire household, resulting in violence against its members. Certainly, this violence is enacted

*'Winnington-Ingram explains the dynamic “This woman-man was chosen by the man-woman to be her mate.”
Winnington-Ingram, “Vote,” 133. Zeitlin discusses this power dynamic in reference to Ag. 1224-25: “The
subordinate male . . . is the only possible partner for the dominant female.” Zeitlin, “Misogyny,” 92.
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against a member of another adulterous relationship; however, it is Clytemnestra who reacts
violently. The violence of Clytemnestra is tied to her unnatural relationship with Aegisthus; the
absence of the well-born lion, Agamemnon, is a key factor in both the adultery and the violence
against Cassandra. The lion image of Clytemnestra at Ag. 1258-60 connects household violence
and adultery.

The description of Aegisthus as a weak lion points to his failures in the role of heroic
warrior. Aegisthus the lion is the opposite of the Helen and Clytemnestra lions; whereas Helen
and Clytemnestra became a perversion of the Homeric hero, Aegisthus is shown as weak and
unmanly.** Cassandra describes Aegisthus:

€K TOVOE TOWVAG MU BovAedey TvaL

AEOVT™ GVOAKLY €V AEXEL GTPOPDUEVOV

oikovpdv, oipot, T® HOAOVTL dEOTOTY

Eu® (Ag. 1223-6)

From this I say the weak lion turning in the bed plans punishment, alas, watching for my
master coming.

Denniston and Page find the weak lion confusing, preferring to assume textual corruption,
especially in comparison with the description of the Agamemnon as a lion at Ag. 1259.*
Fraenkel also asserts that “it would be for a Greek, one might say, an offence against the laws of
nature to call a lion-- of all creatures-- &vokic” and makes the same connection with Ag. 1259.**
Yet an offence against nature is precisely what this image is trying to depict. The offensive
nature of Aegisthus the lion is only clarified by the connection with Agamemnon the lion.
Agamemnon is a lion in the Homeric, heroic fashion, as the simile from the Iliad shows. This

paradigm of the heroic lion should be considered when thinking of Aegisthus the lion to illustrate

2 This lion image anticipates the depiction of Aegisthus as a wolfin Ag. 1258-60 as both images represent
Aegisthus as weak.

* Denniston and Page, Ag., 1. 1224. Heath finds this image perfectly sensible, concentrating on the sexual and
adulterous connotations of Aéyet. Heath, “Disentangling the Beast,” 23.

44 Fraenkel, Ag., 1. 1224.
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the degree to which Aegisthus does not fit this paradigm and is instead cowardly. The use of the
lion image in different ways for Agamemnon and Aegisthus is no less surprising than the fact
that it is used to depict Helen and Clytemnestra. If the lion can only be used to depict manly
bravery, how is it used for both Clytemnestra and Helen? In fact, however, the traditional lion
image, of the Homeric hero, is purposely contradicted by its use for Aegisthus, Clytemnestra,
and Helen. The traditional lion image is used as a paradigm to critique their adultery and
abnormal gender roles. This lion image communicates exactly what the chorus protests when
they ask Aegisthus:*

yOval, 60 ToVC HKOVTAG €K LAYNG LEVDV

01KOVPOG EVVT|V AVOPOG ALGYOVOV G

avopl otpatny®d tOvd™ €Bovievcac popov; (Ag. 1625-7)

Woman, while others went to war, you stayed at home defiling the bed of the master,
did you plan this fate for the commander?

Heath summarizes the mental stumbling block created by the connection of these images: “We
are conditioned by Homeric usage to accept [the lion] as a natural depiction of martial prowess . .
.and . .. [a woman] as an insult.”*® Instead of being off fighting the war, Aegisthus is at home
where the women belong. While Helen and Clytemnestra were unusually strong lions, Aegisthus
is an unusually weak lion. He is not the dominant partner in the relationship, or even the
household; there is another master. In this lion image, Aegisthus is shown as not a proper man

and the problems of adultery are explored. There may be hints of xenia issues in this image as

> Heath also notes verbal and thematic connections between these passages, but does not focus on gender. Heath,
“Disentangling the Beast”: 24. Zeitlin notes the cowardly similarity between the adulterous partners of Helen and
Clytemnestra. Zeitlin, “Sacrifice,” 480 n. 35. Foley holds Aegisthus responsible for “[letting] a woman kill a
returning general and pollute the country and its gods.” Foley, Female Acts, 206.

* Heath, “Disentangling the Beast”: 24. Zeitlin explains the discomfort caused by this portrayal of Aegisthus
through the fear of gynecocracy; Clytemnestra’s sole rule is buffered by her Aegisthus through the fear of the rule of
women; Clytemnestra’s sole rule is buffered by her connection to Aegisthus, but this is not enough to pacify the
chorus. The chorus expects Aegisthus to take on the role of the warrior and be a real lion, like Agamemnon, but he
instead has betrayed the gendered role they have made for him, just as in the lion simile. Aegithus in no way fits the
image of the typical, heroic male like Agamemnon, and the animal descriptions work to highlight his atypical gender
role. Zeitlin, “Misogyny,” 91-2.
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well; why is this lion in the house if the master is gone? The depiction of Aegisthus as a lion
illustrates his lack of masculine qualities. The use of the lion brings up the paradigm of the
Homeric hero lion, which is contradicted by Aegisthus who does not fight in the war and is
dominated by Clytemnestra.

The lion imagery of the Agamemnon creates a gender paradigm through which Helen,
Clytemnestra, and Aegisthus are criticized implicitly. *’ The lion imagery depicts all three as
unnatural in terms of their gender. Helen and Clytemnestra take on masculine characteristics,
while Aegisthus is feminized. The Homeric simile of warrior as lion serves as a rubric for
traditional gender which is perverted by each character. In the lion imagery, perversion of gender

results in violence and other transgressions such as adultery or violation of xenia.

*" There is another lion image that deals with gender in the Agamemnon.The description of Artemis in the chorus’
recounting of the prophecy of Calchas links lions to intrafamilial intergender conflict:

olKT® yap Emi-

@Bovog Aptepg ayva

TTOVOICY KVG1 TATPOG

a0TOTOKOV TTPO AOYOL poyepav TTdka Buopévolcy
oTuyel 8¢ dgimvov aieTdv.’

ailvov aidvov eiré, 10 & €0 VIKGTo.

‘1do0V TEP EVPPWV, KAAD,

dpOCOIGL BETTOLG LOAEPDY AEOVTMV

TAVIOV T  AypOVOL®V QIAOUACTOLG

Onpdv OPfpwdroict tepnva, (Ag. 136-42)

Holy Artemis, angry at the winged dogs of her father killing the wretched rabbit with its young before it
gave birth, with pity hates the feast of the eagles. Sing the dirge, let there be victory. But being so friendly,
good, pleasant, to the un-weaned young of raging lions and to the young loving the breast of all field-
dwelling wild beasts.

Artemis’s support of lions is mentioned directly after her conflict with her father Zeus. This is also an image of
interspecies opposition; Zeus’ eagles are contrasted with Artemis’ lions, focusing the opposition between the
descriptions of the Atreidae as birds and their wives as lions. Zeitlin sees this as an image of the cycle of vengeance;
the male gods are opposed to the female gods, the father to the daughter. Zeitlin, “Sacrifice,” 492.This passage
complicates the nature of Helen and Clytemnestra as lions; are they fully agents of Zeus or are they allied against
him and those he supports, Agamemnon and Menelaus? This Artemis passage also maintains the status of animal
imagery as images of familial, gendered conflict.
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IV. Clytemnestra as Wife and Mother?

How Clytemnestra does or does not fulfill the roles of wife and mother is important to
determining both Orestes’ and Clytemnestra’s guilt. Clytemnestra is criticized for not being a
wife and mother, although her failure in these roles breaks her connection to Orestes and
suggests that he does not really commit matricide. Foley sees Clytemnestra struggling against the
roles of mother and wife: “Clytemnestra resists being judged simply as a female or domestic
agent, but ultimately fails in her attempt.” *® This struggle is unsuccessful because the imagery
continually references the roles of wife and mother, establishing these roles as the only criteria
through which Clytemnestra can be judged. Clytemnestra is judged not through being shown as a
bad wife and mother. Instead, through imagery, Clytemnestra becomes something that is
explicitly different from a wife or mother. If Clytemnestra can be metaphorically removed from
the roles of wife and mother, she is no longer part of her family and Orestes can murder her
without the taint of matricide. Clytemnestra is removed from the roles of mother and wife in her
dream of nursing a snake (Ch. 529-33), the nurse’s speech (Ch. 749-50), comments by Orestes
and Electra (Ch. 190-1, 1005-6), passages which compare her to an animal (Ag. 1228-33, Ch.
991-6), her speech to the herald (Ag. 601-612), and her speech over Agamemnon’s body (Ag.
1435-1443). In the dream and in the animal comparisons, Clytemnestra is metaphorically
represented something other than mother or wife, whereas the other passages deal with
Clytemnestra’s actual behavior. On a metaphorical and literal level, both plays ask “Is
Clytemnestra a wife and mother?” rather than “Is Clytemnestra a bad wife and mother?”

Clytemnestra’s dream of nursing the snake shows some awareness of her lack of
mothering skills, which can remove her from the maternal role. Clytemnestra cannot care for her

child, the snake. Rose suggests “Clytemnestra became dispensable to the family after Orestes’

48Foley, Female Acts, 201.
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birth.”* In the snake dream, Clytemnestra is not only dispensable, but useless. The dream can
be applied to Clytemnestra’s real, human family; Goldhill states about the giving birth that it
undergoes “shifting between its use as a metaphor, a symbol, and its use to express the ‘literal’
relation between parents and children.”*® Thus Clytemnestra’s failure to care for the snake
reflects her failure with Orestes and Electra. Clytemnestra attempts to take care of her snake
child but 1s attacked:

Xo0po¢ :€v omapyavolot Tod0g opuicat dikny.

‘Opéotng :tivoc Popdc ypnlovra, veoyeveg dGKOC;

Xopoc: avth Tpocécye Lalov £V TdVEIpATL.

‘Opéotng: koi ThS drpwTov 0vhap 1V VO GTHYOVG;

Xopoc: dot’ év yalaxtt Opoupov aipatog ondoat. (Ch. 529-33)

Chorus: It was in swaddling clothes like a child.

Orestes: What kind of food did the new born beast want?

Chorus: She offered it her breast in the dream.

Orestes: And how was the teat unwounded by the hateful thing?

Chorus: It drew a lump of blood in the milk
In the dream, Clytemnestra attempts to carry out the maternal role, but is unsuccessful and is
harmed by her child. Thus, Clytemnestra, through her rejection of the maternal role to Orestes
and Electra, makes her own children hostile to her. Orestes takes this reading of the snake dream
when he uses the dream to justify killing Clytemnestra:

O€l Tol viv, g EBpeyev Ekmaylov Tépac,

Bavelv Puing: éxdpakovimbeic d &ym

KTelvo Vv, ¢ tovvelpov gvvénel 100e. (Ch. 548-50)

It is necessary for her to die violently because she nourished the violent sign; I having
become a snake will kill her, as this dream said.

* Amy R. Rose, “The Significance of the Nurse’s Speech in Aeschylus’ Choephori,” Classical Bulletin 54 (1982):
50.

> Goldhill, Language, sexuality, narrative: the Oresteia: 155.
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Orestes sees Clytemnestra causing her own destruction.”’ Besides holding Clytemnestra
responsible, Orestes also erases any possible bond between human mother and human child by
turning into a snake.’” In Orestes’ interpretation, the snake dream shows Clytemnestra creating
her murderer through her rejection of the role of mother. The snake dream shows Clytemnestra’s
failure as a parent; she does not know how to take care of her child. Orestes reads the snake
dream as referring to him; this justifies killing Clytemnestra because she has not actually been a
mother to Orestes.

Although the snake dream can be read as suggesting that violence against Clytemnestra is
justified because she did not fulfill the maternal role, the dream can also be read to suggest the
opposite. Another possible reading of the snake dream is that Clytemnestra is acting as a mother
but the problem lies with her snake child, Orestes. Orestes does use the way Clytemnestra cares
for the snake to determine that he is the snake in the portent; Clytemnestra is identified through
acting as a mother. If the focus is on Clytemnestra’s action rather than its effect and the snake’s
reaction, Clytemnestra is taking on the role of mother and does nothing to cause the snake’s
attack.

This reading is less appropriate because the depiction of Clytemnestra as a non-mother
fits better with other depictions of Clytemnestra and the dream is, as a whole, negative. Seeing
the snake dream as a positive representation of Clytemnestra’s mothering skills is less
convincing when other depictions of her as a non-mother, particularly in Cilissa’s speech, are
considered. The fact that the dream terrifies Clytemnestra (Ch. 535-9) suggests that we should

not see this as a positive depiction of Clytemnestra as mother; the dream as a whole is negative.

> Betenksy “The poetic logic is that the mother of such a monster must be a monster herself.” Aya Betenksy,
“Aeschylus’ Oresteia: The Power of Clytemnestra,” Ramus 7 (1978): 21. Shaw’s 258 definition of monster is
appropriate: “something which belongs to a recognizable group but which somehow violates the norms of that
group.

>* Whallon “The bond between them is loosened by the denial that an image connecting them is valid.” William
Whallon, “The Serpent at the Breast,” TAPA 89 (1958): 274.
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The reading of the dream as a depiction of Clytemnestra the good mother harmed by the
evil snake baby Orestes does not present a convincing depiction of Orestes. In this reading,
Orestes is vilified by the other associations of the snake. The snake is often used to represent
Clytemnestra, as in the eagle children passage (Ch. 246-51). In that passage, Clytemnestra as a
snake was depicted as an enemy to her husband and children, separated by species from her
family. If this snake image is read in the same way, it is Orestes who is unnatural and made into
an enemy, not Clytemnestra.” This position is rebutted by Whallon and Rose. Whallon sees the
negative nature of serpent imagery ultimately focused on Cytemnestra, concluding “the serpent
loses its reference to Orestes but becomes Clytemnestra alone.” Rose uses Cilissa’s speech to
assert that Orestes the violent baby snake has no basis in reality: “Orestes was not a
bloodsucking snake but a harmless and defenseless baby.”>* Thus, the snake image depicts
mother and child in a way which implicates Clytemnestra rather than Orestes. Orestes’ violence
against his mother is not depicted as unnatural and Clytemnestra is not depicted as a good
mother; rather Clytemnestra is depicted as a non-mother, who is shown to bring violence upon
herself. The snake dream is therefore correctly interpreted by Orestes; Clytemnestra has created
an enemy through her lack of mothering.

The nurse Cilissa shows how Clytemnestra was not a mother to Orestes in comparison to

her own efforts in caring for Orestes.”> As Clytemnestra rejoices over Orestes’ reported death,

>3 Garvie connects the snake dream to the lion cub of the Agamemnon. If so, Orestes will be implicated for his
crimes and connected to Clytemnestra and Helen. The similarities between their violence are difficult to avoid. If
Helen is ultimately the agent of Zeus, Orestes could be saved from condemnation. Garvie, Ch.: 1. 251 Garvie also
notes that the Erinyes also drink blood. This is an extremely problematic connection. The Erinyes’ form of
vengeance must be replaced with the court system; this connection would implicate Orestes’ actions as an incorrect
form of vengeance. Garvie, Ch.: 1. 252-3.

** Whallon, “Serpent,” 272. Rose, “Nurse,” 50.

> Goldhill argues that the nurse preforms “an explicitly interpretative reading” and the true character of
Clytemnestra cannot be found in her speech. While this essentially devalues my reading of her speech, Goldhill and
I differ on the purpose of the nurse’s accusation; the development of the case for Orestes rests on “resist[ing] . . . a
move through language to (the motivation of) character.” Clytemnestra cannot be seen as a complex human being,
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Cilissa thinks of her connection to Orestes: @iAov " Opéotny, Thg EUiic yoyig tpny, /ov
e€€0peya untpdBev dedeypévn “Dear Orestes, the toil of my life,/ I raised him having received
him from his mother” (Ch. 749-50).>® Cilissa took the mothering role from Clytemnestra.’’
Cilissa forged an emotional attachment to Orestes while Clytemnestra did not; Cilissa contrasts
the joy of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus with her own dedication to Orestes. Cilissa, not
Clytemnestra, raised and was emotionally attached to Orestes.

Not only did Cilissa replace Clytemnestra as the mother, it is implied that this
replacement was beneficial to Agamemnon as well as Orestes. Cilissa states that this benefitted
Agamemnon: £y dumAdc 6¢ taode yepwvasiog /&xovs’ Opéotny éedeEauny matpi “I received
Orestes from his father, having this double job” (Ch. 761-62). Cilissa has the skills required to
raise Orestes and so takes him from his father. Cilissa’s two accounts of receiving Orestes from
his parents imply that being taken from his mother was a benefit to both Agamemnon and
Orestes, which implies that Clytemnestra’s current lack of maternal feeling was life-long. >
Cilissa denies Clytemnestra the role of mother; Cilissa was the true mother because she cared
emotionally and physically for Orestes. Cilissa provides especially strong testimony that

Clytemnestra was not a mother and is therefore separated from the family; not only is

she must be at least excluded from human categories if she is not also turned into an animal or monster. Goldhill,
Language, sexuality, narrative: the Oresteia: 167.

*® Garvie contrasts this with the snake dream; he sees Cilissa described as a good parent and Clytemnestra as a bad
parent. Garvie, Ch.: 1. 750

>7 Zeitlin sees the testimony of Cilissa as the paramount evidence in Orestes’ attempt to create a situation where
“son’s alliance with paternal power and interests must simultaneously be seen as a repudiation of the mother.”
Zeitlin, “Misogyny,” 95. Winnington-Ingram sees Cilissa as the true mother, not Clytemnestra. Winnington-Ingram,
“Vote," 139. Goheen “ [the nurse serves] to withdraw from Clytemnestra . . . much of her status as mother.” Robert
F. Goheen, “Aspects of Dramatic Symbolism: Three Studies in the Oresteia,” AJP 76 (1955): 132.

>¥ Garvie translates the dative matpi as the dative of advantage. Garvie, Ch.: 1. 752.
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Clytemnestra marginalized but she is replaced.” Clytemnestra is not just a bad mother; Cilissa
shows that Clytemnestra did not act as mother to her children.

