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Aeschylis’ play Agamemnon is not the first rendtion of the myth. The story of
Agamemnons homecomingfrom Troy andsubsequet murde is dealtwith in Homet
Pindar StesichorusHesiod,andotherpoetsandwaswell-known to the Athenianau-
diencewatchingAeschyus. However, Aeschylusborows andblendsthesetraditions,
broadeninga simple story of murder andbetrayal by giving the importart characters
justifiablemotives, bothonthe human anddivine level. This allows him to constrct a
play basedon tragic conflictsfar morecomple thanthosein the mythicd sourceshe
uses.

Besidesminor details (suchas location; Aeschylis makes Agamemnonking of
Argosfor political reasos; Pindarlocategheactionin Amyklai; Homergeneally sets
it in Mycerae),we find Aeschylis making changsin the baclground history of the
charatersprior to the play’s mainactionthrough detailsprovidedin the parados. Even

thechows’ first mention of Agamenmongives usasignifican alteration:

MenelausandAgamenmon, my lord,



twin throned,twin scepteredn twofold power?!

Jonesassertghat Agamemnonand his brotherMenelaussharean oikos, not just
beingbrathersby bload but sharinga housebld andhous€; the quotatio (aswell as
the Heraldss strangelyoverwhelmingconcernfor Menelas’ lost ships®) corrdoorates
it. Geneally, thisis nottheaccepteanyth; in thelliad andin otherpoams,Menelasis
theruler of Sparta.But by combiring their houses,Aechylusis grarting Agamemna
afarstrongerclaimagairst Alexancer (Paris)alongsidewith Menelaws, for “he came\
to thehouseof thesonsof Atreus... andshamedheguestsright of theboardshared. 4
This is a morecompellirg reasorthansimply beingthe brotherof Menelas, for it is
indirectly Agamermon’s householdandhosyitality which have beenviolatedby Paris’
abdction.

Laterin thesameode,the chorws singsabou Agamenons involvementin the Tro-
jan War. Herewe have anotler breakwith tradition in the recounting of Iphigenias
sacrificeat Aulis. This episoe is not told in Homer; in fact, as statedin the lliad,
Agamemnons daughersdo notincludelphigeria (or for that matter Electra)®, if we
canrely on Sophales’ distinctionbetweerher andlphianassé). Thereis evenatra-
dition wherelphigeniais thedauderof HelenandTheseusandsubsequety adoptel
by Clytaemenestrd. More in line with Aeschyls is Pindars Eleventh Pythianode,

wherethereis a brief summay of Agamenmon’s deathreflectingon Clytaemnestrs’
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motives:

.. Wasit Iphigeneia,
Slainat Euripcs far from herland,
Thatstungherto uplift

Thewrathof herheary han®®

Aeschyus follows the last tradition therebygiving Clytaemnestrdner overwhelmirg
reasorfor Agamemnons murder: “he slaugheredlik e a victim his own child”. ® And
in termsof thetrilogy, Iphigeniamustindeedbe Clytaemnestra “own child” andnot
adoped,otherwisetheargumentusedby the Furieslater - thatthe sheddig of kindred
bload is of paranountevil - is hollow. To bolsterher position, he mustdiscardary
traditionwherelphigena is miracdously saved by Artemis (asin Hesiod,whereshe
becanesHecatepr in the Cyprial? sheis repla@dby adeey bothby will of Artemis).
But why must Agamenmon sacrificelphigeniaat all? The Cypria!! assertghat
Agamremnonis to blame,for he, “while at the chase,shota stagand boastedthat
he surpassedven Artemis”, and that Artemis demand his dauglter’s deathin ret-
ribution. Euripides, in Iphigenia in Tauris, follows a different version of unkrnown
antiquty whereAgamemnonhadpromisedArtemisthefairestfruit of oneyears pro-
duce the goddesstherebre claimsIphigenial?> However Aeschyls drops ary direct
refelenceto a persoml affront offered by Agamenmon to Artemis: he substitutesa

version wherethe goddessis angeed at the deathof anunban harekilled by two ea-
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gles. Through symbolism,Aeschyls is addinga level of tragic conflict at the divine
level. Onthe onehand,Agamenmon mustavengehimselfon Paris, the transgessor
of his (andMenelaus’)houses hospitality or risk offending Zeus,the god of xena.
Ontheotherhand Artemis aspraectorof theunbon is angryat the carnag thatthe
two Atreusbrathers(“the flying houndsof herfather™3) will inflict uponfuture gen-
eratiors of Troy (symbdized by the hare)andthusensuresAgamemnors destructio
eventhouwgh this is counterto Zeus' wishes. Furthemoreamongthe various reasons
offeredfor this substitution Fraenlel's answermakes mostsense:that by removing
thedirectoffenceit emplasizeshat Agamannons delibeatedecisionis the causeof
all his sufferings'4.

