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Aeschylus’ play Agamemnon is not the first rendition of the myth. The story of

Agamemnon’s homecomingfrom Troy andsubsequent murder is dealtwith in Homer,

Pindar, Stesichorus,Hesiod,andotherpoetsandwaswell-known to theAthenianau-

diencewatchingAeschylus. However, Aeschylusborrows andblendsthesetraditions,

broadeninga simplestoryof murder andbetrayal by giving the important characters

justifiablemotives,bothon thehuman anddivine level. Thisallows him to construct a

play basedon tragicconflictsfar morecomplex thanthosein themythical sourceshe

uses.

Besidesminor details(suchas location; Aeschylus makes Agamemnonking of

Argosfor political reasons;Pindarlocatestheactionin Amyklai; Homergenerally sets

it in Mycenae),we find Aeschylus making changesin the background historyof the

charactersprior to theplay’smainactionthroughdetailsprovidedin theparados.Even

thechorus’ first mention of Agamemnongives usa significant alteration:

MenelausandAgamemnon,my lord,
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twin throned,twin sceptered,in twofold power1

Jonesassertsthat Agamemnonandhis brotherMenelaussharean oikos, not just

beingbrothersby blood but sharinga household andhouse2; thequotation (aswell as

theHerald’s strangelyoverwhelmingconcernfor Menelaus’ lost ships3) corroborates

it. Generally, this is not theacceptedmyth; in theIliad andin otherpoems,Menelaus is

theruler of Sparta.But by combining their houses,Aechylus is granting Agamemnon

afarstrongerclaimagainstAlexander(Paris)alongsidewith Menelaus, for “he came
�

to thehouseof thesonsof Atreus... andshamedtheguest’sright of theboardshared.” 4

This is a morecompelling reasonthansimply beingthebrotherof Menelaus, for it is

indirectly Agamemnon’s householdandhospitality whichhavebeenviolatedby Paris’

abduction.

Laterin thesameode,thechorus singsabout Agamenon’s involvementin theTro-

jan War. Herewe have another breakwith tradition, in the recounting of Iphigenia’s

sacrificeat Aulis. This episode is not told in Homer; in fact, asstatedin the Iliad,

Agamemnon’s daughtersdo not includeIphigenia (or for thatmatter, Electra)5, if we

canrely on Sophocles’ distinctionbetweenherandIphianassa6). Thereis evena tra-

dition whereIphigeniais thedaugherof HelenandTheseus,andsubsequently adopted

by Clytaemenestra7. More in line with Aeschylus is Pindar’s Eleventh Pythianode,

wherethereis a brief summary of Agamemnon’s deathreflectingon Clytaemnestra’s

1Aeschylus,Agamemnon, trans.RichmondLattimore(Chicago,1953),l. 42-3
2JohnJones,On Aristotle and Greek Tragedy (London,1962)p. 84
3Aeschylus,l. 674-679
4Aeschylus,l. 400-2
5Homer, Iliad, trans.Robert Fitzgerald (New York, 1974),IX l. 145
6Sophocles,Electra, trans. David Grene(Chicago,1957),l. 158
7According to Stesichorus,asdescribedin Pausanias’ Description of Greece,2.22.6
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motives:

.. Wasit Iphigeneia,

SlainatEuripos far from herland,

Thatstungherto uplift

Thewrathof herheavy hand?8

Aeschylus follows the last tradition therebygiving Clytaemnestraher overwhelming

reasonfor Agamemnon’s murder: “he slaughteredlike a victim his own child”. 9 And

in termsof thetrilogy, IphigeniamustindeedbeClytaemnestra’s “own child” andnot

adopted,otherwisetheargumentusedby theFurieslater- thattheshedding of kindred

blood is of paramountevil - is hollow. To bolsterher position,he mustdiscardany

traditionwhereIphigenia is miraculously savedby Artemis (asin Hesiod,whereshe

becomesHecate,or in theCypria10 sheis replacedby adeer, bothby will of Artemis).