Orestes and Electra also refuse to accept Clytemnestra as their mother or as a wife to their
father. Electra states that Clytemnestra does not deserve the name of mother: €ur 8¢ uqp,
0VOUUDG EMDOVVLOV /PpOVNLA TTonct S0cOgov memapévn. “My mother, never of that name, having
a godless mind against her children” (Ch. 190-1).° Electra refuses to call Clytemnestra mother;
Orestes challenges Clytemnestra as wife. Orestes, “expressing rhetorically his feelings about his
mother,” swears off marriage if his wife is like Clytemnestra: 10166° €upoil EOHvoukog &v S0HO1GT N
/ yévorr’: dhoiuny mpdcbev €k Oe®dv dmaig “Let me not cohabit with such a one: let me rather die
childless” (Ch. 1005-1006).°" A wife such as Clytemnestra cannot even be tolerated for the sake
of producing children, it is better to have no family at all rather than marry. Orestes contrasts
being a married to a Clytemnestra and having no wife at all and chooses no wife. Orestes and
Electra attack Clytemnestra as wife and mother. Orestes has the greatest need to show that
Clytemnestra is not a mother or a member of his family, so his statements could be biased.
However, Cilissa’s testimony that Clytemnestra was not a mother provides evidence from a less
biased source. This reconfiguring of the family to exclude Clytemnestra is, until Apollo’s speech
in the Eumenides, conceptual rather than biological. Thus, Orestes and Electra reject the idea of

Clytemnestra as wife and mother, implying that she is not part of the family.®*

> Cilissa’s replacement of Clytemnestra affects Clytemnestra’s ability to prevent her murder; Whallon believes
Cilissa’s speech disproves Clytemnestra’s attempt to gain pity through her breast (Ch. 896-8). Whallon, “Serpent,”
274.

%Garvie explains the problem with calling Clytemnestra a mother: “The name . . . belies Clytemnestra’s nature: she
is the unnatural mother.” Garvie, Ch.: 1. 190-1.

" Garvie, Ch.: 1.1005-6.

62 Clytemnestra is concerned with her role as mother of Iphigenia “the only child who matters” Betensky, “Power,”
17. This mother role does not save her from the redefinition of the family, which includes Agamemnon , Orestes,
and Electra, but not Clytemnestra; “If Clytemnestra was never a ‘real’ mother to Orestes, then she could not have
been one to Iphigeneia either. . . her claims in the previous play are completely undermined.” Betensky, “Power,”
21. Zeitlin holds a similar view: “By denying her two remaining children, she has denied her role of mother.”
Zeitlin, “Sacrifice,” 491.
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Clytemnestra is depicted as non-human because of her rejection of the roles of wife and
mother in Ag. 1228-33 and Ch. 991-6. Both these passages seek to redefine Clytemnestra as an
animal or a monster explicitly because of her violence against Agamemnon. These passages
critique Clytemnestra not by portraying her as a bad wife or a bad mother but as a creature
outside of the human sphere. This separation from human categories is rhetorically important;
the Erinyes cannot claim Orestes as their rightful prey if he has not truly committed matricide.
The depiction of Clytemnestra as animal or monster does not, however, free her from the
constraints of family; the images emphasize her violation of family bonds. Orestes and
Cassandra seek to define Clytemnestra as something other than a wife or mother.

In Ag. 1228-33, Cassandra also depicts Clytemnestra as non-human on account of her
murder of Agamemnon. Clytemnestra can no longer be called a wife, a human, or even a female.
Cassandra tries to find the appropriate beast or monster to represent Clytemnestra:®

0VK 010V 010l YAGGGO. o THG KuVOC

AeiEaoa kakteivaca padpdv ove, diknv

Atng AaBpaiov, TevEetan Kakf Toym.

T0140€ TOAUO: OT|ALG BpcEVOC POVEDC

E€oTv. Tl viv KaAoDGa SVGPIAES OAKOC

oo’ Gv; appicPavav, | TkOAAay Tva (Ag. 1228-33)

He did not know the kind of word for the hateful dog, fawning and killing the one with

the shining mind, like a secret ruin, she comes with an evil fate. Such daring: the female

is the slayer of the male. What should I call her, this hated beast? A serpent or some

Scylla?

Cassandra is at a loss because Clytemnestra, in her view, has gone beyond humanity and almost

beyond gender.®* Clytemnestra’s inversion of gender roles is explicitly noted; her violence

% Foley sees Cassandra taking on the role of wife as she makes this comparison; Clytemnestra’s place as wife has
been supplanted by a better candidate, just as Cilissa replaced Clytemnestra as mother. Foley, Female Acts, 93.

%4 Betenksy’s position on Clytemenstra’s move away from the feminine is an interesting counterpoint: “The death of
Iphigenia can be understood . . . as a destruction of Clytemnestra’s own fertility after the absence of Agamemnon
had already made her cease having a feminine identity.” Betenksy, “Power,” 15-16. See also Goheen, “Aspects,”
133. Foley sees Clytemnestra described as a hater of her philoi; this hatred is represented by making her animal.
Foley, Female Acts, 221.
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against her spouse is deemed unnatural. This violence is also the reason she is depicted as an
animal and a monster. Cassandra does not know what to call Clytemnestra because Clytemnestra
has violated the norms of gender and of wifely behavior and thus can no longer be defined with
human terms. By using animals, Cassandra implies that Clytemnestra is not a wife.

Orestes seeks to limit Clytemnestra’s role as wife and mother by suggesting that she is
instead a snake in Ch. 991-6:

fTig &° &n” avopl 00T €unoato oTHyog,

g€ oV tékvav fveyy mo {odvny Bapog,

@iAov TEmG, VOV &~ &xOpoV, G paivel, Kakov,

T{ 601 OKET; popava y° et” €xdv’ Epu

onmew Oryods” av GAAOV 0V dednyuévov

TOAUNG EkaTt Kakdikov ppovipatog. (Ch. 991-6)

What is she who bore such hate against her husband, by whom she bore the weight of

children under her girdle, dear to you, now, as it seems, a hated enemy, what does she

seem to be? She is a sea-eel, a snake which touching poisons, the other not being bitten,

daring according to her unlawful mind.
Orestes sees Clytemnestra as dehumanized because she rejected her family. Clytemnestra should
have been connected to her husband through her children. Because she rejects this connection,
she is compared to a poisonous snake. Clytemnestra’s rejection of Agamemnon is explicit, but,
in Orestes’ view, she also rejects her children: she destroys their father but also fails to properly
bond with them, which would have produced a connection to her as mother. Orestes tries,
through redefinition of Clytemnestra as an animal, to denigrate Clytemnestra not only for her
rejection of the role of wife, but also the role of mother.®’

For Orestes, the separation of Clytemnestra from the roles of wife and mother justifies his
act of murder. The reimaging of Clytemnestra as a poisonous snake both emphasizes her

rejection of her husband and children and allows Orestes to respond with violence. Garvie sees

another rhetorical purpose of making Clytemnestra a non-mother: “Orestes reverses the charge

%3 See also Ch. 130-6,190-1, 421-2.
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brought by Clytemnestra against Agamemnon who sacrificed Iphigenia.”®® This reversal seeks to
focus Clytemnestra’s role as mother on her living children; Iphigenia must be excluded from the
family.®” Clytemnestra’s justification for the murder of Agamemnon as in revenge for Iphigenia
is removed. Instead, Clytemnestra is denigrated for her violence against her husband, and
violence against Clytemnestra is justified through the image of Clytemnestra as a poisonous
snake. Clytemnestra’s rejection of these roles is so extreme that she can no longer be seen as
human. Violence against Clytemnestra is justified through turning her from a member of the
family into an animal.

In her speech to the herald, Clytemnestra uses the guise of a proper wife to cover her
murderous intentions, thus showing the degree to which she is not a wife: **

i yop

YOVOIKL TOVTOV PEYYOG O10V OPOKETY,
4o otpateiog avopi cmcavTog 00D
TOAOG Gvoi&at,—rTodT  Amdyyslhov mooeL:
fKew OTmG TaYI0T EPACUIOV TOAEL:
YOVaIKo TGTV 0 €V dOUO01C EDPOL LOAMV
ofav ep ovv Eletme, dopdTmv KOva,
€60V éxelve, Todepiav T0ig SVGPPOGLY,
Kol TAAL Opoiav Tavta, onuUavInpoV
00OV drapbsipacay €v UnKEL YpOVOL.
008’ 01d0 TEPYIV 0V’ niyoyov QAT
dALov mpog avopog LaAlov N yorkod PBads. (Ag. 601-612)

For what sight is more pleasant for a wife than this, opening the gates for her husband,
who has been saved by the god from battle; announce this to my husband: to come most

% Garvie, Ch.: 1. 922

%7 Goheen explains the emotions behind this difference between children “Instead of fresh love to replace that lost
with Iphigenia, that feeling has been replaced . . . with indifference and dislike.” Goheen, “Aspects,” 134. Foley
suggests that Iphigenia is not as an important part of the household as Clytemnestra attempts to make her:
“Clytemnestra implicitly remakes inheritance law by integrating her daughter into the direct lineage of the royal
house.” Foley, Female Acts, 217.

% Fraenkel focuses on the optative etipot as key to figuring out what Clytemnestra means; is she deceptive or
honest? Fraenkel concludes that Clytemnestra is trying to state that she is faithful. Fraenkel, Ag., 1. 606. Betensky
concludes Clytemnestra is faithful, in a way: “She is not lying. The fidelity is to the house, not to him.” However,
later Betensky admits “her role in [the house of Atreus] is limited.” Betensky, “Power,” 15,19. Goldhill sees the use
of mboet as an evasion; Clytemnestra is hiding “her oimp, Aegisthus.” Goldhill, Language, sexuality, narrative: the
Oresteia: 55.
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quickly to his beloved to the city: having come home let him find his faithful wife in the

house, just as he left her, a good watchdog of the home for him, war-like towards his

enemies, and all other appropriate things, whose seal has not been destroyed in the length
of'time. I do not know delight nor shameful reputation because of another man more than

I know how to dip bronze.

Clytemnestra is believed by the herald because she describes what her behavior should be.®
Because none of the things she claims are true as will be implied by the chorus, Clytemnestra
shows she is not fulfilling the role of wife. Clytemnestra is not excited for Agamemnon to
return, except so that she can kill him.”® She has not been faithful and is even, metaphorically, is
lying about dipping bronze; Fowler points out that “She is about to dip her sword, dye it in
blood.””" Clytemnestra shows all the ways in which she could be a proper wife but is not, thus
actively rejecting the role of wife.

Clytemnestra openly rejects the role of wife in Ag. 1435-1443. Clytemnestra argues that
Agamemnon and Cassandra and Aegisthus and herself are the better couples. By arguing for the
validity of her relationship with Aegisthus, Clytemnestra is explicitly rejecting the role of
Agamemnon’s wife. By attempting to legitimize these extra-marital relationships, Clytemnestra
shows her opposition to the traditional model of the family:

oD pot edfov pérabpov EAmig Eumatel,

€mc v aifn mdp o’ éotiag Eufig

Atyic00¢, Mg 10 Tpdcbev £ ppovidv duol.

0010 Yo MKV domig 0V opikpd Opdcouc.

KETTaL yuovaukog THode AvpavTnplog,

Xpoonidwv petmypo tdv O’ TAlo:
T alyudAotog fde Kol TEpacKOTOG

% Betensky find Clytemnestra not entirely believable: “The statement is suspicious here to her audience but passes
because it fits normal expectations.” Betensky, “Power,” 15. Winnington-Ingram notes the paradigmatic nature of
the description: “she maintains the role of the conventional wife, the home-keeper, the watch-dog.” Winnington-
Ingram, “Vote,” 132.

7 Fowler believes that Clytemnestra would, at some time, have been excited for Agamemnon to return, arguing that
“thwarted passion for Agamemnon” is one of Clytemnestra’s motives for murder. Fowler “Aeschylus’ Imagery”: 24.
Although Clytemnestra makes statements about the difficulty of being separated from her husband (Ag. 859-62, Ch.
920), this problem would be rectified by not killing him when he finally returns home. Betensky’s explanations is
more sensible: “Now she longs for him in order to kill him.” Betensky, “Power,” 15.

"I Fowler, “Aeschylus’ Imagery”: 34.
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Kol KOWOAEKTPOG ToVdE, BecaTNAOYOG

motn EHvevvoc, voutilmv 6& GeEALITOV

icotpiPng, dtya & ovk Empatdtny. (Ag. 1434-1443)

My hope does not walk in a house of fear as long as Aigisthus kindles a fire upon my

hearth, as he was well-disposed toward me. For he is a shield for us, not of small

strength. The destroyer of this woman lies dead, the balm for the golden-looking ones at

Troy: She was taken by the spear, a prophet, she shared his bed, a trusted prophetic

mistress, pressing the benches of ships, their reward is not undeserved.
Clytemnestra belongs with Aegisthus, Cassandra with Agamemnon.”* Clytemnestra attempts to
break down her original family and substitute Aegisthus; Agamemnon has lost his place as the
head of the household.” Agamemnon is no longer lord or husband; he is placed with Cassandra
and is described as the destroyer their relationship. Thus Clytemnestra focuses the blame for the
break of her and Agamemnon’s relationship on Agamemnon.”* Zeitlin sees placing him with
Cassandra as a method of weakening Agamemnon; Agamemnon (like Aegisthus?) is feminized
through his connection to Cassandra and the “barbarian world . . . of effeminacy and sensual
delights”.”” Agamemnon is no longer Greek and no longer a proper partner for Clytemnestra- she
has broken up the family using cultural values. Clytemnestra uses Cassandra to blame
Agamemnon for the breaking of her marriage and to take focus of her relationship with
Aegisthus. In Ag. 1435-1443, Clytemnestra openly promotes extramarital relationships, rejecting
the role of wife of Agamemnon, and attempts to place the blame for the move from marriage to
adultery on Agamemnon.

In Ag. 601-612 and Ag. 1435-1443, Clytemnestra depicts herself as fulfilling the roles of

wife and mother. In Ag. 601-612, Clytemnestra plays the role of faithful wife, which implicates

her unfaithfulness and shows her rejection of the role of wife. In Ag. 1435-1443, Clytemnestra

" Foley thinks Clytemnestra senses an attack and “clearly means to imply that Cassandra has threatened to double
or replace her.” Foley, Female Acts, 92.

3 Fraenkel, Ag., 1. 1435.

" Foley notes that Clytemnestra attempts to hold Agamemnon for adultery which, as a man, he would not usually be
responsible. Foley, Female Acts, 215.

7 Zeitlin “Misogyny,” 92.
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openly rejects the role of wife by promoting the relationships between Aegisthus and herself and
Agamemnon and Cassandra as the more appropriate pairings, but also tries to blame
Agamemnon for the destruction of their relationship. Clytemnestra rejects the role of wife,
separating herself from the family in the same way as her opponents.

In the Agamemnon and the Choephori Clytemnestra is suggested to be something other
than a wife and mother. This presentation involves comparing Clytemnestra to an explicit or
implicit example of these roles and showing how she does not fulfill them. In the snake dream,
Clytemnestra does not properly perform the role of mother for the snake and thus brings violence
upon herself. Cilissa asserts that she, not Clytemnestra was a mother to Orestes because she took
care of Orestes as a baby and still cares for him emotionally as an adult. Orestes and Electra
respectively assert that Clytemnestra was neither wife nor mother. Cassandra and Orestes both
find that Clytemnestra is better described with animals, removing her from the human roles of
wife and mother. Clytemnestra herself presents a false image of a faithful wife, through which
she can be judged to not be a wife, and explicitly rejects the role of wife in favor of adulterous
relationships. Defining Clytemnestra as neither wife nor mother serves to separate her from her
family and from humanity, allowing Orestes to answer her violence with violence.

V. Conclusion

The imagery of the Agamemnon and the Choephori presents a view of the family and of
gender which supports male power. The female is denigrated, especially Clytemnestra as a wife
and mother, while the imagery of the animal single-parent presents a restructuring of the family
so that the male is the only parent and the mother is excluded from the family. The father is
depicted as a nurturing, caring parent who is vital for the survival of his children. This structure

is most clearly seen in the eagle children passage of the Choephori; Agamemnon is the eagle
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father and his chicks, Orestes and Electra, cannot survive without him. Clytemnestra is a snake,
an outsider and enemy. The image of the vulture parents in the Agamemnon has the same
structure but at the same time questions the validity of the remaking of the family. Agamemnon
and Menelaus are male parent vultures. Again, there is no place for the mother in this animal
depiction of the family. However, the vulture image highlights Agamemnon’s failures as a
father; the dead vulture chicks most obviously refer to Iphigenia and bring up questions of
accountability for not only her sacrifice but also for the Trojan War. Agamemnon’s place as an
agent of Zeus provides a counterpart to the reference to Iphigenia. In reference to Agamemnon,
the vulture simile questions his role as a parent. The vulture simile also represents Menelaus as
the parent vultures and Helen as the vulture chicks. This change in referents changes the valence
of the image; it supports Menelaus’ role as a husband and justifies the Trojan War. Both single-
parent images remake the family by excluding the mother. The eagle children passage presents a
family composed only of Agamemnon, Orestes, and Electra where Clytemnestra is an enemy.
The vulture parent passage presents a family structure where the father is the only parent, but can
question or support this structure depending on whether the focus is on Agamemnon or
Menelaus.

The lion imagery of the Agamemnon connects issues of gender to adultery and
transgressions of xenia. For the lion imagery, the heroic lion similes of the Iliad provide a
normative paradigm of gender which illustrates how the lion imagery of the Agamemnon depicts
a corruption of gender roles. Helen and Clytemnestra are depicted as overly strong women,
breaking out of the role of wife, while Aegisthus becomes a cowardly lion, dominated by
Clytemnestra. Helen and Clytemnestra are connected through the lion imagery; both can be seen

as the destructive lion cub. The lion imagery depicts the unnaturalness of their adultery and
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violence; they are not real women but animals. The lion imagery of the Agamemnon points to the
unnaturalness of Helen, Clytemnestra, and Aegisthus in regards to gender and adultery.