By addirg or keepirg Iphigenia’s sacrifice, Aeschylis changs Clytaemnestra’
role from accomptice to averger From beginning to end of the play it is now en-
tirely Clytaemnstrawho arrargesherhusbants death.We seeherastheimplenmentor
of theelaboatesystemof beacorlights andwatchmerheraldng thefall of Troy. First,
this illustratesher strengthof will simply in its orchestration;second it implies her
desireto beforewarnedof Agamemnons retumn giving hertime for prepaation. Later,
sheenticesAgamemnonto hisdoom andit is by herbladethatboth Agamemnonand
Cassandrdie. ThusAeschyls is following the tradition sketchedin Pindats Odein
placingAgamenmon’s deathsolely “at the stronghand\ Of Klytaimestrd *°. Perhaps
to make his deathat the handsof a womanmoreplausibleto his Athenianaudiene,

Aeschyus alsodoesawaywith themurcersceneasdescritedin theOdyssg 6. Instead
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of beingkilled alongwith his followers asthey sit down to wine, Agamenmonis slain
whenheis by himselfin his bath,naked andunamed. Perhapsaswell Aeschyls is
rawing sympatly away from Clytaemnestrén makinghis deathpitiful. Various other
detailsof Agamemnons deathas plamedby Clytaemrmstracancertainlybe seenas
transgessionsfor Aeschyus pointsout that Agamermonis on the way to make sac-
rificesto the godsin thanksgving whenheis killed. This forebodeghatthe cycle of
violence mustcontinte into the next play.

In fact,Homets Odyssg clearlygivesAegisthis themainrole. After luring awvay
Agamemnons guad andseducilg Clytaemnestr¥, it is his sentrywho gives him time
to preparehis arralgementshe who persuadsAgamenmonto attenda banqet*® and
he who kills Agamenmnon. Clytaemnestraids only in killing Cassandrgimplying
heronly motive is jealousyand not somematernalinstinct); inconsistentlyhowever,
Agamemnons ghaost doessay “she waited to stabher lord and king” °. Aeschyus
ignaresthis tradition; he alsoignoresanothementiored in Stesichorusn whichiit is
Aphrodite, incersedat Tyndaeusfor ignoring the goddessin sacrificeswho makes
his daughers (Helenand Clytaemnestrajdesertersof their husbads”.?°. Remawing
ary hint of seductim, whetter or not instilled by divine power, malesit clearthat
Clytaemnstrais not passvely beingmanipuatedby Aegisthis, but is indeedactively
avengng herdaugher’s death. Only by giving herthis motive andreinforcingit can
Aeschyus setup the next conflict in the Libation Bearers;for if Clytaemrestrais in

thisway justifiable,it makesOrestesmatricideequallylessjustifiable.
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However, Aeschylis doesnot entirely drop Aegisthis from the picture heis not
merelyOrestes’othervictim, mentiored asan aftertrought asin Pindar First his re-
lationshipto Agamemnonis now madeunanmbiguaus; heis the sonof Thyestesthe
brather of Agamemnorns father Atreus; the Odyssg links Thyestesand Aegisthus
oncebut never Thyestesand Atreus, and neitherdoesthe lliad. Contrastthis with
onetraditionwhereAgamemnmonandMenelausarethegrardchildrenof Atreus(beirng
themseles sonsof Pleistheneg). Pleistheness never mentimedin the lliad, but is
mentimedby Aeschylusasthe ancestoof Atreus’?. Perhapsghe playwright hashere
rearangedthe family treeto strengthemegisthus’casefrom merelythe usurperas
depictedin the lliad; heis now avengirg Atreus’ murders of his brathersby killing
Atreus’ son. Furthernore his adulterymirrors that of Thyestesasearlierhintedat by
CassandraYet therelationslip betweerAegisthis andAgamemnonis evenmore in-
terestingwhen Aeschyus mentiors Thyestes'curseon the house of Atreus,echoirg
earlierhints by Cassandrand Clytaemnstra. The Odyssg never mentias conflict
betweenThyestesand Atreus; Book Il of the Iliad almosthints otherwse asit de-
scribesAgamenmmon’s staf of office, and how it was passedrom Pelopsto Atreus,
who “gave it to the sheepkrderThyestes"andfrom thereto Agamenmon. Ther is
no mentionof the feastof Thyestesn Hesiodor Pindar As describedearlierthough,
Aeschyus seemdo wantthe readerto focuson the cursenot only on the immediate
fatherof Agameannonbut alsoon the curseonthefounderof thehowse, Tantaluswhy

elsewould the Choruspointedly mentionhis name?
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By utilising and altering variows traditions and ignoting others, Aeschylis has
turredthemythinto atraged by establishingheconflictsof two right causesAeschy
lus gives Agamemnona strongercauseagairst Troy yet callsdown Artemis’ angerso
that Agamemmon is forcedto decick betweentwo suchcausesihat of abamonirg
his justifiable war (justifiable both by him andby changsin the myth), or sacrific-
ing his own dauditer By choasing the latter courseof action he ensureshis even
tual destrwction by his wife Clytaemnestrayhoinsteadof beinga passve accomfice
now avergeshermothe’s love with murde; while Aegisthusis himselfavengirg the
wrongs of a previous geneation. The themeof retribution justified by pastwrongis
echedthroughou thesemyths which Aeschyus combinesinto the tragedy in order
to shav how this archaicmoral order basedon this themeis not sufiicientin the new

moral order, thisthemeforms Orestes'conflictin theremairderof thetrilogy.