But why mustAgamemnon sacrificeIphigeniaat all? The Cypria11 assertsthat

Agamemnonis to blame,for he, “while at the chase,shot a stagand boastedthat

he surpassedeven Artemis”, and that Artemis demands his daughter’s deathin ret-

ribution. Euripides, in Iphigenia in Tauris, follows a different version of unknown

antiquity whereAgamemnonhadpromisedArtemisthefairestfruit of oneyear’s pro-

duce; thegoddessthereforeclaimsIphigenia.12 However Aeschylus dropsany direct

referenceto a personal affront offered by Agamemnon to Artemis: he substitutesa

version wherethegoddessis angeredat thedeathof anunborn harekilled by two ea-

8Pindar, Pythian XI, trans. C.M.Bowra (London,1969)
9Aeschylus,l. 1417

10Not extant; abscribedto Stasinus.This passageis notedin a summaryof theCypriaby Proclus.Hugh
G. Evelyn-White,Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns, and Homerica (Project Gutenberg’s Etext)

11Ibid; partof thesamesummaryby Proclus.
12D.J.Conacher, Aeschylus’ Oresteia: A Literary Commentary (Toronto,1987),p. 92
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gles. Through symbolism,Aeschylus is addinga level of tragicconflict at thedivine

level. On the onehand,Agamemnonmustavengehimself on Paris, the transgressor

of his (andMenelaus’)house’s hospitality, or risk offending Zeus,the god of xenia.

On theotherhand, Artemisasprotectorof theunborn is angryat thecarnage that the

two Atreusbrothers(“the flying houndsof her father”13) will inflict uponfuture gen-

erations of Troy (symbolized by thehare)andthusensuresAgamemnon’s destruction

eventhough this is counterto Zeus’wishes.Furthermoreamongthevarious reasons

offeredfor this substitution, Fraenkel’s answermakesmostsense:that by removing

thedirectoffenceit emphasizesthatAgamemnon’s deliberatedecisionis thecauseof

all hissufferings14.

By adding or keeping Iphigenia’s sacrifice,Aeschylus changes Clytaemnestra’s

role from accomplice to avenger. From beginning to endof the play it is now en-

tirely Clytaemnestrawhoarrangesherhusband’sdeath.Weseeherastheimplementor

of theelaboratesystemof beaconlightsandwatchmenheralding thefall of Troy. First,

this illustratesher strengthof will simply in its orchestration;second, it implies her

desireto beforewarnedof Agamemnon’s return giving hertimefor preparation.Later,

sheenticesAgamemnonto his doom, andit is by herbladethatbothAgamemnonand

Cassandradie. ThusAeschylus is following the traditionsketchedin Pindar’s Odein

placingAgamemnon’s deathsolely“at thestronghands
�
Of Klytaimestra” 15. Perhaps

to make his deathat thehandsof a womanmoreplausibleto his Athenianaudience,

Aeschylusalsodoesawaywith themurdersceneasdescribedin theOdyssey 16. Instead

13Aeschylus,l. 135
14EduardFraenkel, Agamemnon (Oxford,1950),Vol. 2, p. 99, in Conacher, p. 77
15Pindar, l. 17-18
16Homer, Odyssey, trans.RobertFitzgerald (New York, 1961),IX l. 405-440
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of beingkilled alongwith his followers asthey sit down to wine,Agamemnonis slain

whenhe is by himself in his bath,nakedandunarmed. Perhapsaswell Aeschylus is

rawing sympathy away from Clytaemnestrain makinghis deathpitiful. Various other

detailsof Agamemnon’s deathasplannedby Clytaemnestracancertainlybe seenas

transgressions,for Aeschylus pointsout thatAgamemnonis on theway to make sac-

rifices to thegodsin thanksgiving whenhe is killed. This forebodesthat thecycle of

violencemustcontinue into thenext play.