The imagery of the Agamemnon and the Choephori depicts Clytemnestra not as a bad
mother or wife but as something explicitly different from a wife and mother. Clytemnestra is
removed from the family through this imagery, which allows Orestes to murder her without the
taint of matricide. Clytemnestra is removed from the role of wife and mother in the snake dream
in the Choephori, which depicts her as unable to fulfill the role of mother and nurture her child.
Clytemnestra is also depicted as a non-mother and non-wife in imagery which discusses the
problem of defining her as a human and chooses to instead define her as an animal or monster.
Clytemnestra also considers the roles of wife and mother herself and depicts herself in ways that
remove her from these roles for her own purposes. Clytemnestra takes on the guise of a faithful
wife to carry out the murder of Agamemnon and openly rejects the role of wife after the murder.
Clytemnestra takes the expectations for wife and mother and uses them to carry out and justify
her murder of Agamemnon. Both those opposed to Clytemnestra and Clytemnestra herself
consider her in terms of the roles of wife and mother, showing how she does not fit into the
proscribed roles. This separates Clytemnestra particularly from Orestes, allowing him to take
vengeance against her.

The imagery of the Agamemnon and the Choephori presents a specific conception of the
family to denigrate those who fall outside the family’s proscribed roles. This imagery excludes
adulterers and mothers, depicting them as unnatural and not as a member of the family. Animals
are used to symbolize both these broken relationships and to present what is left of the family as

a whole.
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CHAPTER 2
THE ERINYES IN THE AGAMEMNON AND THE CHOEPHORI

In the Eumenides, the trial decides issues of gender as well as Orestes’ guilt because the
opposition of Apollo and the Erinyes is also the opposition of the male and the female. As Zeitlin
eloquently explains: “This schematization [i.e. the male-female] is especially marked in the
confrontation between Apollo and the Erinyes in the Eumenides, where juridical and theological
concerns are fully identified with male-female dichotomies.” ' Thus “the male” becomes defined
by a specific set of beliefs and values, exemplified by Apollo and “the female” becomes defined
by the Erinyes”. Because the Erinyes become equivalent with the female in the Eumenides, it is
useful to explore how the Erinyes are portrayed before the trial and their identification with a
specific set of values. Although the Erinyes are only physically present on stage in the final play,
they appear in both the Agamemnon and the Choephori in imagery and finally in their unseen
attack which maddens Orestes. Because the Erinyes become Orestes’ opponents in the
Eumenides, their use in the first two plays cannot be accidental. However, the first two plays do
not simply give a glimpse of the Erinyes which will be embodied in the Eumenides, rather they
present conflicting accounts which both contradict and correspond to the Erinyes of the final
play.

Therefore, I will analyze the references to the Erinyes in the Agamemnon and the

Choephori, and try to answer the question “What are the Erinyes?” There are various parts of

! Zeitlin “The Dynamics of Misogyny: Myth and Mythmaking in Aeschylus’ Oresteia” in Playing the Other:
Gender and Society in Classical Greek Literature, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 87.

* The Erinyes are also emphatically opposed to the male and similar to Clytemnestra per Zeitlin: “For the devouring
voracity of the Furies. . . represents both oral aggression against the child they should nourish and sexual predation
against the male to whom they should submit.” Zeitlin, “Misogyny,” 97.
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this question: What gods, if any, do the Erinyes work for? Who is avenged by the Erinyes? What
sort of violations do the Erinyes avenge? To gauge the variety of Erinyes present in the first two
plays, it is helpful to use the Erinyes of the Eumenides as a comparison. Thus the three previous
questions can also be phrased: Are the Erinyes unallied with and opposed to the other gods? Do
the Erinyes support Clytemnestra? Do the Erinyes avenge familial violence (violence between
those related by blood and therefore not spousal violence)?® To organize my discussion, I have
divided the passages in which the Erinyes appear into three thematic categories: the Erinyes and
War, the Erinyes and the death of Agamemnon, and the Erinyes and Clytemnestra. In the Erinyes
in War, I discuss passages in which the Erinyes are involved in the Trojan War. These Erinyes
are markedly different from those in the Eumenides due to their association with male gods and
non-familial violence. In the Erinyes and the death of Agamemnon, I discuss Erinyes which
serve either as an anticipation of or a reaction to the death of Agamemnon. In the Erinyes and
Clytemnestra, I analyze the Erinyes that are connected to Clytemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon
and are used to support Orestes’ murder of Clytemnestra. These Erinyes are particularly
rhetorical in character and are used to justify murder.

The differing portrayals of the Erinyes suggest that the conflict of genders can be
resolved; the Erinyes do not have to be a force diametrically opposed to the male but rather can
be incorporated into the male power system as agents of Zeus and Agamemnon. The Erinyes can
support Agamemnon instead of Clytemnestra, Zeus and the other gods instead of being outcasts.
The various natures of the Erinyes in the Agamemnon and the Choephori provide an answer to

the gender conflict.

? Zeitlin describes the Erinyes of the Eumenides: “By the last play, through her representatives the Erinyes, the
female principle is now allied with the archaic, primitive, and regressive, while the male, in the person of the young
god Apollo, champions conjugality, society, and progress.” Zeitlin, “Misogyny,” 89.
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I. The Erinyes and War

In the Agamemnon, the Erinyes are often participants in the Trojan War. This association
changes the gender of the association of the Erinyes by placing them in the domain of both
human men as well as male gods. When they are involved in war, the Erinyes are no longer
focused just on familial violence and are not always agents of vengeance. Instead, the Erinyes
are used to signify just retaliation, especially that of Zeus.

Early in the Agamemnon, an Erinys appears as an agent of the male gods. The Erinys
avenges the loss of the children of the vultures, which are a metaphor for Agamemnon and
Menelaus who avenge Paris’ xenia-violating adultery with Helen. This Erinys is then allied with
the male powers instead of the female and avenges both metaphorical familial violence and the
actual violation of xenia, which is outside the concern of the Erinyes of the Eumenides. Thus, the
first appearance of the Erinys differs greatly from its counterparts in the Eumenides. The chorus
describes the sending of the Erinys:

Mevéraog avaé No” Ayouéuvoy,

péyov €k Bouod kAdlovteg Apn
TPOTOV aiyVTL®V, 01T  EKTOTIONg
dlyeot maidowv Ymatol Aeyéwv
OTPOPOSVODVTOL

TTEPVYWOV EPETUOTOLY EPECCOUEVOL,
depviotnpn

ndvov OpTaAiymv OAEGaVTES:
Umatog o” aiov 1 Tig AmOAA®V

| av 7| Zebdg olwvoBpoov

Y00V 0ELVPOAV TAVIE peToiKV
VOTEPOMOVOV

néunel mapofacty Epwvov.

obtm 8" Atpéwg moidog O Kpeloomv
En’ AleEavopm méumet EEviog
720 TOAVAVOPOG AUPL YOVOIKOG
TOALO TohoicpoTo Koi youloPapt
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YOVOTOG KOVIOoY EPEIOOUEVOV
SKVoopéVNG T &V mpoteleiong
Képoaxog ONocwv Aavaoict

Tpwoi 0” opoimg. (Ag. 42, 48-67)

Lord Menelaus and Agamemnon. . . shouting a great war cry from their spirits like
vultures, who wheel high above their nests, sped along by the rowing of their wings, with
excessive pain, having lost the at home toil over their chicks. Some uppermost god, either
Apollo, Pan, or Zeus perceiving the shrill, birdy wail of the foreigners (vultures) sends an
Erinys avenging the transgression. Thus the stronger one, Zeus Xenios sends the sons of
Atreus against Alexander, for the sake of a many-husbanded woman making many battles
and weighting of the leaning knees into the dust in the offering of the scraped spear for
both Danaans and Trojans.

The connection between the vultures, the Erinys, and Agamemnon and Menelaus is complex.
Lebeck argues that Agamemnon and Menelaus are compared to the Erinys, but Goldhill asserts
that in sending the Erinys, “Zeus now sends not eagles but avengers of the eagles.” * When we
consider the Erinys only within the vulture simile, the source of the Erinys is a male god that
could be Zeus. The Erinys is sent for the loss of children, presumably through violence. This
Erinys then is concerned with the same issues as the Erinyes of the Eumenides, but is sent from
an unexpected source: the gods which are the enemies of the Erinyes of the Eumenides. If we
consider this Erinys to represent the Atreidae, as Lebeck suggests, the Erinys takes on new
properties. The Erinys as the Atreidae is clearly sent from Zeus and also is concerned with
adultery and the husband-wife relationship through the nature of Paris’ violation of xenia. This
Erinys protects the rights of the husband, not the wife. The Erinys of Ag. 59-67 is allied with the

male gods and is concerned with familial violence but also possibly adultery and xenia. Here, the

*Anne Lebeck, The Oresteia: A Study in Language and Structure (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 8.
Simon Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative: The Oresteia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 14.
Gagarin sees the conflict over Helen as a “sexual conflict” which would then give the Erinys a gendered nature.
Michael Gagarin, Aeschylean Drama (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1976), 88-89.
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Erinyes is a just response to a transgression which is committed by Paris and judged by the male
gods.

Not only the Erinyes, but also their mother, Night, can be allied with Zeus. Zeus and
Night work together to overthrow Troy:

® Zed Pacthed kol vOE ikio
HEYAA®V KOCU®V KTEATELPO,

fit” €mi Tpoiag mHpyorc EPareg
oTeYavOV SlKTLOV, MG UNTE HEYAV
pAT ovv veap@dv TV’ VepTeELEcoL
péya SovAgiog

Yayyouov, dtng TovoAdTov.

Ala. Tot EEviov péyav aidoDpon

TOV T6de Tpa&avt &n’ AleEavopm
tetvovta mdAol T0Eov, (Ag. 355-64)

O king Zeus and dear night, ruler of great beauty, who has thrown on the gates of Troy a
water-tight net, so that neither young nor old can escape the great net of slavery,

of all-catching ruin. I am in awe of the great Zeus Xenios who enacted this against
Paris, stretching back the bow.

Although Night and Zeus will become opposing forces during the trial, the former as the mother
of the Erinyes and the latter as the power behind Apollo, during the Trojan War they are working
together. Their function is to punish the Trojans and Paris, who have acted against Zeus. The
pairing increases the sense that justice has been done because Zeus does not need to act alone
against the transgressors. Thus, the mother of the Erinyes aids Zeus in the Trojan war and
thereby in establishing his justice.

The connection of Zeus and Night has implications for the position of the Erinyes in
relation to Zeus. Lebeck sees this pairing as only a foreshadowing: “Thus there is implicit here

that harmonious union established at the end of the trilogy when Zeus and Night’s daughters, the
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Erinyes, are once more reconciled.”” Because the chronology of Zeus and Night’s team effort is
clearly placed before the trial and the time of the Agamemnon, 1 assert that the reconciliation has,
in some sense already occurred. The partnership of both Night and Zeus and the Erinys and Zeus
during the Trojan War implies that the Erinyes are not naturally opposed to Zeus and that the
reconciliation restores the Erinyes to their normal place as agents of Zeus. The pairing of Zeus
and Night suggests that from birth the Erinyes are allied with Zeus and therefore are more
appropriately agents of his justice rather than opponents.

Another Erinys is an agent of Zeus in the Trojan War, again the agent of a male god and
concerned with bloodshed outside of the family. Helen in her marriage to Paris is both an agent
of Zeus Xenios and an Erinys:

TOPOKAIVOG  ETEKPOVEV

O YOUOL TIKPOAG TEAELTAG,

d06€dPOG Kol OLGOUIAOG

ovpéva [prapidaioty,

moumd Aog Eeviov,

voppoxkiavtog Epwvic. (Ag. 744-49)

Turning aside she made a bitter end to the marriage, coming to the sons of Priam bringing
evil and hard to live with, sent by Zeus Xenios, an Erinys bringing woe to brides.

Helen, as an agent of Zeus Xenios, is metaphorically an Erinys.® This Erinys supports the
masculine power system, both divine and human, by avenging transgressions that involve
adultery, bringing vengeance for Menelaus and other wronged husbands. The connection of the

Erinys, Helen, and Zeus Xenios makes the Erinys a tool of vengeance of Agamemnon, not

> Lebeck, 0., 64.

® Conacher agrees with this connection. Although he renders “Erinys” as “a curse,” Conacher also indentifies Helen
with the Erinys, making her “the occasion, through her marriage with Paris, of Zeus’ wrath, and as the instrument
for its accomplishment. Conacher, O., 28. Goldhill, however, hesitates to make Helen the Erinys and concludes this
image represents “a confusion of motivation, of suspected divine causalities, a doubt as to the beginning of the
pattern of cause and effect, crime and punishment.” Goldhill, Language, 64. 1 would rather see a reconfiguring of
“divine causalities”; the Erinys is purposely depicted not as an opponent of Zeus but as his agent. Fraenkel also
hesitates to fully connect Helen to the Erinys, seeing Helen as “a daemonic being”, “superhuman.” Fraenkel, Ag., 1.
749. The Erinyes are too important to the trilogy to merely signify a more than human nature, thus Helen should be
considered as an Erinys rather than any daemonic being.
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Clytemnestra. In doing so, the concern of the Erinys is radically different from that of
Clytemnestra’s Erinyes in the Eumenides. This Erinys avenges adultery, which is seen as a
violation of xenia, rather than familial violence. This difference from the Erinyes of the
Eumenides suggests that the Erinyes can be part of Zeus’ system of justice, rather than opposed
to it. The Erinys instead causes familial violence; Paris’ marriage to Helen brings her as an
Erinys to destroy his family. This metaphor depicts the Erinys as an agent of Zeus and as
concerned with adultery rather than familial murder. Helen as the Erinys is a just punishment for
the wrongs of Paris and the Trojans.

The idea of war as a punishment meted out by the Erinyes also associates the Erinyes
with Ares. The messenger uses the Erinyes and Ares to characterize the horrors of war. The
Erinyes are here a masculine force concerned with the violence of war instead of familial
violence. The news of the causalities of war is compared to a paian of the Erinyes:

Otov 8° amevktd TUaT dyyehog mOAEL

GTLYV® TPOCONTW TTWGILOV GTPATOD PEPT,

TOLEL PEV EAKOG EV TO ONLIOV TUYETV,

TOALOVG 0& TOAADV E€aryicOévTog dOu@V

avopoag OIAL pdotyt, TV Apng OUAEl,

dthoyyov dtnv, eowviav Euvopioa:

TOUDVOE HEVTOL TNUATMOV GEGAYLLEVOV

npénet Aéyew madva tovo’ Epwvowv. (Ag. 638-45)

When a messenger brings the awful pain of the fallen army to the city with a hated face,

that there is one public wound for the city, many men from many homes have been

driven out with a double whip, Ares loves this, the two-fold folly, the bloody team of
horses: however, the messenger appears to speak of a gathering-together of pains, this
paian of the Erinyes.

The news of casualties is both a joy to Ares and a paian of the Erinyes. Ares enjoys the

destruction, but for the people this news is connected to the Erinyes. Defeat in war is the result of
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the Erinyes; the messenger sings a paian to them in celebration of their destructive powers. ' In
this passage, the Erinyes appear as agents of death somewhat analogous to Ares. The Erinyes are
not concerned with familial violence but rather the violence of war. There is no mention of the
Erinyes as agents of vengeance; they simply cause pain through destruction of the army. If the
Erinyes must be agents of vengeance, it appears that the city has suffered defeat because of some
act which angered the Erinyes. The Erinyes are not obviously agents of justice. The Erinyes,
along with Ares, seem to delight in the pain of the people, which suggests that they are not
simply objective punishers of the unjust. This passage complicates the nature of the Erinyes;
they are not simply agents of Zeus who brought a deserved punishment to Troy, but also are
associated with Ares and a delight in human suffering. Therefore, Erinyes are not unambiguous
signifiers of the justice of an act.
II. The Erinyes and the Death of Agamemnon

As the Erinyes were often used as a sign of the justice of the Trojan War, they are also
used to suggest the justice of retributive violence. The Erinyes are associated with both the
murder of Agamemnon and its effects; while many passages suggest that the death of
Agamemnon was in part caused by the Erinyes, Orestes’ speech in the Choephori asserts that
Agamemnon’s death produced Erinyes. Not all the Erinyes associated with Agamemnon’s death
are part of an explicit justification of murder; instead, the use of the Erinyes suggests that there
are divine forces that respond to human actions with vengeance. However, the passages raise
questions about the connections between divine and human actions (Did the Erinyes murder

Agamemnon or did Clytemnestra?) and the connection between vengeance and justice (Can

" A “paian of the Erinyes” is for Fraenkel a “blasphemous paradox.” Eduard Fraenkel, Aeschylus Agamemnon
(Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 1962), 1. 645.
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Orestes commit matricide as vengeance for his father? Is Clytemnestra a force of vengeance
against a sinful Agamemnon?).

In Ag. 457-74, the chorus mentions the Erinyes as they conclude speaking about the evils
of'the Trojan War, using the Erinyes as a punishment for unnamed wrong-doers. The context
suggests that the wrong-doers could be the Atreidae. Here, the Erinyes are associated with
reversal of fortune, death, and transgression:

Bapeio & doTt®dV EATIC &LV KOT®:
ONUOKPAVTOL &° Apag Tivel YpEog.
pével & axovooai ti pov

HEPYLVOL VOKTNPEPEC.

TOV TOAVKTOVOV YOp 0VK
diorkomot Beol. kKehat-

vai 6" "Epwviec ypovem

TOYNPOV VT Avev dikag
malvtoyel Tpa Plov

T0elc” duavpdv, v 8’ dai-

o101 TeAéBoVTOg 0VTIC GA-

K6 TO 6 VITEPKOTMG KADEW

gv Bapv: Pérreton yop do-

001 A100ev kepavvoe.

Kpive 8™ dpbovov dAPov:

uqt” einv TroAmopong

uft odv anTdg Ghovg U’ G-
Aov Blov xatioowt. (Ag. 457-74)

The voice of the city is heavy with ill-will: it is the equivalent of a publicly ordained
curse. Some care of the night remains to hear me, for they are not the aimless gods of the
murderers. The black Erinyes enfeeble him who has been fortunate against justice,
reversing his fortune and corroding his life and when he comes into the land of the
unseen, he has no protection. And to be excessively praised is dangerous: The
thunderbolt is thrown from the eyes of Zeus. I choose happiness without envy: let there
not be sacking of cities, let me, conquered by others, not look down upon life.®

The Erinyes bring a reversal of fortune, death, to one who was fortunate but also has committed

hubris. Although the assumed outcome of an attack of the Erinyes would be death, the result is

$Conacher sees a transition from the justice of Zeus to the justice of the people in Ag. 456-7. D. J. Conacher,
Aeschylus’ Oresteia (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987), 23. Translation is from Alan H. Sommerstein.
Oresteia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008) with adaptations.
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often collateral damage such as war rather than the death of a single person (as in Ag. 59-67, Ag.
744-49, Ag. 1184-93). Here the vengeance reflects back on the wrong-doer; the arrival of the
Erinyes is explained only with what translates literally as “it is heavy to hear well those
overstepping their bounds.” Thus the Erinyes attack someone who has committed hubris, which
would be a personal wrong rather than something done to someone else and one that is reflected
directly back on the wrong doer.'® In Ag. 463-9, the Erinyes attack a single wrong-doer who has
overstepped his bounds, suggesting that the crime they are concerned with is hubris. The actions
of the Erinyes in this passage are clearly within the realm of justice- the Erinyes explicitly on the
correct side of justice by not supporting murderers (Ag. 461-2), attack those who are on the
wrong side of justice (Ag. 463-5) and act together with Zeus (Ag. 469-70).

Although the attack of the Erinyes is described as the result of a personal rather than
communal violation, the context of the passage clarifies the hubris described and its effect on
others. Within the context of the anti-Trojan war sentiments expressed by the chorus, the hubris
is that of Agamemnon and Menelaus waging war, which affects the entire community. The anger
of the people indicates that the people are avenged by the Erinyes. The Erinyes, bringing death
after the Trojan War to punish those who waged it, serve as a counterpart to Ares, who brings
death during the Trojan War, reducing the soldiers to ashes in urns (Ag. 438-444). The Erinyes
are the divine force that can take lives after the war is over; Agamemnon and Menelaus were

lucky in that they survived the Trojan War, but their luck will change when the Erinyes come to

’ Sommerstein gives “And to be excessively praised is dangerous.” Sommerstein, Oresteia (Harvard University
Press), 1. 468-9.

' Wheelwright connects the Erinyes to hubris, commenting “The arrogant [i.e. hubristic] man errs by overstepping,
yes, but in terms of another metaphorical figure he upsets the natural balance of things, which must then be restored.
... The Erinyes, too, are operative in this connection- only secondarily as ‘Furies,” primarily as restorers of the
order of nature.” Philip Wheelwright, The Burning Fountain (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1968), 178.
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kill them. The Erinyes are a response to the anger of the people about the Trojan War and they
bring death to those who committed hubris in waging the war, Agamemnon and Menelaus.

If the attack of the Erinyes is directed against Agamemnon, is Clytemnestra part of this
attack? There is nothing in the chorus’ description of the Erinyes which overtly refers to
Clytemnestra. Because of the chorus’ antagonistic relationship with Clytemnestra and the fact
the murder has not yet occurred, the chorus is not predicting that Clytemnestra is the answer to
their anger. However, the fact that the Erinyes kill, punishing hubris makes Clytemnestra’s
involvement appropriate. It is Clytemnestra, not supernatural forces, who will bring an end to
Agamemnon’s life. Hubris is closely connected to Agamemnon’s death; Clytemnestra tricks
Agamemnon into committing an act of hubris by walking on the carpets, before she kills him. "
Thus, although the Erinyes are overtly only forces against Agamemnon, they have a function
similar to Clytemnestra.

The chorus again connects an Erinys to the death of Agamemnon at Ag. 988-1000.
Although the murder has still not occurred, the reference to Agamemnon’s death is clearer. The
chorus characterizes the feeling of foreboding that strikes them after Clytemnestra and
Agamemnon enter the house as a “dirge of the Erinys”, connecting the Erinys to death from the
sea and the death of Agamemnon:

nevBopon 6° an’ oppdTov

vOGTOV, AOTOLOPTLG V!

OV & dvev Apog SRS VUVOIET

Optvov 'Eptvoog avtodidaktog Ecmbev

Boudg, oo 10 AV Eywv

€Amtidog eikov Bpdooc.

omAdyyva & obtot poTd-
Cel mpog €vdikolg ppeciv

" Fisher considers walking on the carpets and other images of “’trampling on’ or ‘kicking’ beautiful and valuable
‘objects’” a violation of yopic. N. R. E. Fisher, Hybris (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1992), 272. Taplin terms the
violation of walking on the carpets “hybristic” as well as “religious.” Oliver Taplin, The Stagecraft of Aeschylus
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 311.
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TEAEGPOPOLG SIVaLg KUKDUEVOV KEOP.

ebyopan &’ €€ €uag

EATidog YOO Tecely

€G 10 U1 teAec@dpov. (Ag. 988-1000)

I know the return by my eyes, being my own herald'*: my self-taught spirit from within

likewise sings without a lyre the dirge of the Erinys, having none of my own courage for

hope. Thus the heart boils the inward parts with a just mind, stirred with end-bringing

whirlpools. I pray without hope that the lie fall into nonfulfillment.
The dirge of the Erinys is directly connected the vootog of Agamemnon (Ag. 989).
Agamemnon’s return home causes the chorus not joy but fear and uncertainty. The chorus seems
to be afraid that Agamemnon has not really returned home safe, as they are focused on the
danger that could have prevented his return; they must assure themselves that he has indeed
returned (mevBopon & an’ dppdtov vootov) and escaped the dangers of the sea. The sea is used
by the chorus later as a general image of destruction: xoi ToTHOG E0OVTOPDY / AVOPOG Emancev
apavtov Eppa. “The straight fate of man has hit the invisible reef.” (Ag. 1005-6). The chorus
connects the Erinys to death from the sea.

Why does the chorus sing a dirge of the Erinys out of fear of the sea? Although
Agamemnon will not die because of shipwreck, his death can be connected to the sea. The
simple explanation is that the bath, like the sea also has water. However, the connection with the
sea is richer when we consider that Clytemnestra has also just spoken about the sea:

g€otv Bdhaooa, Tic 6€ viv KotaoPéoet;

TPEPOVGA TOAATIG TOPPLPOS IGAPYVPOV

KNKida Taykaivietov, eipdtov faedc. (Ag. 958-60)

There is the sea, who can quench it? It nourishes an ever renewed gushing of much
murex dye, worth its weight in silver, a stain for clothes.

'2 This passage, with its focus on homecoming and heralding, seems to pick up from the reference to the Erinyes
made by the herald who spoke a paian of the Erinyes (Ag. 638-45). Now the chorus are themselves a herald and the
song has changed from a paian to a dirge. The herald’s Erinyes brought death and so do those of the chorus: they
sing a funerary song and make reference to the destructive power of the sea (tehecpopoig divaig). Thus, the chorus
continues the herald’s usage of the Erinyes.
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Clytemnestra refers to the sea as the source of the dye of the carpets which Agamemnon has just
walked on. Thus, the chorus’ anxiety over the sea which they express using the Erinys is
connected to Agamemnon’s death. The reference to the Erinys here therefore expresses the
chorus’ foreboding of Agamemnon’s death, which in a way does come from the sea. The
chorus’s feeling of foreboding incompletely reflects what will happen; they have a sense that
Agamemnon will die, but incorrectly attribute his death to the forces of nature. However, the
chorus does connect an Erinys to Agamemnon’s death, suggesting that Clytemnestra will be a
force of vengeance.

In Ag. 1114-24, the chorus asks about an Erinys in response to Cassandra’s wild outburst
foretelling the murder of Agamemnon. The chorus uses an Erinys to characterize what they see
as Cassandra’ vague evocation of destruction. Again, however, Agamemnon’s murder is
described as an act of vengeance. What kind of Erinys this is depends on what the chorus knows
and is trying to clarify from Cassandra’s cries; although the specific nature of the Erinys cannot
be determined, the chorus’ need to ask “What kind of Erinys is this?”” shows that there can be
more than one kind of Erinys. The chorus reacts to Cassandra’s outcry:

Koaodvopa

g &, mamod mamod, ti 100 Qaiveral;

1 8ikTvov iy Adov;

AL Gprug 1 Edvevvog, 1) Euvartia

QOVOV. GTACIG O AKOPETOC YEVEL

KatoloAvEdtw Bopatog Aevsipov.

Xopdg

notav Eptvov tvde dopacty KEAN

gmopBidletv; ob pe eadpvvel AOYoG.

€mi 0 Kapdiav Edpape KpoKoPapng

oTaYOV, d1e Kapio TTOGLOG

EuvavoTel Blov dvvTog avyaic:
tayelo O dta mélel. (Ag. 1114-24)

hunter’s net, sharing the blame for slaughter. Let the insatiate spirit of strife raise a cry of
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triumph over the family for this sacrifice which merits stoning!

Chorus: What sort of Erinys do you urge to be set against the house? Your speech does

not make it clear to me. Sallow drops ran into the heart, the same which, just as when

men fall in battle, arrive there with the last setting rays of their life: there is swift

bewilderment.
The chorus mentions the Erinys as a way to clarify what Cassandra means. All the chorus can
know is that Cassandra is predicting that some violence will occur in the house. They do not
know that Cassandra is telling them that Clytemnestra will murder Agamemnon or even if
Cassandra is referring to murder. Despite the fact that Cassandra has described the murder of
Agamemnon twice before this passage (Ag. 1100-4, 1107-11), the chorus has responded by
expressing confusion (Ag. 1105-6, 1112-3). After Cassandra’s third description of the murder,
the chorus may realize that Cassandra is speaking about murder. This knowledge could be
expressed with their cryptic reference to death: dte xopio rtdc0C; Euvavitet Biov dvvTog
avyoic. However, at the end, the chorus still expresses confusion: tayeio 6™ dta TéAeL.
Therefore, the chorus asks about an Erinys in response to what they may know is murder, but
they are unaware of the specifics of the act. Because the chorus is unclear about who has
murdered whom in Cassandra’s prophecy, I must disagree with Fraenkel who asserts “It is not
likely that the Chorus is enquiring about the nature of the Erinys. . . The correct function of moiog

4 The chorus should, by now, be aware

[is] “‘What do you mean by talking about this Erinys.
that some violence is predicted. They have also been alerted to a former event which could call

up an Erinys, the feast of Thyestes (Ag. 1096-7). Although the chorus states their refusal to listen

when Cassandra alludes to the feast, they notably do not say that they do not understand. "

" Translation taken from Sommerstein, Oresteia (Harvard University Press), 1. 1114-24 with adaptations.

' Fraenkel, Ag., 1. 1119. The chorus has referenced the Erinys four times at this point in the play in various contexts,
so it seems strange that they would object to Cassandra’s usage of the Erinys.

' The chorus has made no reference to the curse of Atreus at this point, so we cannot be sure they understand.
However, when Cassandra makes another reference to the feast of Thyestes, the chorus understands quickly (Ag.
1242-5). Whether they understand the reference to the feast of Thyestes, the chorus should have some awareness
that Cassandra is describing violence.
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Because the chorus is aware of two situations, the past feast of Thyestes and the current
unspecified violent act, for which the Erinys is appropriate, the chorus is not asking Cassandra
why she is talking about an Erinys, but what kind of Erinys she refers to. This question is
important to understanding the mutable nature of the Erinys. If the chorus can ask this question,
the nature of the Erinys is not fixed. Thus this passage implies that the concerns of the Erinys
(adultery, familial murder) and their controllers (Agamemnon and Zeus, Clytemnestra) are not
absolute in the Agamemnon and the entire trilogy.

Although the chorus has to ask about the nature of the Erinys, it is useful to consider the
answer to this question, outside of the perspective of the chorus. However, the nature of this
Erinys is still unclear; the Erinys could be an agent of vengeance for Clytemnestra, against
Clytemnestra, or for the curse of Atreus. Fraenkel notes that the Erinys is somewhat defined
because otdo1g is analogous to "Epwde.'® The source of the otdoig is, however, uncertain. If the
Erinys is another way of envisioning Clytemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon, Clytemnestra is
represented by the Erinys. However, the Erinys could also be a result of the murder of
Agamemnon, called up by the shedding of Agamemnon’s blood against Clytemnestra. The
Erinys could even also be a result of both the curse of Atreus and Clytemnestra. Cassandra
mentions the feast of Thyestes directly before beginning speaking about the murder of
Agamemnon (Ag. 1096-7). If the two events should be connected, Clytemnestra and the Erinys
are both made part of the curse. Connecting the feast of Thyestes and the murder of Agamemnon
is supported by Cassandra’s use of the word “new” when she begins to speak about the murder:

1 160€ VEoV dyog péya

péy’ €v 0010161 TOo1G0E PNOETUL KAKOV
doeptov piloioy, dvuoiatov; (Ag. 1101-3).

' Fraenkel, Ag., 1. 1117, 1119.
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What is this new pain so greatly brought about in the house, an unbearable evil against
the family, hard to heal?

Cassandra connects the feast and the murder, seeing the murder as the next pain in the house of
Atreus. Due to this connection, the Erinys can represent Clytemnestra as part of the curse of the
house of Atreus. The Erinys is then a force directed against Agamemnon which avenges familial
violence, particularly against children. Because the nature of the Erinys is uncertain, it can
represent three different forces of vengeance: Clytemnestra, Agamemnon, or the curse working
through Clytemnestra.

The chorus uses the word Erinys to describe what they understand from Cassandra’s
prophecy of Clytemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon. Because the chorus is confused by the
prophecy, they are indeed asking “What kind of Erinys is this?” This question shows that there
can be different kinds of Erinys. In the Agamemnon, the Erinys is not tied to one concern or to
being an agent of one person. Indeed, this Erinys can be an agent of Clytemnestra, Agamemnon,
or the curse of Atreus, but the connection of the Erinys to the death of Agamemnon suggests that
it is an act of vengeance.

Aegisthus ties together the Erinyes, the other gods, the curse of Atreus, and
Agamemnon’s death. Aegisthus sees the Erinyes as co-responsible with himself for the death of
Agamemnon, which is the result of the curse of Atreus and approved by the gods. Thus,
Aegisthus uses the Erinys to lend divine support to his act. Aegisthus celebrates Agamemnon’s
death:

eainv av f10om vov potdv Tadpouvgs

BeoV¢ dvmBbev yiic Eémomteve dynm,

dov Veavtoig év mémlotg, Epwvimv

TOV Gvdpa tOVoE Keipevov pilwg poi,

YEPOC TATPMDAG EKTIVOVTA UNYAVEG.

Atpedg yap dpywv thode Y1g, TohToL TOTIP,
natépo Ovéotny TOV UV, O TOPAS PPAGaL,
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aOToD 8" AdEAPOV, AUPIAEKTOC DV KPATEL,

NVOPNAATNOEY 8K TOAEDG TE KOl OOUMV.

Kol TPOGTPOTOL0G £0TIOG LOADY TAALY

TAMUOV OvéaTtng poipav NUPET’ ACPOAT,

10 ) Bavav Tatpdov aipdéot TEdov,

a0ToG: EEvia O ToDdE dVvGBeog athp

Atpedc, mpobduwe paiiov i pilwc, matpi

TOUG, KpeoLPYOV fuap e0OVUOC Gysty

dok@v, Tapéoye doita modeiov kpedv. (Ag. 1578-1594)

Now it seems that the gods honored by mortals watch from on high the pains of the earth,
seeing this man lying in the woven peplos of the Erinyes is a delight to me, who has paid
for the paternal tricks himself. For Atreus the ruler of this land, Agamemnon’s father,
being powerful both ways, banished his brother, my father Thyestes, from his city and
home. And coming again to the hearth as a suppliant, suffering Thyestes himself found an
immovable fate, to not sully the fatherly land, dying. Father Atreus, hated by the gods for
his hospitality towards him, with courage more than was good, to my father, seeming to
make a day of good deeds with good intentions, served a feast of children’s flesh.
Agamemnon lies dead in a peplos of the Erinyes; therefore the robe which bound Agamemnon in
the bath is somehow connected to the Erinyes. By involving the Erinyes in the murder, Aegisthus
tries to show that he was justified by the rules of retributive justice. ' Aegisthus believes he
deserved vengeance on Agamemnon for the crimes of his father Atreus; thus Aegisthus is also
positioning the Erinyes as agents of the curse of Atreus. In addition, the crime of Atreus is
described explicitly as a violation of xenia; Atreus misused the hospitality of the feast against
Thyestes.'® The Erinyes are thus an answer not to the murder of the children as much as the
perversion of hospitality; Aegisthus believes that Atreus is hated by the gods for violation of
xenia, not for murder. Aegisthus involves the Erinyes in the murder of Agamemnon, which
makes them agents of the curse of Atreus as well as avengers of violations of xenia. The Erinyes

also work with the other gods. Aegisthus believes the gods judged Atreus for his violation of

xenia and watch his triumph over Agamemnon. The awareness of the gods implies that they

' Fraenkel notes that Aegisthus claims Agamemnon’s death was carried out in concordance with the Erinyes.
Fraenkel, Ag., 1. 1580.
'8 B. Hughes Fowler, “Aeschylus’ Imagery,” Classica et Mediaevalia 28 (1967): 27.
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approve of the actions of Aegisthus and the Erinyes and have seen that Aegisthus deserved
vengeance. Thus, the Erinyes do not work alone or in opposition to the other gods but are part of
divine justice." Aegisthus presents Erinyes who cause the death of Agamemnon, working with
the other gods and as agents of the curse of Atreus to avenge violations of xenia. Thus, Aegisthus
uses the Erinyes to support his vision of justice, in which he has defeated Agamemnon and
avenged his father with the support of not only the Erinyes but also the other gods. Therefore, the
Erinyes are rhetorically important in justifying acts of vengeance.

In Ch. 269-296, Orestes recounts Apollo’s warning and gives the most explicit
description of the Erinyes in the first two plays. These Erinyes will come from Agamemnon if
Orestes does not avenge him, causing sickness and pollution. In their effects, these Erinyes are
similar to those of the Eumenides, who threaten to send blight upon Attica. Like Aegisthus,
however, Orestes uses the Erinyes to justify murder. Thus while these Erinyes resemble the
nature of the Erinyes in the Eumenides, they serve the opposite rhetorical purpose of justifying
matricide rather than condemning it. Orestes describes why he must avenge his father by killing
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus:

obtot Tpoddcel Ao&iov peyacsOevig

YPNOLOG KEAEV®V TOHVOE Kivouvov Ttepav,

Ka&opHlmv oML Kol OLGYEEPOVC

drag Ve’ fmap Oeppov EEandmuevog,

el un péret tod TatpoOg Tovg aitiovg:

TPOTOV TOV AVTOV AVTATOKTEIVOL AEY®V,

amoypnuatolst {nuiong TovpovEvoV:

avTov O Epacke 1] OIAN yuyd) Téoe

teioey P &yovta moAAL dVOTEPTH KOKA.