In fact,Homer’s Odyssey clearlygivesAegisthus themainrole. After luring away

Agamemnon’sguard andseducing Clytaemnestra17, it is hissentrywhogiveshim time

to preparehis arrangements,hewhopersuadesAgamemnonto attenda banquet18 and

he who kills Agamemnon. Clytaemnestraaids only in killing Cassandra(implying

her only motive is jealousyandnot somematernalinstinct); inconsistentlyhowever,

Agamemnon’s ghost doessay “she waited to stabher lord andking” 19. Aeschylus

ignoresthis tradition; healsoignoresanothermentioned in Stesichorusin which it is

Aphrodite, incensedat Tyndareusfor ignoring the goddessin sacrifices,who makes

his daughters(HelenandClytaemnestra)“desertersof their husbands”.20. Removing

any hint of seduction, whether or not instilled by divine power, makes it clear that

Clytaemnestrais not passively beingmanipulatedby Aegisthus,but is indeedactively

avenging herdaughter’s death.Only by giving her this motive andreinforcing it can

Aeschylus setup the next conflict in the Libation Bearers;for if Clytaemnestrais in

thisway justifiable,it makesOrestes’matricideequallylessjustifiable.

17Odyssey, III l. 234-312
18Odyssey, IV l. 511-547
19Odyssey, XXIV 199-200
20Scholiastattributesthis to Stesichorus.SeeEvelyn-White
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However, Aeschylus doesnot entirely drop Aegisthus from the picture; he is not

merelyOrestes’othervictim, mentionedasanafterthought asin Pindar. First his re-

lationshipto Agamemnonis now madeunambiguous; he is the sonof Thyestes,the

brother of Agamemnon’s fatherAtreus; the Odyssey links Thyestesand Aegisthus

oncebut never ThyestesandAtreus, andneitherdoesthe Iliad. Contrastthis with

onetraditionwhereAgamemnonandMenelausarethegrandchildrenof Atreus(being

themselves sonsof Pleisthenes)21. Pleisthenesis never mentionedin the Iliad, but is

mentionedby Aeschylusastheancestorof Atreus22. Perhapstheplaywright hashere

rearrangedthe family treeto strengthenAegisthus’casefrom merelythe usurperas

depictedin the Iliad; he is now avenging Atreus’ murdersof his brothersby killing

Atreus’ son. Furthermorehis adulterymirrors thatof Thyestesasearlierhintedat by

Cassandra.Yet therelationship betweenAegisthus andAgamemnonis evenmore in-

terestingwhenAeschylus mentions Thyestes’curseon the houseof Atreus,echoing

earlierhints by CassandraandClytaemnestra. The Odyssey never mentions conflict

betweenThyestesandAtreus; Book II of the Iliad almosthints otherwise as it de-

scribesAgamemnon’s staff of office, andhow it waspassedfrom Pelopsto Atreus,

who “gave it to the sheepherderThyestes”andfrom thereto Agamemnon. There is

no mentionof thefeastof Thyestesin Hesiodor Pindar. As describedearlierthough,

Aeschylus seemsto want the readerto focuson thecursenot only on the immediate

fatherof Agamemnonbut alsoon thecurseonthefounderof thehouse,Tantalus;why

elsewould theChoruspointedlymentionhis name23?

21Tzetzesattributesthis to Hesiod.SeeEvelyn-White
22Aeschylus,l. 1602
23Aeschylus,l. 1369
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By utilising and altering various traditions and ignoring others,Aeschylus has

turnedthemythintoatragedy byestablishingtheconflictsof two right causes.Aeschy-

lus gives Agamemnona strongercauseagainst Troy yetcallsdown Artemis’ anger, so

that Agamemnon is forced to decide betweentwo suchcauses;that of abandoning

his justifiablewar (justifiablebothby him andby changes in the myth) , or sacrific-

ing his own daughter. By choosing the latter courseof actionhe ensureshis even-

tual destruction by his wife Clytaemnestra,who insteadof beinga passiveaccomplice

now avengeshermother’s love with murder; while Aegisthusis himselfavenging the

wrongs of a previous generation. The themeof retribution justified by pastwrong is

echoed throughout thesemyths which Aeschylus combinesinto the tragedy, in order

to show how this archaicmoralorder basedon this themeis not sufficient in thenew

moral order; this themeformsOrestes’conflict in theremainderof thetrilogy.
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