T HEV VAP €K VNG OLGPPOVOV Unvipato

Bpotoic mpavckmv eine, T0¢ & aivdv vocoug,

capk@®v Erapupatipog ayploig yvadoig

Aeynvag €€écbovtag dpyaiov eOo:

Aevkag 0& kOpoag THO EMOVTEAAEY VOO®:
dAlog T épavel mposPordg Epwviwmv

' Fowler p. 27 sees the Erinyes as representative of vengeance which is dike, but not yet justice.
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€K TOV TOTPOOV OIATOV TELOVUEVAG:

10 Y0P OKOTEWVOV TV EvEPTEPWV PEAOG

€K TPOOTPOTAIMV £V YEVEL TEMTOKOTWV,
Kol AVGG0 Kol HATO0G €K VOKTAY GOBO0C
Op®VTO AAUTPOV €V OKOT® VOUDVT OQPLV
KWVETL Tapdoacet, Kol dunkeohot TOAEwS
YOAKNAATO TAAGTLYYL ADpHOVOEY SENAGC.

Kol TO1G TO10VTO1S 0VTE KPUTHPOS LEPOG
glval PETAGYETV, 00 Prhoomdvdov MPOC,
Boudv 1" dneipyev 0Oy OpOUEVIV TATPOG
uiviv: 0éxecbot &° ovte GUAADEY TIVAL.
navtov 6" dTyov kdethov Bviioke ypdve
KaK®G tapyevdévta mapedapte uopw. (Ch. 269-296)

The strong oracle of Apollo, ordering me to drive right through this danger, will not
betray me, crying aloud and speaking aloud wintery curses into my hot heart and many
other things , if I do not seek those responsible for my father’s death “in the same
manner” — meaning, kill them in revenge. It said that I having many ill-pleasing evils
should pay back these things for my own soul. It sadly spoke, making clear the causes of
wrath against mortals from the earth, saying the sicknesses, the assailants of the flesh
with savage jaws, the plagues letting out their ancient nature: to make the temples
leprous with sickness: It spoke of the other attacks of the Erinyes revenging fatherly
blood: the shady bolt of the netherworld falling on the race because of those who are
polluted, together with madness and empty night-time terrors, derange him, harry him,
and chase him from his city, physically humiliated by a metal collar. And the portion of
the krater cannot be shared with these, nor a drop of the libations, the unseeing rage of
the father bars them from the altars: nor can anyone accept them or host them. In time,
they will die dishonored and unloved by all, evilly preserved for an awful fate. *°

Orestes needs to kill Clytemnestra and Aegisthus or face the attacks of his father’s Erinyes. The

attacks of the Erinyes have many consequences; Orestes will be affected physically and socially

and his family will be affected as well. The Erinyes will cause both physical afflictions (Ch. 278-

82) as well as giving Orestes a terrible death (Ch. 295-6). The attacks of the Erinyes will mean

that Orestes is polluted and will not be able to have social contact or participate in religious ritual

(Ch. 289-94). The Erinyes will render life unlivable for Orestes, unless he avenges his father.

The Erinyes will also create what may be another ancestral curse, attacking “the race” and not

Orestes alone (Ch. 285-6). Not only will Orestes be killed by the Erinyes, but also his family.

*% Translation adapted from Sommerstein, Oresteia (Harvard University Press).
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The Erinyes will attack Orestes unless he avenges his father, causing sickness, marking Orestes
as polluted and thus unable to participate in society socially or religiously, and bringing death to
“the race” which could be the beginning of another ancestral curse.”'

Apollo takes great care to detail the horrors that will come from Orestes’ paternal
Erinyes, but by the end of the Choephori he is attacked by the Erinyes of his mother. Does the
appearance of the Erinyes of Clytemnestra call into question Apollo’s prophetic ability and this
description of the Erinyes?** Conacher does not comment on any issues with the paternal
Erinyes, but instead believes that this mention of the Erinyes aids Orestes’s case: “the full list of
horrors included in Orestes’ quotation of the oracle is clearly designed to indicate the weight of
supernatural compulsion on the prince and so exonerate him, in advance, from the unnatural deed
of matricide.”* For Conacher, the actual nature of the Erinyes is unimportant; it is the severity of
the punishment which will exonerate Orestes. Roberts argues against questioning Apollo’s
warning, noting that Apollo has not said anything incorrect. Maternal Erinyes are not an issue
because the warning “omits any reference to the results of obedience.”** Additionally, Orestes is
not guaranteed to immediately go free of blame but must be exonerated in the trial.”> Roberts
believes that Apollo’s oracular powers are not refuted because the oracle does not say that
Orestes will not be attacked by maternal Erinyes nor does it say that Orestes will be immediately
free from blame. Goldhill, however, sees an important irony in the warning about paternal

Erinyes: “The double bind finds ironic expression here in this fear of the Erinyes: it is his

! Garvie, Ch., 1. 284.

** Certainly, Apollo cannot be proved wrong about the existence of paternal Erinyes; there is no occasion for them to
appear since Agamemnon is avenged. Garvie points out that paternal Erinyes have a precedent in Hesiod, where the
Erinyes are born from the blood of Uranus. Garvie, Ch., 1. 284.

# Conacher, 0., 107

** Deborah H. Roberts, Apollo and his Oracle in the Oresteia (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1984), 40.

5 Roberts Apollo, 39.
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mother’s (not father’s) blood which will set the Erinyes in motion.”?® Goldhill still sees Orestes
as compelled to murder his mother, but also sees Orestes’ fears as incorrect. In conclusion,
although Apollo cannot be faulted for giving an incorrect oracle, it is impossible not to notice the
difference between the Erinyes Apollo describes and those which actually pursue Orestes.

The irony of paternal rather than maternal Erinyes is heightened by the similarity of the
Erinyes described by Apollo to those of the Eumenides. The paternal Erinyes share the ability to
inflict sickness and to cause infertility with the maternal Erinyes of the Eumenides. The maternal
Erinyes also cause sickness, which can affect crops as well as humans:

EYm 8" ATog & TdAava PapvKoTog

&v yQ TadE, QED,

iov 10V avtumevon

pebeioa Kapdiog, otaraypov ybovi

dopov: €k O T0D

Aeymv GpovArog, dtexvoc,

io dika, TESOV EMGVUEVOS

BpotoBopovg KNAdag &v ydpa Polel.

I, dishonored, wretched, heavy in wrath, in the earth, alas, send poison causing grief in

turn from my heart, a barren drop for the earth: because of this drop a leafless, barren

blight justly will strike the field bringing man-killing defilements into the land.
The Aeymv has both agricultural and human elements; it causes barrenness in both plants
(8ovAlog) and in humans (&texvoc). The effect on humans is emphasized again; the blight is
“man-killing” (Bpoto@Bdpovc). The blight of the maternal Erinyes is similar to two different
effects of the paternal Erinyes: the disease and the attack on the race. The disease of the paternal
Erinyes is also a Aeyynv, although it only affects humans (Ch. 282). The attack on the race can be
construed to have the same effect on fertility as the Aeyynv of the maternal Erinyes. The

oKOTEWOV TMV Eveptépwv BELog from the paternal Erinyes (Ch. 285) will bring death to Orestes’

family just as the Aeymnv of the maternal Erinyes will end the Attic race. Thus the attacks of the

*® Goldhill, Language, 136.
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paternal and maternal Erinyes both are described as a Asyynv and cause death to an entire race.
Therefore, Apollo ironically seems to describe the Erinyes that will attack Orestes, except for
their source.

II1. The Erinyes and Clytemnestra

The use of the Erinyes to condemn or justify actions is most evident in passages which
deal with Clytemnestra. There is a clear conflict in how the Erinyes are presented; Clytemnestra
invokes the Erinyes to justify her murder of Agamemnon, while others use the Erinyes to
condemn Clytemnestra for her adultery and murder and to justify the murder of Clytemnestra.
The Erinyes are a key part of the justification of vengeance for both Clytemnestra and those
opposed to her.

Cassandra invokes the Erinyes in a way which condemns Clytemnestra’s adultery.
Cassandra uses the Erinyes to describe the curse infecting the house, making the adultery of
Thyestes the source of the curse. The Erinyes are the curse personified:

Kol LopTUPETTE GLVOPOUWS TYVOG KOKAV

PVNANTOVOT) TOV TAAUL TETPAYUEVDV.

MV YOop otéynv Tvo obmot’ €kAeimetl yopog

EOpPBoYYog 0K £DP®VOGS: 00 Yap €D AEYEL.

Kol PNV TENOKAOS Y, O¢ OpacivesBor TAov,

Bpotelov aipa kDHOG &v SOU01G pével,

dvomepntog EEm, cuyyovev Eptvowv.

VuvodoL &’ Dvov SOUACTY TPOGTLEVOL

TPOTOAPYOV ATNV: &V HEPEL D™ AMENTLGAV

eOVOG AdeAPoD T® matodvTt SOuopevels. (Ag. 1184-93)

And witness together the track of evils by tracking the deeds of long ago. For never does

the chorus, sounded together, not sweet-voiced leave out this hate: for it is not good to

say. But indeed drunkenly, so to be full of courage, the revel of the Erinyes, servants of

the house, keeps the mortal blood in the houses, hard to banish outside. They sing a

hymn, placing primal folly in the house: in measure they spit on the beds of the brother,
hateful in their dance.
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The curse is musical; the Erinyes enact the curse by singing. Thus, the curse becomes associated
with ritual; Lebeck notes that this passage describes the komos following a feast. >’ This would
be entirely appropriate for the source of the curse if Cassandra saw the cause of this Erinyes
infestation as the feast of Thyestes, but instead the source is Thyestes’ adultery. Lebeck sees
Atreus as partially involved: “The Erinyes, drunk on the blood spilled by Atreus, chant the guilt
of Thyestes which called forth such vengeance.”*® Thus the blood is from Atreus, but the guilt
the Erinyes are concerned with is Thyestes’. Cassandra explicitly makes the concern of the
Erinyes adultery rather than familial murder. The Erinyes as avengers of adultery affect the next
generation as well; Conacher believes that “Aegisthus. . . [inherits] the hatred of the Erinyes
along with the adulterous and treasonous character of his father.”*’ Therefore the curse of the
Erinyes is directed against the line of Thyestes, not that of Atreus, and stems from adultery.
Cassandra uses the Erinyes to represent the curse of Thyestes, which manifests itself in the
adultery of Aegisthus and Clytemnestra. Cassandra has presented her own interpretation of the
curse through the Erinyes, using them as a call for vengeance.

Although the Erinys has been an agent of her enemies, Clytemnestra also claims the
Erinys as a supporter of her murder of Agamemnon. Clytemnestra uses an Erinys to justify her
murder of Agamemnon:

Kol TVO~ dkovelg Opkiomv Eudv BEu:

pa v téletov tﬁg;éuﬁg TadOg Alknyv,

Aty Epwviv 07, atot tovd” Eopal’ €ym, (Ag. 1431-3)

And you hear the swearing of my oath: by the finishing justice of my child, Folly and the
Erinys, 1 slaughtered him with curses.

" Lebeck, 0., 56.
> ibid.
¥ Conacher, 0., 45.
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An Erinys like those of the Eumenides is perfectly appropriate for Clytemnestra to swear by;
such an Erinys is allied with female forces, supports retributive justice, and is concerned with
familial violence.>® The eventual appearance of the Erinyes confirms Clytemnestra’s oath.
However, the previous references to Erinyes in support of Agamemnon complicate the oath;
because we cannot be sure what the Erinyes are, we cannot be sure that Clytemnestra has made a
proper oath. *' Clytemnestra views the Erinys as a supporter of her murder of Agamemnon, but
the previous references to the Erinyes suggest that they could instead be opposing forces.
Clytemnestra, in her oath, calls on an Erinys similar to those who will appear in the Eumenides.
Beyond the actual nature of the Erinys, Clytemnestra views the Erinys as a rhetorical tool to
justify her actions.

Electra and the chorus call on both Zeus and an Erinys, linking the Erinys to masculine
powers, to help them kill Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Electra evokes Zeus, while the chorus
calls on the Erinys:

HAéxtpa

Kol TOT™ av AuEOaAng

Ze0¢ €l yelpa PaAot,

QeD gD, Kapava Oaiag;

TIGTA YEVOLTO YMDPQ.

dtkav 0" €& dodikmv amantd.

KAOte o€ 'a yBovimv te Tipadl.

Xopdg

AL VOLOG pev poviag oTayovag

YOUEVOG G TEOOV HAAO TPOCOLTELV

aipa. Pod yop Aorydog Eptvdv

Tapd TV TPOTEPOV EOUEVOVY ATV
Etépav Endyovoav &n’ dty). (Ch. 394-404)

%% Fraenkel notes “Naturally Clytemnestra swears her very special oath by three ‘Sondergdtter” suited to her
particular situation.” Fraenkel, Ag., I. 1432 f. This Erinys can even be an agent of Zeus, like previous Erinyes;
Conacher notes the influence of Zeus: “the use of télelog with dikn already suggests that the Justice of Zeus . . . is at
least a coadjutor in the murder.”Conacher, O., 50. The involvement of Zeus suggests that Zeus and Clytemnestra are
not opposing forces- is Zeus then no longer a supporter of Agamemnon?

*! Goldhill thinks Clytemnestra undermines the sanctity of her oath when she® adds "Av and "Epwiv to Aixny, both
of which we have seen to be unclear, shifting causal agents.” Goldhill, Language, 91.
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Electra: And when will Zeus, blooming on both sides, strike with his hand, alas alas,
breaking the head? Let the trusted things come to the land. I demand justice from the
unjust. Hear me Earth and honored chthonic ones.

Chorus: But the law also asks for more blood in exchange for the bloody drops pouring

into the earth. Havoc calls an Erinys bringing more destruction upon destruction for those

who perished before.
Electra calls on Zeus and chthonic powers, which could include an Erinys. The chorus then
completes the connection by speaking of the Erinys. Therefore, Electra and the chorus want Zeus
and the Erinys to work together to defeat Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Because of the emphasis
on the chthonic, the Erinys should not be seen as becoming Olympian through connection with
Zeus. Electra and the chorus see the destruction of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus as supported by
both chthonic and Olympian powers and as justice. This type of reciprocal justice is associated
with the Erinyes of the Eumenides, but is the kind that must be done away with. ** Although the
Erinys is called on to support Electra and the chorus, its support may not allow the killing of
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus with impunity. However, the chorus and Electra believe that they
deserve divine help to defeat Clytemnestra.

Orestes envisions an Erinys feasting on the blood of Aegisthus, using the Erinys to justify
the violence. The blood does not spur the Erinys to vengeance, but is instead a reward of
vengeance:

el 8" obv duelyw Poddv Epkeinv mOAGY

KAKeIVOV v Bpdvolcty evpNom Tatpdc,

1| Kol HoA®V EMEITA O KATO GTOLLOL

apel, 6o’ 1601, kol kot dQBaALoVS Paled,

TPV OOTOV EIMEV “TOdUTOG 0 EEVOC;” vEKPOV

ONow, TOdDKEL TEPIPOADY YOAKEDLLATL.

@ovov & 'Epwvic ovy veoTaviopuévn
dxpatov oipa mieton tpitny mocw. (Ch. 572-8)

** Many commentators find this presentation of the Erinyes representative of a problematic form of justice. Lebeck
notes the endless violence and connects this passage to the appearance of the Erinyes in the Eu. Lebeck, O., 101.
Garagin notes that the Erinyes represent “bloodshed, for which . . . there is no remedy” Garagin, Aeschylean Drama,
74. Goldhill sees the mention of the Erinys as an “ironic forewarning.” Goldhill, Language, 145.
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If, therefore, I cross the threshold of the front gates and find him sitting in the throne of
my father, or then coming to me he faces me, let it be clear, and striking him with my
eyes, before he can say “Where are you from, stranger?”” I will kill him, striking him
with swift bronze. The Erinys not filled with slaughter will drink a triple cup of unmixed
blood.
By associating the Erinys with the murder of Aegisthus, Orestes claims that his act is one of
vengeance. This vengeance can either be for Agamemnon in a political sense, if Aegisthus is
seen as a usurper of the throne, for adultery with Clytemnestra, or for the murder of
Agamemnon. Although it is clear in the Agamemnon that Clytemnestra was the sole perpetrator
of the murder, the pair is held jointly responsible in the Choephori. Only if Orestes holds
Aegisthus responsible for the murder of Agamemnon is the Erinys a representation of reciprocal
violence. Otherwise, Orestes answers a non-violent act with violence under the guise of the
vengeance of the Erinys. The previous connections of the Erinyes and xenia make Orestes’
justification of killing Aegisthus as he is being offered hospitality tenuous. Orestes may see the
vengeance of the Erinys overcoming the prohibitions of xenia. The Erinys hungry for slaughter
and drinking blood ties vengeance to food, which can be a part of hospitality. Orestes believes he
will feed an Erinys which demands justice from Aegisthus. However, the Erinys may not be an
adequate justification for his act. Thus, Orestes deploys the Erinys not because it is an
appropriate context for their narrowly defined vengeance, but as a general justification of his act
of vengeance.

In Ch. 639-51, the chorus connects the justice of Zeus to the Erinys. Directly after
contemplating the importance of honoring Zeus, the chorus speaks about the vengeance of an
Erinys:

10 & dyyr mMevpovav Elpog

dwvtaioy 0ELTEVKES OVTY

Sai Afxog. 1O pn &g yop odv
A& médOL TatovpEVoVY, TO ThV A10g
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oéPog mapekPdvtoc ov BeoTdC.

Aikog 6™ épeildetan moOunv:

npoyokedel 8 Aloa @acyovovpydg:

TEKVOV O’ EMEICQEPEL SOUOITY

OULATOV TOATEP®V TIVEWY HOGOG

YPOVE KAt Puocdppav Epwvic. (Ch. 639-51)

The sharp-pointed sword extends through the lungs with a wound by justice. It is not

right to walk with the heel on the ground, deviating not rightly from the honor of Zeus.

The sword props justice at its foundation.>® The lot-dispensing sword maker forges the

sword beforehand: The glorious, deep-thinking Erinys brings the child to pay for the

defilement of ancient blood in time.
The sword ties together Zeus and the Erinys. The wound dealt by the sword is just. The next
statement also concerns justice and explains why the wound needed to be given; the wounded
one did not correctly honor Zeus. The next sentence connects justice, the sword, and the Erinys.
The sword is an instrument of vengeance, just as the Erinys is. The act of violence carried out
with the sword is supported by the Erinys and they together avenge a wrong which is both
against Zeus and involves ancient blood. Thus the Erinys is an agent of Zeus and Zeus’s justice
involves blood guilt. Goldhill believes that this passage refers to Orestes; if so, Orestes’ murder
of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus is an act that punishes Clytemnestra and Aegisthus for not
honoring Zeus and is supported by an Erinys.>* Thus Orestes works with the Erinys, not against
it. This passage therefore connects the Erinys to both Orestes and Zeus, justifying Orestes’
actions by claiming he is supported by two different divine forces.

At the end of the Choephori, Orestes and the chorus discuss the nature of the Erinyes
which have just appeared to Orestes. Orestes recognizes that the Erinyes are from Clytemnestra

but the chorus believes that the Erinyes are the product of a mental disturbance which can be

cleansed by Apollo:

*? Translation of this sentence is Burnett’s. Anne Pippin Burnett, Revenge in Attic and Later Tragedy (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1998), 64.
** Goldhill, Language, 162-163.
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‘Opéotng

oVK giol d0&at TVOE TnUdT®V Epol:

cap®G Yap aide UNTPOG £YKOTOL KUVEG,
Xopdg

TOTAIVIOV YOp Oipd GOt YEPOTvV ETL:

€K TOVOE TOL TAPAYIOG £C PPEVOC TTVEL.
‘Opéotng

dva ’AmoAlov, aide TAnBHovot oM,

KGE dppdTev 6Tdlovoty aipo SVGEILEC.
Xopdg

gic 601 kadapuoc: Aokiag 8& mposdrymv
ENev0epOV o€ TOVOE TNUATOV KTICEL.
‘Opéotng

VUETG PV ovy Opdte TAGS , &yd & Opd:
Ehabvopan 6& KoOKET™ Gv petvoup’ &ym.
Xopdg

GAL" €bTLYOING, KOl G~ ETOTTTELOV TPOPP®V
0e0¢ puAdooot kapiolot cupeopaic. (Ch. 1053-64)

Orestes: These are not phantoms of my pains: these clearly are the malignant hounds of
my mother.
Chorus: Still there is fresh blood on your hands: this is why madness falls into your mind.
Orestes: Lord Apollo, they multiply, and they drip hateful blood from their eyes.
Chorus: There is one cleanser for you: Loxias by touching you he will make you free
from these pains.
Orestes: You do not see them: I see them: I am driven out and I cannot remain.
Chorus: But you did well, and the god, seeing ahead, watching guards you from
appropriate misery.
Does this appearance of the Erinyes outweigh everything that has been said about them before?
Roberts believes that Apollo’s ability to help Orestes is undermined by the appearance of the
Erinyes.” Apollo’s warning, which Orestes recites at Ch. 269-296, seems to have misled
Orestes; instead of being hounded by the Erinyes of his father, he is attacked by the Erinyes of
his mother. However, although Apollo’s warning would seem to be contradicted by this

appearance of the Erinyes, there is no reason for the Erinyes of Agamemnon to appear because

Orestes has avenged him. Thus Apollo’s warning seems disingenuous due to the appearance of

35 Roberts, Apollo, 67.
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the Erinyes of Clytemnestra, but is not disproven.’® Apollo’s oracular powers are not disproved
by the appearance of these Erinyes, but that does not guarantee he will be able to help Orestes.
The chorus certainly believes that Apollo will be able to help Orestes, but they also
misunderstand the nature of the Erinyes. Is the chorus wrong in trusting in Apollo, as Roberts
insinuates? The chorus, although they see the Erinyes as madness rather than as physically
present, are not wrong that Apollo will be able to cleanse Orestes. Although the Erinyes will
question the possibility of this cleansing in the Eumenides, Orestes claims that he has been
cleansed by Apollo and his freedom from pollution and guilt is confirmed in the trial. Thus, the
appearance of the Erinyes of Clytemnestra is a surprise which previous references to the Erinyes
have not prepared us for. However, the physical presence of the Erinyes does not negate the
chorus’ belief that Apollo can cleanse Orestes, nor does it negate previous statements made
about the Erinyes, especially Apollo’s warning to Orestes.

There are many different Erinyes in the Agamemnon and the Choephori. Although the
Erinyes will appear on stage in the Eumenides, the Erinyes of the first two plays do not always
resemble the Erinyes of the final play. Both Clytemnestra and Aegisthus see the Erinyes as their
co-agents in the murder of Agamemnon, but the Erinyes are also described as agents of
vengeance for Agamemnon. The Erinyes of the Agamemnon and the Choephori are concerned
with not only with familial murder, but also spousal murder and xenia. The variety of Erinyes
suggests that the Erinyes do not have to be as they appear in the Eumenides, but they can have a
different nature. The varying nature of the Erinyes is also due to their status as a rhetorical tool to
justify actions of vengeance. The defeat and the transformation of the Erinyes is necessary to

restore a nature where they support the justice of the Zeus and provide justice for a broader range

%% Garvie “Orestes thought of the mfipata that awaited him if he failed to avenge his father. Now he is to suffer them
through obedience to Apollo’s oracle.” Garvie, Ch., 1. 1053.
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of issues. The Erinyes of the Agamemnon and the Choephori suggest an alternative to the

Erinyes of the Eumenides’ separate system of justice.
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CHAPTER 3
GENDER ON TRIAL: THE EUMENIDES

In the Eumenides, the rhetoric of gender explored in the previous two plays is confirmed
by the verdict of the trial. Apollo argues for the male single parent as biological fact and the
importance of the marital bond, making concepts of gender a deciding factor in the trial. The
Erinyes, however, do not deal with the opposition of the male and female, but instead are
concerned primarily with pollution. Apollo’s rhetorical success comes from his use of gender in
his argumentation; he can sway Athena with his assertion of masculine power and the Erinyes
cannot counter his argument because they do not address such issues. To explore the rhetoric of
the trial, I will look at the nature of the Erinyes and connect this nature to their focus on
pollution. The Erinyes of the Eumenides are different from all the previous Erinyes because they
are separated from the other gods. This separation is defined in terms of the difference between
chthonic and Olympian ritual and the bloody nature of the Erinyes. These two components
suggest that the Erinyes cannot take part in the society or rituals of the other gods because they
are polluted.' The nature of the Erinyes, then, both influences their argument and also allows

their assertions of Orestes’ pollution to be discounted. Apollo answers the Erinyes’ claims of

! Burkert explains the difference between purity and pollution: “The conception of specifically cultic purity is
defined by considering certain more or less grace dislocations of normal as miasma. Disturbances of this kind are
sexual intercourse, birth, death, and especially murder. Hagnos in the exemplary sense therefore applies to whoever
shuns contact with blood and death, especially the virgin.” The Erinyes are associated with murder, are constantly in
contact with blood, and live in the underworld with the dead, all which deny them ritual purity and label them as
polluted. Walter Burkert, Greek Religion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985) 78. In addition, Parker states
“the pollution [of the murderer] is the blood of his victim clinging to his hands.” The transfer of pollution to others
comes through contact; the Erinyes come in contact with the murderer when they pursue him. The bloody imagery
of the Erinyes then depicts them not as avengers, but murderers themselves. Robert Parker, Miasma (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1983) 106.
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Orestes’ pollution with claims of the Erinyes’ pollution.”> With the issue of pollution seemingly
in deadlock, Apollo succeeds by bringing in the new issues of gender: the male as the only parent
and the importance of marriage. The former argument is especially convincing to Athena, who is
Apollo’s example, and thus secures Orestes’ acquittal. I will first look at the nature of Erinyes as
polluted and separated from the other gods, and connect these factors to the Erinyes’ argument,
which I will establish as concerned with pollution but indifferent to gender. Then I will look at
Apollo’s answers to the Erinyes to establish what I have described as the rhetorical deadlock.
Finally, I will look at the success of Apollo’s arguments on gender based both on their
connection to the rhetoric of gender in the previous two plays and his arguments’ effect on
Athena.

The Erinyes of the Eumenides are unique in their separation from the other gods, which is
due to the Erinyes’ disgusting nature. The separation can be both physical- the Erinyes live under
the earth, far from the Olympian gods- and connected to ritual — the Erinyes are worshipped
differently from the Olympians and also unfit to enter the temple of Apollo.’ Both forms of
separation are necessitated by the disgusting nature of the Erinyes, which I will argue is related
to blood pollution. The Erinyes are polluted in two ways; they are by nature bloody and
connected to human violence and their separation from the gods is the same which Orestes
would suffer if he were polluted. To explore the polluted nature of the Erinyes, I will first

analyze the passages in which the Erinyes are both described as disgusting and banned from the

* Lebeck notes that the Erinyes suffer the same torments promised to Orestes if he did not avenge his father. Clearly,
there is an intentional parallel between the Erinyes and Orestes. Anne Lebeck, The Oresteia: A Study in Language
and Structure (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 140-1.

* Worship of the Erinyes is a creation of Aeschylus; Brown asserts that “there is very little evidence for the worship
of the Erinyes, as we know them from literature, at any time or place. . . to the mind of a fifth-century Athenian,
Eumenides and Semnai Theai would have been creatures of local cult and popular belief, while Erinyes would have
been mainly, if not exclusively, creatures of myth and literature.” A. L. Brown, “Eumenides in Greek Tragedy,” The
Classical Quarterly 34 no. 2 (1984), 265.
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presence of the Olympian gods. Second, I will further establish their separation by looking at
passages which explore the difference in worship of the Erinyes and the Olympians.

The Erinyes of the Eumenides are markedly different from the Erinyes of the
Agamemnon and the Choephori because they do not interact with the other gods.* The Erinyes of
the Eumenides cannot be divided into masculine and feminine forces as they were in the previous
two plays because that division was based on their association with other gods. The association
of the Erinyes with the male gods, particularly Zeus, made them into a masculine force.
Therefore, the Erinyes of the Eumenides, which associate with no other gods, cannot be a
masculine force in this way. In addition, even the Erinyes of the previous plays which were a
feminine, pro- Clytemnestra force, are associated with other gods. Clytemnestra invoked an
Erinys with Dike and Ate (Ag. 1431-3) and Aegisthus, although attempting to take credit for
Clytemnestra’s actions, saw the Erinyes working with the other gods to defeat Agamemnon (Ag.
1578-1594). The Erinyes of the Agamemnon and the Choephori, therefore, are always connected
to other deities. The Erinyes of the Eumenides, however, are completely separate. This
separation prepares us for the reconciliation of the Olympian gods which occurs when the
Erinyes are turned into Eumenides. The description of the separation in terms of ritual pollution
undermines the Erinyes’ assertion of Orestes’ pollution, leading to their defeat and

.5
transformation.

* Friedrich Solmsen, Hesiod and Aeschylus (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1949), 186-7.

> Solmsen sees the transformation of the Erinyes as coming from their ability to “rise above [the] motives” of “blood
lust and blood thirst.” Rather, the Erinyes cannot escape their own nature or overcome the obstacles that prevent
them from associating with the Olympians without their defeat. Solmsen, Hesiod and Aeschylus, 199.
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In their first description by the Pythia, the Erinyes are both disgusting and separated from
the gods. Both their disgusting physical nature and their separation are the result of pollution.
The Pythia describes Erinyes which cannot be approached nor can approach others:®

PE€YKOVGL O’ 00 TAATOIOL PLGLAUACLY:

€k & dppatov Aeifovot Suoeiri] AMPa:

Kol KOGHOC 0UTE TPOS BedV dydApaTo

eépev dikaiog oVt &g avOponmwv otéyac. (Eu. 55-6)

They’re pumping out snores that one doesn’t dare come near, and dripping a loathsome
drip from their eyes: and their apparel is fitting to be worn neither near the statues of the
gods nor into the houses of men. ’

The physical nature of the Erinyes keeps others away from them, while their apparel prevents
them from coming near the statues of the gods and entering into human society. The Erinyes,
then, should not come into the temple of Apollo. The physical description of the Erinyes is not
specifically connected to either their separation or miasma, but it can refer to the bloody aspect
of the Erinyes. The snores certainly only make the Erinyes repugnant in a somewhat
questionable manner (it is unclear how a snore is unapproachable, although Sommerstein
suggests “This may be taken as referring to the frightening sound, or the smell of their breath, or
both.”)*, but the drip from the eyes most likely is blood.” Since this possible reference to blood is

sandwiched between other reasons why there can be no contact with the Erinyes, it is sensible to

® Goldhill sees the Erinyes in entirely different terms, but does remark on both gender and their relation to Orestes.
Goldhill notes “Entrance to the temples of the gods and the houses of men is again stated as a criterion of
recognition, acceptance- banishment from which Orestes feared. . . The Erinyes’ lack of one parent, the father, their
non-participation in sexual exchange, mark their separation from human society. Thus, the Erinyes represent one
outcome of Orestes’ conviction and must be separated because they do not fulfill the correct female roles of paternal
daughter and wife. William Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative: The Oresteia (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984), 211.

” Translations are from Alan Sommerstein, Aeschylus vol. II (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008) with
some additions of my own.

¥ Alan Sommerstein, Aeschylus vol. II (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008), 1. 55 n.

® This does require a combination of passages. The Erinyes are commonly described as dripping, but the fluid is not
always described. However, in Eu. 365-6, the Erinyes drip blood, but not from their eyes. However, the Erinyes of
Ch. 1058 do drip blood from their eyes. Garvie discusses the appropriateness of this image. A.F. Garvie, Choephori
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 1. 1058.
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include their bloody nature among the aspects which keep them separate. This bloody nature is
not incompatible with seeing the robes of the Erinyes as funerary'’; the blood and the black robes
both can be a result of the Erinyes’s connection with murder. Thus, the Erinyes, as described by
the Pythia, must be separated from the worship of the gods because they are contaminated by
blood. This contamination can be extrapolated from the physical description of the Erinyes.
Apollo explicitly connects the “defilement” of the Erinyes to their prohibition from his
temple. The cause of this defilement can be found in Apollo’s connection of the Erinyes to blood
and to murderous acts which would cause miasma. Apollo casts out the Erinyes and describes

their objectionable nature:

EEm, KeAeH®, TAOVOE OMUATOV TAYOG

YOPET , ATAALACCECHE LAVTIKDY HUYDV,

un kol Aafodca TTnvov apynotnyv oy,
¥pLoNAATOV BdUYYog EE0pUDdLEVOV,

avi)g VI’ GAyovg uéAay’ am’ AvOpOTOV APPoV,
guovoa OpouPouvg odg apeilkvsag Povov.
007101 000151 TO160E YpiunTesOat mpémet:

GAL" 0V KapavioTiipes OQHudpmpvYOL

dikat opayai 1€ omEPUATOS T Amo@Oopd
naidwv KakoOtat yYhodvig, N6 dkpwvia,
Aevopdg te, Kol pOlovoty oiKTIGUOV TOADV
VIO Py Tayévieg. ap” AKOVETE

olag €optig €0t andmTLoTO BE0TC

otépynOp’ Exovcat; Tdg O VENYETTAL TPOTOG
popofic. Aéovtog Gvipov aipatoppdPov

oiKkelv To100TOG £iKOG, 0V YpMoTnpiolg

v 10i00¢ mAnoiowst TpifecOo pocog.

YOPelT” dvev Potiipog aimoAiovpevar.

TO1pvNG o1 TNG & 0VTIG EVPIANG BedV. (Eu. 179-97)

Out, I tell you, get out of this house at once! Get away from my inner prophetic sanctum,
in case you find yourself on the receiving end of a winged flashing snake speeding from

' Sommerstein notes that the funerary nature of such clothing would make it inappropriate as well as inauspicious
to wear in a temple. Alan Sommerstein, Eumenides (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1989), 1. 55.

76



my golden bowstring, and vomit out in agony black foam taken from human bodies,
bringing up the clots of blood that you have sucked. They are not able to approach this
home: you belong where there are head-chopping, eye-gouging judgments and slaughters,
where eunuchs are punished by the destruction of their children’s seed, where there is
mutilation of extremities and stoning, and where men moan with long and piteous cries
after being impaled under the spine. Do you hear what kind of festivity, detestable to the
gods, you have a fondness for? It is proper for these creatures to inhabit the den of the
blood-drinking lion, but not proper for them to spread defilement in this oracle. Let these
goats tended without a herdsman withdraw.'' None of the gods is friendly towards this
flock.

Like the Pythia, Apollo believes the Erinyes do not belong in his temple. Apollo, however, in
explaining why he bans them, speaks not of their clothing but of defilement.'? This defilement
(nvoog) is undefined but its nature can be drawn from Apollo’s other comments about the
Erinyes. The Erinyes are physically bloody, belong in bloody homes, and are connected to
violent punishment. The Erinyes have sucked human blood from their victims; the Erinyes have
taken on the agent of miasma from those inflicted with miasma and thus can be considered a
literal embodiment of pollution. Blood is part not only of the physical nature of the Erinyes but
also of their environment; Apollo suggests the den of the lion, which drinks blood just as the
Erinyes do, as a more proper place than his temple, which must be kept clean of blood. The
epithet “blood-drinking” emphasizes the difference between the temple and the den is blood. By

placing the Erinyes with the lion, Apollo makes them a lower level of divinity, which belongs

! Goldhill argues that the shephardlesssness of the Erinyes denotes their lack of participation in the male power
structure; “poimen, for example, is used regularly in Homer, particularly of Agamemnon to express the relation of a
king to his people or the lord of the oikos to his family. To be without this figure is precisely the state into which
Clytemnestra thrust the oikos of Atreus, and the Erinyes, following the mother’s curse, are a chorus without a figure
of authority, without a paternal figure.” Thus the Erinyes represent the lack of an Agamemnon, the figure Apollo
will argue is the most important in the family. Their victory would be a denial of the importance of fathers,
husbands, and kings. Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative, 219.

"2 Sommerstein finds Apollo unreasonable, commenting “Over against his arrogant contempt, the Erinyes’ manner is
made to seem reasonable, even if the substance of what they say does not.” Sommerstein, Eumenides (Cambridge
University Press), 1. 179-234. Certainly, Apollo’s manner is rude, but I contend the substance of what ke says makes
sense. Apollo is not the only one to say that the Erinyes do not belong in his temple and their nature suggests the ban
is sensible as well. Zeitlin sees Apollo as successful, if only metaphorically, noting that “the defeat of the Erinyes is
already prefigured. . . by their subsequent expulsion from [the shrine] by Apollo.” Zeitlin, “The Dynamics of
Misogyny,” 103.
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more with beasts than the Olympian gods. Besides belonging in the den of lion, Apollo also
states that the Erinyes delight in violent punishment. Although the punishments are not described
as bloody, their violence is extreme and would incur pollution. Describing the punishments as a
€opTiic suggests not only the consumption of blood but also the other profane feast, the feast of
Thyestes. The Erinyes enjoyment, dietary or not, of the violence repels the other gods. Thus, the
connection of the Erinyes to blood and violence mandates not only their exile from the temple
but also from the society of the Olympian gods.

The bloody nature of the Erinyes is an explicit reason for their separation from the
Olympians. The Erinyes describe why they no longer associate with the other gods in their
binding song'’: Zedc & aipootayic dEidcov E0vog 16de Aéoyac/ dc dnnéwwoato. (Eu. 365-6)
“Zeus cast out this nation, dripping blood and worthy of hate, from his company.” The Erinyes
do not regard their separation as unjustified, for they describe themselves as worthy of hate.'*
Thus, Apollo and his servant the Pythia are not trying to advance a particularly Apollonian
perspective when they speak of the Erinyes. The Erinyes describe themselves as dripping blood
as well, explicitly linking their bloodiness and their rejection by the gods. While the dripping
blood is a notable physical attribute, it also connects the Erinyes to the crimes they punish and
therefore miasma. The Erinyes describe themselves as both cast out and bloody; because this

blood can be connected to miasma-causing crimes and blood pollution bans one from contact

1 Solmsen sees the binding song as another reason for the separation “The Furies also practice a kind of magic
incantation which it is difficult to believe that Aeschylus could ever associate with the Olympians.” While
Aeschylus’ religious beliefs should not be a primary reason for differentiating the chthonic Erinyes from the
Olympians, the song’s content and use against Orestes does mark the Erinyes as different. Solmsen, Hesiod and
Aeschylus, 191. Goldhill sees the song as concerned with the nature of the Erinyes and their relation to others but
also as having active force, “an incantation . . . to control events.” Thus the separation of the Erinyes is an important
part of their view of the world. Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative, 228.

'* Solmsen suggests that the Erinyes “glory and revel in their consciousness of being outcasts from official good
society.” Solmsen, Hesiod and Aeschylus, 190. Sommerstein adds that this is a happy separation for both sides “The
Olympians too, they say, have hitherto been equally happy to leave the Erinyes and their activities severely alone.”
Sommerstein, Eumenides (University of Cambridge Press), 1. 365-7.
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with the Olympians and their shrines (as suggested by the previous two passages), the bloodiness
can be seen as the cause of the exile.

Not only must the Erinyes stay away from the rituals of the Olympians, but the rituals for
the Erinyes are markedly different and separate from those of the Olympians. Although this
difference is not connected to miasma, it is another way in which ritual separates the Erinyes and
the Olympians. Clytemnestra describes her offerings to the Erinyes, marking their differences
from offerings given to the Olympians'”:

1 TOAAQL pév 81y Tdv Eudv Eheiéare,

X064 T doivoug, vipaiio peAiypata,

Kol VoKTicepva Oginy’ €n €oydpa TUPOG
g0vov, dpav 00devog kowvny Bedv. (Eu. 106-109)

And you licked up many of my sacrifices, wine-less offerings, sober placations, and
feasts offered at night sacrificed upon the fire of the hearth, at an hour shared by none of
the gods.

Both the content of the offerings and the time at which they are given make these offerings
different from offerings to Olympian gods. These “feasts” for the Erinyes should be compared
with the feasts described by Apollo; the gods who celebrate violence and feed on human blood
are celebrated separately.'® Although Clytemnestra’s rituals for the Erinyes are not explicitly
connected to blood or violence, they highlight the difference between the Olympians and the
Erinyes, which is elsewhere connected to negative aspects of the Erinyes. Also, Clytemnestra

notes how the feasts for the Erinyes are unusual. The “unusual feast” is a negatively charged

> Brown surmises that such offerings could not be part of actual cult practice for “if their nature is such as literary
sources describe, they perhaps cannot expect regular worship . . . the typical Erinyes of tragedy can only do harm, so
their aid cannot be invoked for any respectable purpose; Clytemnestra’s offerings to them only strengthen the point,
for we are not invited to admire her piety.” Despite the offerings’ literary status, they describe a difference between
the Erinyes and the Olympians and the reasons why the Erinyes would not receive actual worship also serve to
explain why such a separation occurs. This separation does not have to be absolute; the prior two plays have
presented Erinyes for whom such a separation does not exist.

'® The separateness of these rituals is emphasized by Sommerstein’s observation on é\ei&ate “a verb more suited to
beasts than gods.” Sommerstein, Eumenides (University of Cambridge Press), 1. 106.

79



concept considering the blood-drinking nature of the Erinyes and mythic appropriateness of the
feast of Thyestes; the stress placed on the ritual diet of the Erinyes emphasizes their bloody
nature and associates them with others connected to the house of Atreus who dine on blood. This
separateness of the Erinyes is an important new part of the nature of the Erinyes and its
connection to ritual establishes the rules of ritual as important for understanding the Erinyes as
outcasts from the divine community.

The Erinyes embrace and support their separation from the other gods, describing the
difference as one of ritual.'” The Erinyes define themselves by the separation:

yryvouévaist Aaym tad” €@ auiv Ekpavon:

aBavdatov 8" anéye xEpag, oVdE TIG 0Tl

oLuVOiTOP LETAKOIVOC:
TOALEDK@V & TEMA®V AmOH01poc AxkAnpoc EToyOnv (Eu. 349-52)

These lots were ordained for us: and the hands of the immortals cannot touch them, no
one shares our feasts or our home: our clan has no share in all-white garments.

The difference in homes, feasts, and apparel are all found in other depictions of the Erinyes."®
The question of dress is now reversed; instead of black garments preventing their entering the
temple, the Erinyes openly reject the white garments associated with the Olympians. The white
garments, if they indicate puritylg, are inappropriate for the Erinyes for a variety of reasons: the

association of the Erinyes with death makes funerary apparel more suitable, but also the Erinyes

7 Solmsen sees this not as a ritual difference, but as an expression of different forms of justice; the Erinyes
“represent an idea of vengeance and blood atonement with which Zeus and his children would be unwilling to
identify themselves.” As this blood atonement causes miasma, this abstraction still hints at pollution. Solmsen,
Hesiod and Aeschylus, 197.

'8 Sommerstein notes the severity of the separation of the feasts of the Erinyes, commenting “The separation
between Olympians and Erinyes is so complete that there is not even a third party which feasts with both.”
Sommerstein, Eumenides (University of Cambridge Press), 1. 350-1.

" Irwin contends that “white clothing may symbolize the goodness and purity of the wearer.” Irwin notes that white
wool is associated with the suppliant in Eu. 45, but her comments on Eur. fr. 472 16-19, which is about the Cretan
priests of Zeus, are also of interest: “There is particular stress in this fragment on ritual purity, and it seems
reasonable to assume that wearing white was part of this purity.” Eleanor Irwin, Colour Terms in Greek Poetry
(Toronto: Hakkert, 1974). I have argued that the nature of the Erinyes and their place among humans and gods is
also concerned with ritual purity, besides that the ritual purity of Orestes is a major concern of the Eumenides, so
such symbolism would not be out of place here.
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are described as dripping blood and defiling, both of which can be connected to miasma.*’ Thus,
in this passage, the Erinyes not only reject the Olympian gods but also affirm their own dirty,
polluted nature.

Depictions of the nature of the Erinyes are focused on their ritual and physical separation
from the Olympians, particularly from Apollo’s temple, their physical bloodiness, and their
association with violent crime. These three factors hint that the Erinyes are polluted. These
factors are also found in the discussion of Orestes’ pollution. The similarities between the nature
of the Erinyes and the pollution of Orestes suggest that the Erinyes are indeed polluted and that
the separation of the Erinyes from the Olympians, a novel part of their nature in the Eumenides,
1s emphasized to make their similarity to Orestes apparent.

Orestes drips blood just as the Erinyes do. The Erinyes can hunt him by this trail of
blood: TeTpovpATIGUEVOV YaP OG KD®V VERPOV/ TPOG atpo koi oTakaypdv ékpotevopeyv. (Eu.
246-7) “Like a hound on the trail of a wounded fawn, we are tracking him down by the drip of
blood.” Orestes is made into a beast by the blood pollution the Erinyes claim to track, just as
Apollo animalized the Erinyes by casting them out into the den of the lion. The Erinyes are
notably also animals here; in their view, both they and Orestes are removed from the
human/Olympian realm by their connection to blood. Orestes is similar to the Erinyes in that he
also drips blood and is described as an animal.

The Erinyes claim that Apollo’s sanctuary is polluted by blood carried by Orestes.*' This
claim stands against Apollo’s claim that it is the Erinyes who have brought pollution to the

sanctuary.”” The Erinyes claim:

% Sommerstein describes the garments as only funerary and not as related to miasma. For him the garments indicate
that the Erinyes “have nothing to do with any kind of rejoicing.” Sommerstein, Eumenides (University of Cambridge
Press), 1. 352. Certainly, their joylessness is an important part of the nature of the Erinyes, but I suggest that their
black clothing and rejection of white clothing can also be linked to their polluted nature. As I noted while discussing
the Pythia’s observations, the Erinyes’ connection to bloody violence makes them joyless and funerary.
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o1 TO dPASV 01 VEDTEPOL Oe01,
KPOTOOVTEC TO TV dikag TAEOV

@ovoMpi} Opovov

nepi OO0, TEPL KAPOL.—

TAPESTL YOG OUPOAOV TPOGOPOKETV OipbTOV
BAocvpov dpopevov dyog Exew. (Eu. 162-7)

Such are the actions of the younger gods, who are exercising total power, beyond what
justice allows. I can see that the prophetic throne is dripping with gore from head to foot,
and that the navel of the earth has acquired for its own a horrible blood pollution.

Besides focusing on pollution, the Erinyes are also concerned with their honored place as elder
gods and their use of this opposition shows their concern lies with a question of age rather than a
question of gender. The Erinyes’ view of the world is based on the oppositions of polluted/not-
polluted, old gods/new gods, chthonic ritual/ Olympian ritual, not on the opposition of
male/female. Here they see their position threatened as elders, not as females.

The Erinyes focus on pollution in their cross examination of Apollo: kdneld’ vwéotng
aipatog déktmp véov. “And then you offered to receive [him stained with] new blood.” (Eu. 205)
This statement follows up on the Erinyes’ assertion that Orestes has polluted the sanctuary and
makes entering the sanctuary as a polluted or purified individual a key part of the trial. This
question of entering the sanctuary applies to the Erinyes as well; both the Pythia and Apollo note
that the Erinyes are unsuited to enter the sanctuary while the descriptions of the differences in
chthonic and Olympian ritual suggest that the Erinyes do not belong with the Olympians or the
worship of the Olympians.23 Thus the possible pollution of Orestes is mirrored in the nature of

the Erinyes and their ban from the temple of Apollo. This parallelism of pollution helps to create

2! Zeitlin limits the pollution nature of the image of Orestes, bloodied, at the omphalos by suggesting that the blood
is from a purification right and represents his rebirth through purification. Orestes is not, therefore, stained by death,
but is instead stained by birth. Zeitlin, “The Dynamics of Misogyny,” 104.

** Sommerstein, Eumenides (University of Cambridge Press), 1. 164-8.

* Sommerstein summarizes the Erinyes’ argument as “You have no right to complain that we are polluting your
sanctuary, when you allowed and indeed instructed Orestes to come into it in a polluted state.” Notably, he does not
have the Erinyes argue that they are not polluted. Sommerstein, Eumenides (University of Cambridge Press), 1. 206.
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rhetorical deadlock; accusations of pollution are met with counter accusations of pollution.
Neither side admits that their accusations of pollution have been effectively refuted.

As descriptions of the Erinyes focused on their lack of participation in Olympian ritual,
the Erinyes question Orestes’ ability to join in communal ritual:

1010161 BOUOTG ¥pOUEVOG TOTS ONPIOIS;
mola 0¢ xEpviy epoatépwv mpocdétetal; (Eu. 655-6)

What sort of altars in the deme will he use? What sort of water of brotherhoods will
accept him?

The Erinyes suggest with these questions that Orestes will be banned from religious life because
of his pollution.** They themselves could not participate in the same rituals, as the focus on their
inability to join in Olympian ritual has made clear. Thus, by questioning Orestes’ ritual
involvement the Erinyes raise questions about their own ability to have contact with the
Olympians through ritual, which suggests that the Erinyes themselves are polluted.

Orestes’ pollution and whether he has been purified when he enters the sanctuary are not
only a concern of the Erinyes. In addressing Athena, Orestes needs to clarify that he is not
polluted:

dvacc’ ABava, Ao&iov kered ooty

fiko, dégov 8¢ mpevpevig dhdotopa,”

0V TPOGTPOTALOV 0V dpoifavTov xépa,

AL ApPADG 1101 TPOGTETPYUUEVOS TE TPOG

dALoowv oikolg Kol mopevpacty Bpotdv. (Eu. 235-239)

Lady Athena, I come by the order of Loxias, receive this avenger gently, who is neither

* Sommerstein connects this question to Apollo’s threats that Orestes would be unable to participate in religious life
if he did not avenge his father. Orestes would have been prevented by his father’s Erinyes. Thus, the Erinyes,
paternal or maternal, are concerned with the sanctity of religious rite and the prevention of the polluted from
participating in it. Sommerstein, Eumenides (University of Cambridge Press), 1. 655-6.

> Sommerstein notes that this is an epithet of Zeus. Such an epithet is extremely appropriate for Orestes, through
whose acquittal the power of Zeus to protect masculine power is reasserted. Sommerstein, Eumenides (University of
Cambridge Press), 1. 236.

83



a suppliant or one with unclean hands, but is blunt and already rubbed away the pollution
at other houses and byways of mortals .

Orestes is able to acknowledge the questions about pollution raised by the Erinyes. If Orestes can
be received in the presence of Athena and in the sanctuary of Apollo, he has a higher status than
the Erinyes themselves, who themselves shun the Olympians and are banned from contact with
the Olympians by Apollo. Orestes and Apollo are able to answer, if not refute, the Erinyes’
questions of pollution.*® The fact that the Erinyes hold a similar outcast status to Orestes further
undermines their rhetorical strategy of focusing on pollution.

While the issue of pollution is balanced, with the Erinyes’ arguments concerning Orestes
counteracted by their own polluted nature and the claims of Apollo, the issues of gender
opposition are taken up only by Apollo. While much of the description of the Erinyes deals with
ritual and blood, Apollo does describe the Erinyes in terms of their gender (Eu. 67-73). Apollo
also chides the Erinyes for not recognizing the gender issues at play, calling out their lack of
attention to marriage (Eu. 213-24) and the differences between male and female (Eu. 625-8). The
Erinyes, however, make very few statements which involve gender. According to the Erinyes,
they carry out non-gendered advocacy against parental violence; although they represent
Clytemnestra, the Erinyes consider themselves protectors of not only mothers but fathers (Eu.
514-16). If a gender theory can be drawn from the Erinyes’ short statements on the subject, it is
that they refuse to value fathers more than mothers, as Apollo does. Thus, the Erinyes, in dealing
so briefly with the questions of gender raised by Apollo, do not present a strong opposition to
such ideas. Consequently, Apollo is successful in arguing his view of gender unopposed, using

ideas of gender and the family already presented in the first two plays of the trilogy. The key

%% Orestes’ evidence of his lack of pollution is convincing; Sommerstein notes that “These human contacts are
themselves evidence that Orestes is no longer unclean and will not pollute Athena’s temple.” Sommerstein,
Eumenides (University of Cambridge Press), 1. 239.
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question of the trial is not who is polluted, but who understands the rhetoric of gender that is
closely tied to the justice of Zeus. I will give examples of the Erinyes’ non-gendered approach,
analyze Apollo’s use of gendered rhetoric, and finally look at how Apollo’s rhetoric is successful
with Athena.

The Erinyes, unlike Apollo, make both genders equally important. The Erinyes state that
their defeat will negatively affect both mothers and fathers:*’

TODTA TIG Ty AV TATHP

1| Texodoa veomadng

oikToV oixtioott’, £met-
on witvetr d6po¢ oixkac. (Eu. 514-6)

Some father perhaps or some mother who has just become a victim may well lament
this lament, since the house of Justice will have fallen.

Thus, the Erinyes do not see their support of Clytemnestra in this case as definitively marking
them as supporters of only mothers. The Erinyes instead see their job as protecting the interests
of either parent in a situation similar to Clytemnestra’s.

In addition to implicitly stating their support of both genders, the Erinyes question
Apollo’s preference for the father. The Erinyes note the bias in Apollo’s argument:matpog
TPOTUQ ZeVS pHopov Td 6®d Adym: “On your account, Zeus sets a higher account on the death of a
father” (Eu. 640) . Considering the Erinyes’ earlier support of both parents, here the Erinyes are
questioning the male power system which was invoked in the Agamemnon and the Choephori.*®
The Erinyes see themselves not arguing for feminine superiority, but for an equal treatment of

both genders. The Erinyes’ failure to contradict the pro-male, anti-female rhetoric leads to their

*7 Goldhill notes that the language emphasizes the role of the mother, in opposition to Apollo’s emphasis of the
father. Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative, 241.

*¥ Goldhill sees the Erinyes questioning Apollo’s authority and the treatment of his word as truth. Goldhill,
Language, Sexuality, Narrative, 250.
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downfall. Although the Erinyes implicitly suggest that the genders should be treated the same,
they do not overtly deal with gender and therefore cannot refute Apollo’s arguments.

While the Erinyes do not take up the opposition of the male and the female, Apollo deals
directly with such a view of gender. Apollo makes femaleness an important part of the nature of
the Erinyes:

Kol VOV GAovc0¢ Taede Tag Lapyous Opac:

UV TeEcoVGOL O™ ol KATATTVGTOL KOpaL,

ypoion mohatod Toideg, aig oV petyvotan

Oed®V TIG 000" AvOpmTOC 0VSE ONp TOTE.

KOK®V 0" €KL KAYEVOVT , EMEL KOKOV

okotov véuovtatl Taptapov 0° v yBovog,
oot avopdv kai 0edv Olvumiov. (Eu. 67-73)

Even now you see these mad women taken captive: fallen in sleep, these abominable
old maidens, these aged virgins, with whom no god ever holds any intercourse, nor man
nor beast either- They were born from evils, and thus live in the evil darkness under the
earth in Tartarus, hated by men and the Olympian gods.

In this passage, the separation of the Erinyes is not based on their disgusting dirty or bloody
nature or their ritual differences, but is concerned with their gender. Apollo includes humans as
well as Olympians in this separation.”” However, Apollo makes the separation between the
Erinyes and men, not both men and women, focusing on the sexual sense of petyvou . Apollo
assumes there should be mixing of male and female, but the disgusting femaleness of the Erinyes
prevents this. The Erinyes should have mixed and relinquished the roles of virgin and maiden,
but their continuation in this state stands as a profanation of the female.’® The Erinyes, like

Clytemnestra, fail to properly fulfill the standard female roles.

?® The inclusion of humans in the separation is also found in the Pythia’s description of the Eumenides (Eu. 55-6).
%% Goldhill approaches the femininity of the Erinyes not as a profanation, but simply as an issue of definition. The
Erinyes cannot be defined by typical female life stages “for sexual activity (particularly as formalized in marriage) is
often the diving-point between [statuses].” Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative, 212. However, the idea of a
“profane” femininity is advanced by the connection of the Erinyes to darkness: here the dark underworld, in other
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Apollo takes the “profane” femininity of the Erinyes and their separateness from the
other gods, and turns these qualities against them. Apollo berates the Erinyes for not being

. 1
supporters of marriage’:

k6Pt dTipa kol wop’ ovSEV eipydom
"Hpag tedeiog Koi Adg motoparo.
Kompig &° ditipog Tdo° anéppurton Aoyo,
60ev Bpotoiot yiyvetar Ta QidToTa.

€OVN Yap Avopl Kol YOvoki HOPGUOG
Oprov 'oti pellov tf} dikn epovpoLUEV.
&l Toiotv 0VV KTEVOLGTY BAAAOVG YOG
10 U1 tiveoBor und’ €momtedely KOT®,

ob e’ Opéomnv 6’ €vOTK®MG AVOPNAUTELV.
T PV Yap 01da kapta 6” Evhvpovpévny,
0 6 Eupavdg Tpdccovcsay novyotépay. (Eu. 213-224)

Truly you have held in utter contempt the pledges of Hera goddess of marriage, and of
Zeus, and treated them as being of no account; and Cypris too is cast aside in dishonor
by this argument, she from whom come the closest, dearest ties that mortals have . The
bed of a man and a woman, when hallowed by destiny, is something mightier than an
oath, and Justice stands sentinel over it. If, then, you go easy on those who kill each other
by not punishing and not casting a wrathful eye on them, I say you have no right to harry
Orestes from his home. One kind of action I perceive that you take very much to heart,
while about the other kind you are blatantly acting more gently.

Certainly, the previous passage has illustrated why the Erinyes might disregard these gods; the

5932

Erinyes have no part in marriage or sex, being “aged virgins.””” The markedly separate status of

passages dark clothes. Irwin notes that women are often described as white (Agvkdc) in tragedy, especially
goddesses, and this color “indicated not merely beauty in women, but another quality that was thought to be
characteristic of them- their helplessness and need of protection.” Certainly, very few of the women in the Oresteia
exhibit this trait, but Apollo here berates the Erinyes for their non-characteristic femininity, which also extends to
their color association. Eleanor Irwin, Colour Terms in Greek Poetry (Toronto: Hakkert, 1974) 166-21.

*! The Erinyes’ ignoring of marriage is especially harmful considering Zeitlin’s assertion that “the basic issue of the
trilogy is the establishment, in the face of female resistance, of the binding nature of patriarchal marriage.”The
Erinyes are not helpful members of the female resistance because they will not focus on marriage and the difference
between male and female. This ignorance may be a result of the Erinyes’ very nature, as Goldhill explains “The
Erinyes’ . . . non-participation in sexual exchange, [marks] their separation from human society.” However, Apollo
succeeds in establishing the importance of marriage to the degree that even those intrinsically opposed to it (both the
Erinyes and Athena) are required to support it. Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative, 211.
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the Erinyes would also suggest that the Erinyes should not be concerned with the same things as
the Olympians.®> However, Apollo suggests that violations of marriage should be punished by
the Erinyes and that their lack of concern for it invalidates their claim for justice. Apollo makes
the Erinyes and justice incompatible because of their rejection of the opposition of male and
female.**

Apollo explicitly attacks the Erinyes’ non-preferential view of gender. While the Erinyes
see father and mother as of equal value, Apollo argues for the greater importance of the father”:

0V Y6p TL TAOTOV dvdpa yevvaiov Oovelv
01060071015 CKMTPOIGL TILAAPOVUEVOV,
Kol TodTo TPOG Yuvakog, ov Tt Bovpiolg
16&01G ExnpPorooy, dot’ Apalovog, (Eu. 625-8)

Yes, because it is simply not the same thing- the death of a noble man, honoured with a
royal scepter granted him by Zeus, and that too at the hands of a woman, and then not by
the far-shooting martial bow of say, an Amazon,

Here, Zeus’ power marks the man as important; Apollo therefore suggests that the Erinyes’

equality of genders goes against the power of Zeus. Apollo also devalues the female by

32 However, the Erinyes should be wary of marriage being valued over the parent-child relationship; Sommerstein
notes that “Apollo denies the claim of Clytemnestra and the Erinyes that the closest philia is that between mother
and child. Sommerstein, Eumenides (Cambridge University Press), 1. 216. However, Goldhill points out that
marriage creates the relationships the Erinyes are concerned with: “Marriage and its sexuality are the necessary
precursors to the coming into being of precisely the ties the Erinyes have emphasized: without marriage, no family,
no blood-ties.” Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative, 222.

% Sommerstein notes the Erinyes should at least respect the timai of the Olympians. Sommerstein, Eumenides
(Cambridge University Press), 1. 213-33.

** Solmsen takes a less rhetorical reading. See Solmsen, Hesiod and Aeschylus, 191.

** The preference for the male can also be read as a conflict between genders; Zeitlin notes that “The
Amazonomachy in this context rather serves to demarcate the major substantive issue of Orestes’ trial as a battle of
the sexes. Moreover, the prior victory over the Amazons not only foreshadows the outcome of the trial but also, by
association, invests the new defeat with the same symbolic significance and prestige as the earlier one.” Zeitlin’s
view of the trial as an Amazonomachy is interesting, as the Erinyes do not willingly take up the role of fighters for
the female, but approach the trial through issues of pollution and the rights of parents of both genders. Thus, I
suggest that only Apollo sees the trial in this light, and thus the Erinyes are easily defeated. Zeitlin, “The Dynamics
of Misogyny,” 93-4.

88



suggesting that to die at the hands of a woman degrades a man.>® Apollo suggests that a proper
balance must be maintained between the genders, not through equality but through the elevation
of the male. Apollo rejects a view of gender where men and women are equal.

Apollo overturns the Erinyes’ views of parental equality and solidifies concepts of male
parentage explored in the Agamemnon and the Choephori by arguing that biologically the male is
the only parent:

oUK £0TL UNTNP 1) KEKANUEVOL TEKVOV

TOKEVG, TPOPOG 0& KOLOTOG VEOGTOPOU.

TikTel & 6 Opdokwv, N &” Anep EEvm Eévn
gowoev Epvoc, oiot ) PAGyT Oedg.

TEKUN POV 0€ T0DOE GOt deiE® Adyov.

TATNP UEV AV YEVOLT BVEL UNTPOG: TEANS

uaptouc mhpeott maig Olvumiov Atdg,

000’ &v 6KOTO1G1 VNOVOG TEDpaUUEVT,

GAL” olov Epvoc obtic v tékot 0edg. (Eu. 658-66)

The so-called “mother” is not a parent of the child, only the nurse of the newly-begotten
embryo. The parent is he who mounts; the female keeps the offspring safe, like a stranger
on behalf of a stranger, for those in whose case this not prevented by god. I shall give you
powerful proof of this statement. A father can procreate without a mother: a witness to
this is close by us, the daughter of Olympian Zeus, who was not even nurtured in the
darkness of a womb, but is such an offspring as no female divinity could ever bring forth.

This argument is the summation of the parental imagery of the previous two plays. This concept
of parentage has been explored through the single-parent imagery, in which the father was the
sole parent of an animal family and the mother was either absent or a different species.”’ Now
biology removes the need for metaphor to mediate between the animal and the human. The

suggestion of the father as the only parent is now fact. This argument is also answers the

%% Solmsen notes that this has been established earlier in the trilogy. Solmsen, Hesiod and Aeschylus, 192. See also
Sommerstein, Eumenides (Cambridge University Press), 1. 627-8. Zeitlin notes that the Oresteia, as part of the
misogynistic tradition, “relates the mastery of the female to higher social goals.” Clytemnestra’s murder of
Agamemnon has denied this mastery and upsets the concept of masculine power. Zeitlin, The Dynamics of
Misogyny, 88. See also Zeitlin, Dynamics of Misogyny, 89.

’7 See “Animal Single-Parent Imagery” pp. 5-18.
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treatment of Clytemnestra as mother; Clytemnestra is not a mother and we have previously
learned she was not even a nurse. Thus Apollo takes the ideas of the family presented in the
previous two plays and reframes them with science rather than imagery, again asserting the
importance of the father and minimizing the mother.®

Apollo’s argument about parentage sways Athena, who turns out to be the most important
voter in the trial. Athena, being the offspring of a male single-parent, can confirm Orestes’
position as the same. Athena states that her innate nature requires her to support Orestes:

EUOV 108" Epyov, Aotobiov kpivor diknv.

yieov & Opéotn vd’ &ym mpocOncopat.

TP yop ovtig €otiv §j 1 €ysivaro,

10 & dpoev aiv®d TAVTA, TATV YAUOL TUXELV,

dmovtt Ooud, képta & el Tod TOTPOGS.

oUT® YOVOIKOC OV TPOTIUNO® HOPOV

Gvdpa kTtavovong dopdtov érnickomov. (Eu. 734-40)

This is now my task, to be the last to judge in this case; and I shall cast this ballot for
Orestes. There is no mother who gave birth to me, and I commend the male in all respects
(except for joining in marriage) with all my heart: in the fullest sense I am my father’s

3% Apollo’s argument has caused much scholarly discomfort. I believe the best way to deal with this argument is to
see it as a continuation of earlier rhetoric and imagery in which the father is the only or superior parent. Solmsen
provides a summary of the academic debate, although his assertion that “ nothing . . . can prove that for [Aeschylus]
they were not perfectly serious and valid thoughts” goes too far in entering the realm of personal belief. Solmsen,
Hesiod and Aeschylus, 192 n. Forty years later, Sommerstein continues the struggle against Apollo’s argument.
Although Sommerstein admits that there is some parity between philosophical theories of reproduction and Apollo’s
biology, he outlines the limited acceptance Apollo’s biological argument would garner with the audience. While
producing biological confusion in the audience would certainly limit Apollo’s effectiveness, Aeschylus is not
producing a scientific drama. Cohesiveness between the science of the play and the science of the audience is less
important that the cohesiveness of the trilogy. While the biological aspect is certainly new, the concepts of the
family it presents are not. Sommerstein, Eumenides (Cambridge University Press), 1. 657-66. Zeitlin, however, finds
the argument instrumental in the defeat of matriarchy required to restore patriarchy and to further Orestes’ move to
manhood through separation from his mother. Zeitlin, “The Dynamics of Misogyny,” 107-8. Roberts sees this
argument in the context of Apollo’s role as oracle and instigator of the matricide. Roberts explains: “Apollo’s
arguments thus work against the Erinyes in two ways: they show that the oracle commanded nothing sacrilegious,
and they show that the Erinyes have no particular right to pursue Orestes. . . it is a variant of the traditional
revelation that an oracle does not mean quite what it had been taken to mean.” Deborah H. Roberts, Apollo and His
Oracle in the Oresteia (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1984), 53. Goldhill legitimizes Apollo’s argument by
connecting it to the discussion of issues of parentage in the Choephori. Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative,
252. Lebeck has no problem with the argument, and notes that although it is “sophistic. . . this does not mean,
however, that the argument is not thematically ‘right.””” Lebeck, The Oresteia, 135.
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child. Therefore I shall not set a higher value on the death of a woman, when she had
killed her husband, the guardian of her house.

Athena is easily co-opted into Apollo’s version of biology but is even convinced of his version of
marriage.” Although Athena notes her opposition to wedlock, she ends up supporting the
marriage ties which hold Clytemnestra at fault.** Although the Erinyes are perhaps innately
unable to be convinced by Apollo’s arguments on gender, Apollo does successfully appeal to
Athena. Thus the Erinyes are defeated through their inability to deal with the gendered rhetoric
which is so convincing to Athena.

In conclusion, the Eumenides introduces yet another type of Erinyes as a weak rhetorical

foil to Apollo, who continues the gendered rhetoric of the Agamemnon and the Choephori. The

3Sommerstein disagrees that Athena can be easily convinced by Apollo’s “highly dubious argument.” I fail to see
how this could be, as she is the example he uses. If the argument has less to do with the actual method of human
reproduction and more with a male-centered conception of the family, there is no reason to disregard the argument
because it could only be true of divine and not of human children. Again, the single-parent animal imagery has
suggested that the father is the only parent. The imagery of Clytemnestra has tried to deny her a place as mother and
wife, removing her from the family. Thus, the family structure promoted in the Agamemnon and the Choephori is
the same as the one suggested by Apollo and exemplified by Athena and Zeus. Even if Athena is only convinced
because this is “the view taken by Zeus,” Zeus has been linked to the single-parent family previously in the trilogy.
Sommerstein, Eumenides (Cambridge University Press), 1. 736-40. Zeitlin, although not concerned with Athena’s
personal take on the argument, sees the use of Athena as vital to the trial’s re-establishment of masculine power.
Zeitlin explains the significance of Athena: “Zeus’ act puts an end to any threat to his sovereignty by incorporating
the principle of intelligence through his swallowing of Metis and by making that principle manifest in the world
through the birth of a child whose sex indicates that she will be no political threat to her father and even more,
whose filial relationship proclaims her eternal dependence on the male.” Thus, male birth establishes paternal
authority, both of Zeus, whose justice undergirds the trial, and of Agamemnon, for whom Orestes has acted to
restore masculine power to Argos. In addition, Zeitlin, in opposition to Sommerstein, views Athena’s partisanship
with Zeus here as not just the response of “Daddy says so,” but as a vital part of both her nature and of the structure
of power she votes to support. Zeitlin, “The Dynamics of Misogyny,” 108. Goldhill believes that Athena truly
belongs to neither party, but this results in Orestes’ acquittal for “Athena represents the vote which allows the
acquittal of Orestes- that is, the escape from the pattern of reciprocal revenge which has been depicted in terms of an
opposition of the sexes, precisely because she stands between and against the opposition.” Thus, Goldhill suggests
that Athena supports, to some degree, the rhetoric presented by Apollo, but in the end she creates resolution by
transcending such divisive rhetoric. Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative, 259.

%0 Sommerstein again disagrees, stating that “the rejection of gamos suggests prima facie antipathy to, rather than
partisanship of, the male. However, considering the trial is concerned, in part, with spousal murder, Athena’s
avoidance of marriage could be an asset. Although Apollo argues for the importance of marriage, he notably does so
from the perspective of marriage as the timai of Zeus, Hera, and Aphrodite. Given the dearth of positive models of
marriage and abundance of destructive wives (Clytemnestra and Helen) and the attempts to metaphorically remove
Clytemnestra from the role of wife, rejection of marriage can be in support of the male. Sommerstein, Eumenides
(Cambridge University Press), 1. 737. Zeitlin, however, does not see Athena as opposed to the male. Apollo is
supported by “the androgynous goddess Athena, who sides with the male and confirms his primacy. Zeitlin, The
Dynamics of Misogyny, 89.
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Erinyes of the Eumenides are separate from the Olympian gods and different from their previous
depictions in the Agamemnon and the Choephori. This difference is so important because it is
ultimately tied to pollution. The physical bloodiness of the Erinyes and their association with
violent crimes necessitate the separation of the Erinyes from the temples of the Olympians and
the gods themselves. The Erinyes’ polluted, outcast status is parallel to that which they claim for
Orestes. The Erinyes, in celebrating their outcast status, suggest that they are more polluted than
Orestes is, which weakens their argument. With charges of pollution leveled by both Apollo and
the Erinyes, Apollo triumphs rhetorically because he (re-)introduces a new point of contention:
gender. Because the Erinyes lack an understanding of marriage and lack a response to Apollo’s
promotion of the male, they are defeated.

The trial ends successfully for Apollo and Orestes, but this success must be qualified.
Although Apollo’s gendered rhetoric goes unchallenged by the Erinyes and gains the vital vote
of Athena, Orestes wins by a very narrow margin. The most convincing aspect of the gendered
rhetoric which is used by Apollo in the Eumenides and presented by the imagery of the
Agamemnon and the Choephori is its maintenance of the status quo. The “victory” of Apollo and
Orestes owes much to resistance to change and to accepting and understanding those who do not
conform to traditional gender roles, such as Clytemnestra and the Erinyes. The very existence of
these oppositional figures shows the inability of such conceptions of gender to accurately
represent reality; this difference between reality and status quo creates the discomfort caused by
Apollo’s biological argument against mothers and the disjunction between the gendered imagery
and whom it represents. The Oresteia ends with an attempt to bring together rhetoric and reality,

but the flaws of the rhetoric remain.
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